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 The Devil's Photographer



Part One

The Church



Prologue

 


The photo is old. At least ten years, maybe
a little more. The edges are frayed, and there's a crease down the
middle where it appears to have been folded up. Each corner has
some damage, suggesting that the photo was once mounted somewhere
but has since been removed. The colors are still bright and vivid,
though, so it's clear that the photo hasn't been kept out on
display for too long; if anything, it seems to have been hidden
away for much of its existence.

There are two people in the photo. One of
them is a man, in his late twenties or early thirties; he's smiling
as he holds a baby in his arms. They're in a park, their features
picked out by bright sunlight. The baby is very young, perhaps only
a couple of weeks old. Judging from the proud and happy look on the
man's face, it would be reasonable to assume that he's the father.
The baby's eyes are barely open, and one of its hands is reaching
up to clasp the man's thumb. It's a moment of connection between
father and child.

It's a perfectly ordinary photo. On the
surface, there's nothing that would make anyone suspicious. But if
you look closer, and if you know a little of the context in which
the picture was taken, the photo changes. Suddenly it becomes one
of the most terrifying images ever caught on film.

For example, there's the
matter of the other individuals who are part of the picture. Depending on your
point of view, there might be two other people in the photo. One of
them is the person holding the camera; this person casts a shadow
across the grass in the background, and her face is dimly reflected
in the sunglasses that hang around the man's neck. She might not be
the focus of the photo, but this woman is arguably the dominating
presence: she's the one who chose the framing; she's the one who
decided to take a picture at all; she's the one who put the photo
in a frame, and who later removed it, folded it up, and hid it
away.

Then there's the other person in the photo.
Slightly out of focus, there's a man in the distance, looking as if
he just happened to be walking through the park at the moment the
photo was taken. A middle-aged man with scraggly black hair, he
doesn't seem to have noticed the family at all. Again, there's
nothing particularly menacing about the man, unless you know the
context. Context is everything.

So far, the photo might
still seem fairly normal. However, there are two other things that
make this particular image stand out. For one thing, the older man
in the distance doesn't seem to have a shadow; it's easy to see the
shadows of nearby trees, and the general direction of the sun, but
the man casts no shadow whatsoever. The other unusual thing is that
the baby's face seems strangely blurry, almost as if there are two
faces staring up at the father. Taken in isolation, these things
aren't particularly odd; even together, they could be deemed a
coincidence. But, again, it's all about the context: if you know
the context of
the photo - if you know when and where it was taken, and what
happened next - these things suddenly take on a life of their own.
Suddenly it's as if the photo is a snapshot of impending disaster,
and a distillation of a moment in time that would rapidly
disintegrate. When the button on the camera was pressed, everything
was okay. Within seconds, three lives had been destroyed forever.
It's that moment - a moment of happiness on the cusp of tragedy -
that is the true subject of this tatty old photo.

Most people, having taken such a photo,
would never pick up a camera again. But this woman did the
opposite.


 Today

 


Taking a step back, I raise my camera and
take a couple more shots of the church's columns. Rising high above
me, its roof picked out by the mid-morning sun, St. Abraham's looks
surprisingly bare and inconspicuous; it's the kind of church you
could walk past every day for a year, without really noticing it's
even there. In fact, the only sign of activity is a small board by
the main door, displaying the times of Mass. Still, despite its
lack of fame, I figure St. Abraham's is as good a church as any to
add to my list; I mean, why should only the well-known New York
churches get included in this little project? The smaller ones
often hide the more interesting images, although it's hard to tell
for sure until the images have been developed. Besides, I've
already done all the big ones, some of them multiple times. To be
honest, I'm starting to run out of churches.

As I walk around the corner to get a view
from the side, I briefly make eye contact with a passing man.
Dressed in an immaculate suit, he betrays no expression on his
face, and he quickly continues on his way. I know what he was
thinking, though; he was wondering why I'd bother to take a picture
of a crumbling old building, especially on a Tuesday morning when
most people would be at work. He probably sees my leather jacket
and scraped-back hair and thinks I'm some kind of artist or
journalist. Fortunately, I'm sure he'll have forgotten about me by
the time he reaches the next corner. Like the church, I prefer to
fade into the background whenever possible. The camera is a shield;
as long as it's raised to cover my face, I feel invisible.

I take a few more photos, before lowering
the camera and realizing that there's an old man watching me from a
small door in the side of the church. It takes me a moment to
realize that under his large, padded blue anorak, he's actually
dressed as a priest.

"It's okay," he calls out, smiling. "Take as
many pictures as you want. Frankly, we're grateful for the
attention".

"I'm done," I mutter, quickly putting the
lens cap back on my camera. To be honest, I would have liked to
have got a few more shots, for completion's sake, but I can always
come back some other time. The last thing I want is to get involved
in a conversation.

"Might I ask why you're interested in us?"
he continues, wandering out from the doorway. "It's not as if we're
very architecturally satisfying, as you can see. We're actually one
of the more uninteresting buildings in the city. Sometimes I feel
as if our church is rather invisible".

"It's for a project," I say, barely making
eye contact with him. I fumble with the camera as I frantically try
to stuff it into my shoulder bag as quickly as possible. Damn it, I
hate the way I start panicking when I'm nervous. After a moment,
the box of filters spins out of my hand and hits the sidewalk,
scattering its contents far and wide.

"Allow me," says the priest, leaning down
and starting to pick up the filters.

"It's fine," I mutter, trying to gather up
the filters as quickly as possible.

"You saw something that interested you?" the
priest asks.

"Not really," I say, grabbing the last of
the filters and starting to put them back into the box.

"You just like taking photographs of old
churches?"

"Something like that".

"Well, I suppose that's a pleasant enough
hobby. One never knows how future generations will view the modern
age. Perhaps, one day, people will change their minds and be
interested in our humble little church".

"Yeah," I say, trying to remain polite as I
struggle to get the box of filters into my bag. This usually isn't
much of a problem, but my trembling hands are making it much more
difficult.

"You're welcome to come inside," the priest
continues. "Technically, we're closed right now, but I could make
an exception". Reaching into his pocket, he produces a set of keys
and jangles them. "It's so rare to have someone show interest in
our humble home, I'd be happy to give you a guided tour".

"It's fine," I say. "I don't really do the
insides".

"Or people".

"What?"

He smiles. "I couldn't help but notice that
you seemed to lower your camera every time someone walked past. I
came to the conclusion that you preferred to have clear shots,
uncluttered by the presence of passing souls".

"Maybe," I say, trying to be polite. "I'm
done. I need to go".

"Suit yourself". He turns to look up at the side of the building.
"There's been a church on this spot for almost two hundred and
thirty years," he says, "though this one is only from the 1830s.
Before that, there was a smaller, more European-style building with
a spire and a little bell-tower". Reaching into his pocket, he
pulls out a pile of leaflets and hands one to me. "This has all the
information you should require, but we also have a website".

"Thanks," I say quietly, finally managing to
zip my bag closed. "I really should go. Thanks again". Smiling
awkwardly, I turn to walk away, almost bumping into a trashcan.

"Let me know if you find anything
interesting in your pictures," he says. "Something unusual,
perhaps".

Stopping, I turn to look back at him. "What
do you mean?"

"I saw you a few minutes ago from one of the
windows," he continues. "You seemed to be taking a lot of pictures
from different angles, almost as if you were using your camera to
search for something. It's a plain old building, but if you spot
anything that's worth a mention, I'd love to know". He smiles, but
there's something about his expression and his tone of voice that
makes me wonder if perhaps there's a more serious undertone to his
words.

"I wasn't..." I start to
say, before my voice trails off. "I mean, I wasn't looking for
anything in particular, I..." Again, my voice trails off. I
really, really hate it when I get interrupted like this, but I'm usually
much better at avoiding contact. I fucked up today.

"Okay," he replies, "I guess I should shut
up now. I thought maybe you were interested in the spot at the top
of the front steps".

"You did?" I ask.

"It seemed you were taking a lot more photos
there than anywhere else". He stares at me. "I thought maybe there
was something there that caught your attention".

"Should there be?" I ask after a moment.

"Oh, you know," he continues, "people talk
over the years. One person says one thing, someone else hears it
and adds their own interpretation, and impressionable people take
it from there and start imagining things. Little ideas build up,
and before you know it, there are all these superstitions in the
air".

"I didn't notice anything," I say, which is
kind of a lie. Although I tend to focus on the front door, I never
feel any particularly unusual sensation. It's just that I've
learned, over the years, where to train my camera if I want to pick
up anything strange.

"Like I said," he continues, "it's just
superstition. Some people claim they feel something unusual at that
particular point, like a kind of presence on the steps, but I've
never noticed it myself. I must admit, I've tried standing there,
but I suppose I'm just not as impressionable as the average person.
I didn't mean to make a big thing of it; I just thought it was an
odd coincidence that you seemed to be so interested".

I pause for a moment. "Like you said," I
reply eventually, "it's just a coincidence".

"I'm sure you're right". He pauses, before
shrugging and turning to walk back to the little doorway. "Enjoy
developing your photos," he calls back to me as he reaches the
door, pushes it open and disappears back inside the building. I'm
left standing on the sidewalk, almost trembling with nerves after
that little conversation. I came to accept, long ago, that I'm
terrible when it comes to personal interaction, and even by my
usual standards I must have seemed a little vague and disorganized
while I was talking to that man. Hopefully he'll just forget all
about me, though. That's what I want. Over the past year, I've
successfully avoided a situation where someone asks me what I'm
doing; I guess it was inevitable that it'd happen eventually.

Walking back around to the
front of the church, I look up at the top of the steps. I don't
remember noticing anything particularly interesting in that spot,
and I don't remember taking any more photos there than of the rest
of the building. Still, it's odd that the priest seemed to notice
something; it often seems to be the case, when I'm developing my
images back at home, that I find I have been subconsciously focusing on
a particular area. In a number of cases, it turns out that the area
that attracted my attention happens to be the area where any
anomalies show up. It's something I've noticed before, so it's
strange that the priest seemed to pick up on it. This is the first
time that anyone else has ever even hinted that they've picked up
on the things I've seen. It's almost as if a link has been created
between my private obsessions and the rest of the world.

I pause for a moment, before double-checking
that my camera is safely zipped away in my shoulder bag. Finally, I
turn and hurry along the street, walking as quickly as possible as
I head home. I need to get to my dark room as soon as I can,
because the development process takes a few hours and I want to
have an answer before the end of the day. It's been fifty-four days
since I last caught the man in one of my photos; he's long overdue
another appearance.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"Here," she says, beaming a huge smile as
she sets the brightly-colored box on the table. "This is from your
Dad and me. We hope it's the one you wanted."

Reaching forward, I begin to untie the bow
on top of the box, before carefully lifting the edges of the
wrapping paper. I'm nervous, because I know without a shadow of
doubt that my parents can't really afford to give me such an
extravagant gift. Medical bills have gouged out our family's
finances, and I already feel responsible for all our hardships.
Now, as my trembling fingers carefully undo the wrapping, I'm
worried they've broken the bank.

"My God," my father says with a grin as he
watches, "when I was your age, I used to rip the paper off like a
maniac."

"Let her open it how she wants!" my mother
says, slapping his knee.

Ignoring them, I continue
to pull the paper away slowly and carefully, folding each piece
once I've removed it. My heart is racing as I desperately try to
keep my expectations in check. I overheard my parents talking the
other day about cameras, and I'd half-expected them to get
me something. All
I really need, though, is a bottom-of-the-barrel little device,
something I can use to take a few snaps. This box, however, is way,
way bigger than I could ever have expected, and -

And -

I pull the last of the paper away and stare
in stunned silence at the illustration on the front of the box.
This is no bottom-of-the-range model; this is a modern SLR camera,
the kind I've seen in magazines and movies but never dreamed I
might actually own. For a moment, unable to quite process what I'm
was seeing, I just sit and stare, and finally I realize that
something is horribly wrong. The family's finances are in ruins,
and I know damn well that my parents have no spare money to spend
on lavish gifts.

"You guys can't afford this," I say, turning
first to my father and then to my mother. "No way can you guys
afford this!"

"Let us worry about that," my mother
replies with a faint, pained smile. "Just tell us it's the one you
wanted. Please?"

"The one I wanted?" I
pause, my mouth hanging open. "It's more than the one I wanted! It's the
most amazing thing ever, but..." I pause again as I realize that
I'm actually scared to open the damn thing. My heart is in my mouth
as I imagine herself dropping it, or breaking it, or losing it
somewhere... I feel as if I've been given the most amazing gift
imaginable, and yet I also feel totally unprepared for the
responsibility.

"There are a couple of
rolls of film in there too," my mother continues tentatively. "But
honey, the look on your face... Are you sure this is the one you wanted? We
can take it back and exchange it if you -"

"No," I reply, forcing myself to smile.
"It's..." I pause again, this time with tears in my eyes. "I just
never expected it," I continue, getting to my feet and hurrying
over to give my mother a big hug. "I never ever thought I'd be able
to have something like this. Are you completely sure we can afford
it? I don't want to cause problems. I can use a basic little thing.
I don't even need a camera at all."

"Yes you do," my mother replies. "We've seen
the way you are, Kate. Trying to get you away from a camera is
pretty much impossible. And who knows? No pressure, but maybe some
day you'll turn out to be this amazingly successful photographer,
but... That's not the point. This is what you love doing, and we
just wanted to put a smile on your face. You've had such a tough
year."

"Yeah," I reply, heading
over to my father and giving him a brief hug, "but I'm okay
now. I mean, you guys
didn't need to go nuts."

"That's what I said," my father mutters,
before flashing a smile. "Just kidding."

"Are you going to open it?" my mother
asks.

Approaching the box, I can't shake the
feeling that I'm unworthy of such an amazing camera. I cautiously
lift the edge of the box, opening one of the flaps, but my hands
are already starting to tremble. It takes a couple of minutes of
careful maneuvering to get the camera out, but finally I hold it
up, stunned by its beauty. I know that most people like cameras
because they want to take beautiful pictures, and I feel that
impulse too, but to me a camera is a work of art. I place it
carefully on the table and pull away the pieces of packaging, until
finally I can see it in all its glory.

"It's beautiful," I say, taking a deep
breath.

"It's got all those fancy numbers on the
lens," my mother says. "The guy in the shop told me they're all
about focusing and things like that."

"F-numbers," I reply, lost in thought. "I've
read about all this stuff, but I've never actually been able to try
it out. I'm gonna have to get a book from the library and start
learning all the different techniques."

"There's a manual in the box," my mother
says, reaching in and pulling out a thick little book. "See?"

"It's gonna take me years to learn how to
use this properly," I reply, turning to her. "I mean, if you guys
are expecting, like, amazing photos from the start, that's not
gonna happen. I'm gonna make a lot of mistakes. This is a real
piece of equipment, and I have to master it properly. It's not,
like, a point and click kinda deal."

"We know," my mother says with a grin. "We
just want you to be happy."

"But you can take some photos at your uncle
Steve's barbecue next Sunday, right?" my father adds. "You'll have
mastered it enough by then, yeah? Just a few action shots, try to
avoid too much red-eye."

"Sure," I reply, even though my mind is
already filling with thoughts of all the projects I can finally get
off the ground. "I'll need to get another part-time job, though," I
add, "just to pay for all the film." I pause. "Would it be okay if
I turn my bedroom into a darkroom?"

"Isn't it already?" my father asks with a
snort. "You never open the damn drapes."

"You know what I mean," I continue. "It'll
take a while, but eventually I'd like to develop my own photos once
I've taken them. That's half the art. I mean, you have to time
everything just right, and you can really affect how the picture
looks if you get it wrong. A photographer who gets someone else to
develop her images is really only half a photographer."

"Doesn't that require a lot of chemicals?"
my mother asks, looking concerned. "I'm not sure it's safe, honey.
Wouldn't it be flammable? We don't want a lot of chemicals in the
house."

"I'll be careful," I reply, "and anyway,
this is all totally a long way off. I'm just thinking about cutting
processing times in the medium and long term, that's all, and
taking control of my work."

"We'll see," my mother says evasively, "but
for now, you've got two whole rolls of film, and you can get them
developed down at the pharmacy. Aren't you dying to get
started?"

"Save one roll for the barbecue," my father
mutters.

"Ignore him," my mother says with a
smile.

"Ignore me," my father sighs. "Good advice.
Works for most people."

"Go on," my mother adds, "take your new
camera and go have fun."

"Thank you so much," I reply, giving her
another hug. "This is the best gift ever! I swear to God, I won't
let you down!"

"Just enjoy it," she replies, with tears in
her eyes. "After everything you went through this year, you deserve
it. I can't imagine how anyone could have been braver or stronger,
and you beat that damn cancer. Now it's time to really let your
hair down and catch up on all those things you couldn't do while
you were in hospital, okay? Get some happiness back into those
eyes."

"Okay," I reply, heading over to the table
and picking up the camera. "I need to go to my room," I add after a
moment, "and figure out how it works."

And with that I'm off, carrying the camera
and the box through to my dark little bedroom, before pulling the
drapes open to let sunlight stream through and then sitting on the
bed so I can start getting ready. For the next couple of hours, I
read every page of the manual twice over, while gradually starting
to learn about all the buttons and dials on the camera. I load the
film and check the viewfinder, and finally I realize that I'm ready
to get started. I turn and look over at the window, and my mind
races with all the possibilities. I'm scared, sure, but in a good
way. I've spent so long dreaming of having a proper camera, and now
I have no more excuses.

Finally, hanging the camera around my neck,
I hurry out of her room, shout at her parents not to expect me home
for dinner, and race out the front door, ready to face the world
and capture its images. For the first time in ages, I'm not scared
of anything.


 Today

 


Leaning over the toilet, I stare down at the
water and wait for the next wave of nausea to hit. As soon as I
walked through the door of my apartment, it hit again: that
stomach-churning feeling that there's something that needs to come
up. I haven't eaten much for the past few days, other than a few
bowls of rice and beans, so I really don't think I've done anything
to inflame my stomach. Instead, it's probably just another phantom
sickness. Still, phantom or not, it's a sensation I wouldn't wish
on my worst enemy, and I know that there's still a chance I'll
throw up.

Still, at least there's no blood this time.
Just yellow, foamy bile.

After half an hour or so, the feeling seems
to have died down and I allow myself to relax a little. Sitting
back and leaning against the bathroom wall, I take a deep breath
and wipe the sweat from my brow. These little attacks are happening
more and more frequently: at first they came a couple of times a
week, then it was almost one a day, and now it's usually one around
lunchtime and another in the evening. I wouldn't say they're as
regular as clockwork, but I definitely notice if they don't
happen.

This is all horribly familiar. The pain, the
nausea... I've been here before, and the thought of going through
all of that misery again is almost impossible to bear. I learned a
long time ago to seal that part of my life up and forget about it,
so why is my body apparently determined to keep delivering reminder
after reminder?

Reaching out and flushing the toilet, I get
to my feet, check myself in the mirror, and turn to go back through
to the dark room. I haven't had the sharp, stabbing pain yet. Every
time I get a nausea attack, it's always followed by a little twinge
in my belly. It's agony, but at the same time it serves to let me
know that the attack is over, so it's kind of comforting. Staring
at myself in the mirror, I see that I'm looking slightly pale. I
take a deep breath, and then - as I turn to go out the door - I
feel the pain as it briefly slices into my gut. I pause for a
moment, letting it pass, and finally I clear my throat before going
through to get on with my work.


Twenty-five years ago

 


As soon as I press the button, there's a
brief whirring sound, followed by a click, and then another
whirring sound.

Done.

My first picture with a proper camera.

Lowering the camera, I stare at the bush.
It's not exactly an inspiring subject, but I have to start
somewhere. I'm sure the photo I just took is going to turn out to
be totally blurry, since I've yet to master even the most basic
elements of photography, but I figure the best approach is to just
shoot of a roll, take notes of each photo's settings, and then get
the film developed. That way, I should have a better idea of what
works and what doesn't.

Getting to my feet, I stroll along the
street, looking for other things to use for practice. Although
there's a part of me that wants to immediately start taking
Pulitzer-winning pictures, I know deep down that I need to learn
how to crawl before I start running. Besides, there's plenty of
time for me to learn; Diane Arbus didn't really get her career
started until her early twenties, and Cindy Sherman started out as
a painter before switching to photography, so it's not like I have
to shoot off straight as an arrow right away.

I've got all the time in the world.

Stopping on the sidewalk, I watch as Mr.
Hermann from the end house carries a bucket of water over to his
car. He's an overweight, hulking man whose face goes bright red
when he has to do even the slightest exercise, and I can't help but
feel amused by the sight of him struggling to wash his car.
Smiling, I raise my camera and take a photo, and then another as he
starts dipping a sponge into the water. I know I shouldn't waste
too many shots on one subject, but there's something kind of
fascinating about the situation, so I take a couple more, until
suddenly he turns and stares straight at me.

"What are you doing?" he calls out
breathlessly.

I stare at him through the viewfinder.

"You think this is funny?" he asks. "Go fuck
yourself!"

Slowly, I lower the camera.

"Did you hear me?" he shouts. "Fuck off!"
With that, he pulls a gun from the holster around his waist and
holds it up for me to see. "You're shooting pictures? I shoot this.
Now fuck off!"

Feeling intensely
embarrassed, I turn and hurry away. I thought he wouldn't mind
having his photo taken, but I guess he's sensitive about his
appearance. When I get a few meters away, I glance over my shoulder
and see that he's still watching me. It never occurred to me that
anyone wouldn't want to be photographed, but I guess some people are just a
bit weird. Next time, I'll have to be more sneaky.



Today

 


"A presence on the steps". That's what the
priest said. "A presence on the steps". It's not much of a hint,
but it's a lot more than I've ever had before. It's a step
forward.

Once I've poured the developer into the
tank, I start the timer and hit the push-cap. I stand in complete
silence, bathed in red light, and once a minute has passed I give
the tank a shake for a few seconds. This is always my favorite part
of the process: I've done it all so many times, I can switch my
mind off completely and just get on with the whole process via
auto-pilot. I don't need to remind myself what to do; instead, my
hands just get on with the job, and my brain falls silent. At
first, I used to get scared when I'd realize I hadn't been thinking
for a few minutes, but later I learned to embrace this part of the
process as a welcome relief. For almost ten minutes, I'm able to
just work mechanically, and the only thought that crosses my mind
is the vague awareness that at some point I'm going to have to come
out of this trance and start thinking again. In a perfect world,
though, everything would be like this. All the time.

"A presence on the steps". That voice keeps
going around and around in my head.

Once I've set up the fixer and the wetting
agent, I find myself approaching the crucial moment. All that's
left now is for the thirty-two images to be dried, which means that
the main part of my job is done and I can only wait. The initial
images will appear fairly quickly, but it's not the initial images
that interest me. I'm waiting for something else; something that
only appears a few hours later. Of course, the odds of it appearing
at all are pretty slim. Over the past year, I've taken between
thirty-two and ninety-six photos every single day, which makes a
total of almost thirty thousand; out of that huge collection, only
eleven images have revealed what I'm looking for, which means my
strike rate is a little under 0.05%. Still, it's that 0.05% that
makes the other 99.95% worthwhile.

The waiting is hard enough on a normal day,
but this afternoon it's excruciating. I usually have no idea
whether I've managed to capture his image, but this time I can't
help interpreting the priest's words as a gentle hint. That phrase,
"a presence on the steps," seems like a perfect description of the
figure that appears in a small selection of my photos. As I wait
for the latest photos to develop, I head over to the portfolio
where I keep the previous images. It's strange, but while this
started out as a kind of crazy chase from church to church, it's
grown to become an all-consuming project that devours my every
waking moment. Opening the portfolio, I take a deep breath as I
contemplate the possibility that this entire situation might
eventually lead to something. At first, I thought I was losing my
mind; it's only in recent months that I've begun to accept that
it's all true.

And there they are. Eleven
photos, taken over the course of a year at various churches around
New York. Each of them shows a distant figure, standing next to the
church and staring up at its walls, as if he wants to enter but
can't get through the door. He looks like a late-middle-aged guy
with a receding hairline and shoulder-length, straggly dark hair.
He's always wearing a dark coat, with a black scarf around his
neck, and while he's got his back to me in some of the images, in
others I can see the side of his face: his eyes have dark rings
under them, and there's thick stubble on his chin. It's not the
most unusual thing in the world, until you take into account the
fact that the man wasn't there when I took the photo; he wasn't
even there when the photos was initially developed. On each
occasion, he only appeared a few hours later. The first time, I
assumed I just hadn't noticed him. The second time, my interest was
piqued but I assumed there was a rational explanation. By the third
time, I was starting to wonder what it meant. By the tenth and
eleventh times, I knew something else was happening. I still don't
understand what,
but every time he appears on another photo, I feel as if I'm
getting closer to an answer.

Putting the portfolio away, I take a deep
breath, reminding myself not to get too excited. I develop new
pictures every day, and nine times out of ten I don't find what I'm
looking for. But those days when he appears... those days are worth
waiting for. Those are the days that make everything else
worthwhile.

Even though it's too early to really see
anything, I head over to the other side of the room and check the
first picture. An image of St. Abraham's has already developed, but
there's nothing of interest. It's just an image of the front of the
church, with nothing to see on the steps at all. I move on to the
second picture, and then the third, and then the fourth and the
fifth and the sixth, but there's still nothing. Once again, I'm in
an almost trance-like state as my eyes dart across the images,
desperately searching for any sign of his face. As I reach the
fifteenth image, I start to get a sinking sensation in the pit of
my stomach. What if he's not here? What if I allowed myself to be
fooled by a rambling old priest? Finally, just as I'm on the verge
of accepting that I won't find anything, I reach the final
picture.

And there it is.

To the untrained eye, it
would probably seem like nothing at all. Just a smudge at the top
of the steps. I know better, though. It looks like a smudge, but
it's not a
smudge; I'm too careful, too exact and precise, to allow my images
to smudge. I taught myself long ago to complete this process over
and over again, without a single mistake. When a smudge appears,
it's not because of some imperfection in my technique. It's him.
After fifty-four days of failure, I've caught him again. I
know it's him, or at
least it will be, once the image has matured properly.

Heading over to the diary I keep for these
occasions, I grab a pen and write today's date, followed by the
name of the church and finally the number one. I don't need to keep
these records, of course, since all the information is burned into
my memory; still, there might come a time when I have trouble
remembering everything, so it's good to have a back-up. Besides,
the diary helps me keep track of things I might not otherwise
notice. It's been thirty-eight days since the last time I found the
man in one of my photos, which is a little longer than the average
gap. I'd begun to develop this nagging feeling in the back of my
mind, as if maybe I'd lost the trail. But that was needless worry;
he's still out there, and my work can continue.

I swear to God, I'm not crazy.

Stepping out of the dark
room, I take a deep breath once I'm in the hallway. I tend not to
notice it when I'm working on images, but the chemicals can really
linger in the air. As I wander through to the brightly-lit kitchen
at the rear of the apartment, I remind myself that it'd probably be
wise to take a few more breaks here and there, just to make sure
that I don't breathe in too many fumes. Then again, I've been doing
this long enough, so if anything bad was going to happen, I'm
pretty sure it would've manifested itself by now. There was a brief
time when I wondered if my nausea and cramping was possibly caused
by the chemicals I use for developing the images, but a little
research has suggested that this can't be the case. I pour myself a
glass of water and make a mental note to do some more reading on
the subject when I get time. If
I get time. Unfortunately, it's starting to look
as if time is something that's going to run out sooner rather than
later. I know that. He knows that. It's fated.

"Hey," I say, after I've grabbed my phone
and brought up Robert's number. "Are you free later today?" I wait
as he checks his diary. "Cool," I continue, once he's confirmed
he's got an open slot. "About three? That's fine. I'll see you at
the Godolphin, but I have to be done by four 'cause I need to get
across town, so I really need you not to be late". I wait for him
to offer all the usual promises about how he won't be late and how
he'll be there bang on three. "Please try to be on time," I add,
before disconnecting the call. It bugs me when Robert's late, but I
really need to see him today. To be blunt, I'm horny and I need to
clear my mind of distractions. Without a clear mind, I'm
useless.

Wandering back through to the dark room, I
slip through the door and head over to take a look at the images as
they dry. As I'd hoped, the picture of the top of the steps is
definitely showing evidence of something unusual, although this
particular 'something' is clearly developing at a much slower rate
than the rest of the image. Smiling, I realize that once again I'm
dragging him kicking and screaming into the light. Every time I
find a smudge on a newly-developed image, I feel myself becoming
more and more confident that I'm onto something. It's a tantalizing
prospect, slowly reeling this mystery in so that I can get a better
look at what's happening. By tonight, though, I'll be able to see
his face again, and I can't help thinking that I must be getting
closer and closer to the truth. Taking a deep breath, I set the
timer before heading out of the dark room. By the time I get back
later today, I'm confident that the smudge will have become a full
image of the man. After fifty-four days, I've finally found him
again.


Twenty-five years ago

 


Slowly, and with great difficulty, Mr.
Hermann lifts the bucket and pours the rest of the water over his
car. He lets out a couple of obscenities as the water splashes down
and soaks his feet, and finally he steps back and admires his
work.

From my hidden vantage point in the bushes,
I take another picture.

Wiping his brow, he turns and starts
lumbering back toward his front door. I take yet another picture,
until finally he's disappeared inside his house. Lowering the
camera, I can't help feeling that I might have just completed my
first proper photographic study. I got fifteen images of him during
the various stages of washing the car, and even if they're
technically not very good, I'm convinced they'll at least be
interesting.

I can't help but smile. I guess this
photography business might not be as hard as I'd feared.


 Today

 


"I hope you realize how many strings I had
to pull to get this for you," says Violet as she climbs stiffly
from her stool. "Wait here a second," she adds, before turning and
shuffling over to the shelves where she keeps reserved books. Her
arthritis is clearly getting worse; I hope it doesn't get so bad
that she has to retire, or I'll be really screwed.

"I appreciate the effort," I reply. The
truth is, my heart is racing at the thought that I'm finally going
to get my hands on the book. I've been waiting so long, I almost
started to doubt that it would ever happen.

"There was only one copy of this book in the
whole country," she says as she brings the plastic delivery case
over to the counter and sets it down in front of me. "Another
university in Pennsylvania had it, but it wasn't in their main
collection. The librarian had to go down to the basement and dig it
out of storage. That's why it took almost six months for them to
respond to my request. To be honest with you, I had to keep
prodding and poking them, 'cause I think they were hoping I'd just
give up, but slowly and steady wins the race so..." She unzips the
case and slides the old, leather-bound book out of its protective
cover.

Taking a deep breath, I reach out to take
the book.

"Wait!" Violet says, pushing my hand away.
"There are certain rules". She reaches under the desk and grabs a
small pouch. "They were very reluctant to send it at all, and they
attached a whole lot of strings. First, you're to use protective
gloves when you're handling the book, at all times. They're very
worried about acid and moisture from our fingers causing damage.
Second, you're to avoid breathing directly onto the pages. I doubt
that'll be too much of a problem, but they're being extremely
fussy. And third, I'm afraid there's simply no way you'll be
allowed to either take the book away from here, or to make copies
of the pages".

"Not even photocopies?" I ask.

She shakes her head. "We have the book for
one week, and you're welcome to come in and go through it during
our normal opening hours, but then we'll have to send it back. I'm
afraid there's no possibility of that period being extended. I know
it's crazy that they're so protective over a book that just sits in
their basement, but its age means it probably gets listed as a
tangible asset on their stock lists. I think they're worried about
whether their insurance will cover any damage. You know how
bureaucracy can be, right?"

Smiling, I stare at the pentagram on the
cover of the book. "It's fine," I say after a moment. "I'll just
sit in the study area and make notes". Grabbing the pouch, I take
out the plastic gloves and start putting them over my hands.

"One more thing," Violet
continues. "If anyone asks, you're here on a secondment to a
visiting professor from another institution. You got that?
Technically, I'm not supposed to go borrowing books from other
libraries for former students, especially ones who didn't even
graduate, especially ones who left on bad terms with their faculty. If someone
finds you here and kicks up a stink, I'll cut you loose, you
understand? I'll deny all knowledge and I'll claim you tricked me".
She smiles. "Now go read your precious book, Kate. And remember,
closing time's at five but you'll have to start packing up at
quarter to, okay?"

"I can only stay an hour today anyway," I
tell her as I pick up the book. "I have to be somewhere at three".
Heading through to the study area, I find to my relief that it's
mostly deserted. There are a few students over in the corner, busy
working on essays, but I'm able to grab a table away from the
window. I always feel kind of self-conscious when I come back to
use the university's facilities. For one thing, I have bad memories
of my time here; for another, I'm in my thirties whereas pretty
much everyone else here is in their late teens or early twenties.
Even if they all assume I'm a mature student, I still feel as if my
mere presence is drawing attention to what I'm doing, and that's
the last thing I want.

Taking a deep breath, I stare at the book
and realize I'm actually a little scared to start going through its
pages. I've been trying to track it down for so long, ever since I
first found a reference to its author while I was doing some other
research. Amin Bell was one of the foremost researchers of Satanic
rituals in twentieth century America; even if his work was widely
ignored by mainstream critics, and roundly ridiculed by members of
the church, he conducted some hugely important experiments and he
came closer than anyone else to lifting the veil that separates
this world from the next. My hands are almost trembling as I open
the book, and the spine creaks as the pages are disturbed for the
first time in many, many years. It's almost as if this is some kind
of sacred moment, even though I know deep down that it's nothing of
the sort.

"Now that's an old book," says a nearby
voice.

Startled, I look up and find that there's a
smiling man wandering over to my table. He's got his hands in his
pockets, and he has the general demeanor of an academic. At least
he's not one of my former tutors; I'd be embarrassed to hell if
anyone recognized me while I'm here. All my tutors were fusty old
men, though, while this guy is closer to my own age, and to be
honest he's a lot more attractive than the average person you see
around the campus. In fact, he's the kind of guy I usually avoid
talking to, since I really don't like social interactions unless
there's a specific reason for making contact. I've learned over the
years that if I 'put myself out there', I just end up making myself
look like an idiot.

"Sorry," he continues. "I didn't mean to
disturb you". He pauses for a moment, smiling awkwardly. "I guess I
should come clean," he says eventually. "I've been kind of keeping
an eye on that title, to see who ordered it, and I just happened to
spot you picking it up just now from the counter. That's quite an
obscure text you've got in your hands".

"Yeah," I say, trying to stay calm. This is
the absolute last thing I wanted. Every second of conversation is
coming out of the time I have with the book. Why can't I just sit
here, in silence, without interruption, and do what I came to
do?

"My name's John Dagwood," he says, extending
a hand for me to shake. "I'm a junior lecturer in European
History". He stands with his hand outstretched for a moment, before
putting it back in his pocket. "Amin Bell's not exactly
mainstream," he continues. "Apart from my old grad school
professor, I've never even met anyone else who's heard the name. Do
you mind if I ask what piqued your interest enough to go to the
trouble of tracking his work down?"

"Nothing," I say, before realizing that
there's no way he's ever going to believe such a weak explanation.
"I mean, I just thought it might be interesting".

"Amin Bell was one of America's foremost
experts on Satanism in the twentieth century," he continues, "and
this book is one of the most detailed accounts of the practice ever
produced, although it certainly has a few unusual theories thrown
into the mix. Bell traveled the length and breadth of the country,
joining various groups and trying to understand what drew people to
these types of groups".

"That sounds fine," I say, forcing myself to
be polite.

"Of course, the thing that marked Bell from
his contemporaries was that although he was a fine academic, he had
the unfortunate distinction of believing some of the ideas he
covered. He debunked ninety-nine per cent of the groups he
encountered, but the ones he couldn't debunk, he tended to promote
as being genuine. He was a man of extremes; everything was either
true or false, with no shades of gray in-between. There are stories
about him -"

"I've heard," I say. "I mean, I know a
little about him".

"I guess I don't need to give you the whole
lecture," he replies. "I just don't often meet anyone who shares my
interest in Bell's work. I work in the English Lit department, so
most of my colleagues wouldn't know the first thing about Bell,
other than that he's a figure of fun". He reaches out and picks up
the leaflet from St. Abraham's, which was poking out from my
folder. "Interesting church," he says after a moment. "Do you have
some kind of academic interest in the place?"

"I was just curious," I
say quietly, grabbing the leaflet and tucking it back into my bag.
This guy really doesn't seem to be picking up on the fact that I
want to be alone. In fact, he's being so pushy, I almost feel
justified in being a little rude to him. At the same time, the last
thing I need is to draw attention to myself. As Violet reminded me,
I have no business being at the university, and I could easily get
kicked out if this guy realizes that I'm not a student.

"Well, you sure went to a lot of effort to satisfy your curiosity,"
he continues. "Bell's untitled books have fallen into almost total
obscurity. There was even a campaign by certain members of the
church to have as many copies burned as possible. The few people
who've heard his name these days would probably try to
excommunicate you from the academic world for even considering the
possibility that his work's worth reading. Do you mind if I ask
what motivated you to want to explore his writings?
Apart from curiosity,
obviously".

"I'm just doing some research," I reply,
hoping to keep this conversation as vague as possible while trying
not to sound too defensive. Whoever John Dagwood is, can't he tell
that I really don't want to talk to anyone? Glancing at my watch, I
pause for a moment. "I'm sorry," I continue, "but I'm kind of
pressed for time. I just need to make some preliminary notes before
I head off, so..."

"Right. Yes. I'm sorry, I've rambled on for
long enough. I'll leave you alone". He turns to walk away, but then
he looks back at me. "Actually, if I could ask one small favor...
It's not much, really, but it's the reason I came to bother you. To
be honest, I noticed that Bell's book had been ordered, and I was
pretty curious about it myself. University policy means that when a
book's ordered in like this, only the person who made the request
is able to access the title. Without permission, anyway. So I was
wondering if you'd allow me to take a look at it sometime. When
you're not using it, of course".

I take a deep breath. I really don't feel
like sharing the book, but at the same time I figure it can't do
any harm and it might be an easy way to get this guy to leave me
alone. "Sure," I say. "Do what you want".

"Thanks," he replies. "I'm afraid I didn't
catch your name".

I pause. "Kate," I say finally.

"Well, thank you, Kate," he says. "I'll not
bother you again. Good luck with your work". With that, he heads
back over to the counter, and I'm finally left in peace. Checking
my watch again, I see that I've got barely half an hour before I
have to set off for my appointment with Robert. I guess I'm really
just going to have to get a general sense of the structure and
contents of Amin Bell's book today, and then come back bright and
early tomorrow in order to start my work properly. Why the hell do
people think they can just come wandering over and start a
conversation with someone they've never met before? This is a study
area, after all. Conversations should be completely off limits.

For the next ten minutes, I try to examine
the book in more detail. Bell wrote extensively on Satanic cults
operating in New York in the first half of the twentieth century,
and his research included some direct experience with gatherings
across the city. Pages and pages of the book are filled with
detailed accounts of various rituals that he witnessed, including
the names of those who were involved. There are even murky, poorly
reproduced photos of various items of regalia. The material in the
book comes across as being almost unbelievable, and this was one of
the qualities that led most of his contemporaries to dismiss his
work. Still, I believe every word of it. Bell sounds like he was a
lot of things, but a liar isn't one of them.

"There are groups within the city of New
York that represent the very worst qualities of mankind," Bell
writes at one point. "They are venal and self-serving, and they are
happy to mock and attack others if they believe it will be to their
own benefit. The more violently loud they become, however, the
easier it becomes to ignore their stupidity. The truth is that
those who actually have something to hide, and whose purpose is
something other than a desire to gain notoriety, are more
interested in keeping quiet and slipping between the shadows. As
this book will show, those who are hardest to track are, at the
same time, the ones who must be followed into the night".

As I keep reading, however, I find my
attention starts to wander. Eventually I have to concede that John
Dagwood's intervention has permanently derailed my train of thought
for the day. Rather than get off to a bad start with the book, I
carefully place it back in the protective case, before returning it
to the desk. Today started off pretty well, but this trip to the
library has been a bust. Still, at least I've held the book in my
hands; at least I know it's here, and I can prepare for a full day
of study when I return. I'm confident that Bell's book is going to
give me at least some of the answers I need. I guess I'll be
spending most of my waking hours in the library over the next week.
For now, though, I need to take a break.

"I need to book a room for tomorrow," I say
as I hand the book back to Violet. "A private room, from opening to
closing. Is that possible?"

"It might be difficult," Violet replies.
"You're not exactly a student here, Kate".

"Please?"

She sighs, before checking the computer. "I
can book you in under my name, but you're gonna owe me big-time. At
least one drink. And I can't promise that some professor won't come
and boot you out if he needs the space. I'll enter it as a general
reservation, but if anyone starts asking questions, I'll have to
pretend I didn't know you were using it".

"Sure". I watch as she types the booking
into the system. "Thanks," I add, keen to make sure that I don't
appear ungrateful. "I really appreciate this".

"You know, Kate, this would be a lot easier
if you just enrolled on a course here. Any course would do, even a
night class. Don't you want to learn to cook or something? You'd
have full access to -"

"No," I say, "thanks". Turning away, I hurry
out the door and into the blaring sunlight, which momentarily
dazzles me. After fishing a pair of sunglasses from my bag, I make
my way along the sidewalk, anxiously checking my watch to make sure
that - after all my comments about his tardiness - I don't end up
being the one who's late for the appointment with Robert. I need to
work some knots out of my head with him, and then I need to get on
with my work. That photo's still waiting for me in the dark room,
and by the time I get home this evening, the final part of the
image should have developed and I'll know if I've found the face
again.


Twenty-five years ago

 


A little way out of town, the old railroad
trestles are covered in moss. Sunlight blinks through the
wind-blown trees that overhang the scene, and I take a couple more
shots.

With just a few more exposures left on this
roll of film, I make my way carefully through the undergrowth,
hoping to find the perfect angle. I can't say I'm particularly
inspired by the trestles, but they definitely seem like the kind of
thing that a proper photographer would be drawn to. I keep
imagining Eve Arnold or Jill Greenberg coming out to a place like
this. I bet their photos would look beautiful, whereas mine are
probably going to be out of focus and poorly composed.

Still, there's time. I'm young.

As I make my way through the brambles, I
start to notice a faint pain in my chest, just below my ribs. I
ignore it at first, but once I'm in position to take another photo,
I instinctively reach down and rub the side of my belly. I'm sure
it's nothing, but after everything that's happened over the past
couple of years, I can't help but feel a little paranoid. Still,
the doctor said I was cured, and I'm not in a position to
second-guess him.

Raising the camera, I take another
photo.


 Today

 


"Did you cum?" Robert asks breathlessly,
still thrusting into me with the enthusiasm of someone who's
forgotten our arrangement.

"Yeah," I say, suddenly overcome by a
feeling of discomfort. "You can get off me now".

He keeps going for a moment.

"You can get off me now!" I say again, this
time more firmly.

"You sure you don't want me to finish this
time? I can -"

"No," I reply, gently
pushing him away. Getting the message, he slips out of me and rolls
onto the other side of the bed. Sitting up, I pause for a moment to
get my breath back. I hate the way he always tries to keep going a
little longer. Frankly, I think it's a little unprofessional. "You
can do it when
I've left".

He gently peels the condom from over his
penis. "Sometimes I think you're the biggest tease I've ever met,"
he says, still panting a little.

"I'm not a tease".

"You're the only client who ever turns down
the offer of a little free extra".

I shrug.

"Think about it," he continues. "Wouldn't it
be kind of fun? All you -"

"I told you what I wanted," I reply,
interrupting him, "and you gave it to me. Beyond that, I'm not
interested in any extras". I look down at his crotch and see that
he's still hard. Of course he is; he hasn't climaxed yet. "In
future, I'd prefer it if you don't try to get me to do things that
I haven't specifically asked for. You should know by now that I'm
very careful to always tell you exactly what I want. The customer's
always right, remember?"

"True," he replies, smiling. "Is it okay if
I go into the bathroom and relieve myself?"

"Wait until I'm gone," I say, getting off
the bed and walking over to the chair where my clothes are neatly
folded. The last thing I want is to hear him grunting as he beats
one off into the sink. I can tell from the silence that he's
watching me, but I carefully avoid looking in the mirror, hoping
instead that he'll just keep his mouth shut until I'm out of the
room. I've always hated small-talk, but I've learned over the years
that other people tend to have this compulsion to fill
uncomfortable silences. Suddenly this hotel room feels far too
small, and the last thing I want is to hear him grunting away in
the next room. I prefer to keep that side of things very much
separate. "I thought you were a professional," I add, as I step
into my underwear. "Act like one. Don't they teach you these things
at... whore school, or wherever you learn the tricks of the
trade?"

"Sorry," he says quietly, although I can see
from the smile on his lips that he's not sorry at all. Damn it, I
came here to get laid, not because I wanted to act like someone's
mother.

"And don't sit there watching me," I
continue, feeling his eyes gazing at my semi-naked body. "It's
disconcerting. It makes me want to hit you".

Sighing, he opens the drawer of the bedside
table and takes out a little red book. "Bible," he says after a
moment. "You think I should sit and read this all afternoon? You
think I'd learn anything?"

"Don't you have any other clients?"

"Not 'til this evening".

"Well, the room's paid for until six. I
guess you can do what you like". Once my bra is in place, I quickly
put my shirt over my head before pulling my jeans up and stepping
into my shoes. I just want to get out of here as quickly as
possible. Every time I finish having sex with Robert, I'm consumed
by feelings of guilt. It's been like this ever since Mark; for some
reason, sex seems to affect me differently these days. As well as
the guilt, there's the fact that my left leg always starts shaking
when I'm about to get together with a new partner. That's one of
the reasons why I tend to stick with Robert, at least for now. With
him, I'm past the shaking phase.

"You want me the same time next week?"
Robert asks, casually flicking through the book.

"No," I say, tying my hair back. "I'm not a
robot. I'll let you know when I want to see you again. As long as
you're available at shortish notice, that's good for me".

"I'm at your beck and call, huh?" he
replies. "So, do you think it's a sin for a gigolo to read the
Bible naked in front of his client? Is Satan gonna claim my soul
now?"

I turn to him. "Don't joke about things like
that," I say, before heading through to the bathroom, where I pause
for a moment to check my hair. To be honest, I don't look like a
woman who's just been fucked by a gigolo in a downtown hotel room.
I doubt anyone would look at me and think that, at the age of
thirty-seven, I'm going with guys in their early twenties. They'd
probably just see a fairly bland, dull-looking middle-aged woman
with dry hair and the beginnings of a few wrinkles, wearing a
leather jacket and constantly carrying an old SLR camera around in
her shoulder bag.

"Hey," says Robert, suddenly appearing in
the doorway. Still naked, still hard, he stands and stares at
me.

"Hey," I reply, focusing on my reflection.
It's clear that he wants something, which means we're probably due
for yet another of those tedious conversations in which he tries to
persuade me to watch his play with himself.

"So are you really gonna walk out of here
and leave this thing loaded?" he asks eventually, gesturing toward
his penis.

Sighing, I straighten my jacket.

"I'm horny like the Devil," he continues.
"Which of us is the sinner, anyway? You, for paying for sex? Me,
for selling it? Or both of us? Maybe we're just this hot, sticky
mess of sin and naughtiness. Doesn't that turn you on?"

I wash my hands, trying to ignore him. The
second I'm fixed up, I'm out of here. He can blather on to himself.
Frankly, I'm starting to think that maybe I'll try to find someone
else for the next session. This is the fourth or fifth time that
I've used Robert, and it'd probably be healthy to find a new guy.
After all, I don't want Robert to start thinking we have some kind
of connection.

"I don't want you to think that I'm being
weird or clingy," he continues, "because I'm not, but I just want
you to know that if you ever want to... get to the end of things
properly... I'd be up for that. I mean, you don't have to jump up
and leave as soon as we're finished every single time. I was just
thinking that it might be nicer if you relaxed for a few
minutes".

Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a
chap-stick and quickly moisten my lips. "You want me to cradle you
in my arms and tell you I love you?" I ask. "You want me to fall
asleep next to you and dream of us being a nice, happy couple some
day?" I turn to him. "There are three reasons why I keep coming
back to you, Robert. The first is that I know you and I'm used to
you. The second is that I have your contact details, so it's not
hard to get in touch and arrange a session. And the third is that
you can go for more than five seconds without blowing your load
everywhere. But please don't start getting attached, okay? Because
if you do, I'll drop you like a hot fucking brick and go find
someone else. You understand what I'm saying?"

"Perfectly," he says. "So how much longer
are you gonna be in the bathroom? If you don't mind me being a
little pushy, I have certain business to conclude".

"Knock yourself out," I reply, pushing past
him and heading back through to the room. I pause by the dresser
and reach into my pocket, pulling out some notes and counting out
his fee for the hour's work. It's kind of pathetic to see how cheap
he is; a hundred and fifty dollars is all it costs to get Robert
naked and on top of me. Then again, you get what you paid for.
Maybe I need to get someone slightly more expensive who'll at least
keep his mouth shut once we're done.

"Why are you so scared?" he asks.

"Scared of what?"

"A little intimacy".

I stare at him. Is he serious? "There's
nothing intimate about any of this," I tell him.

"But you're still scared".

I can't help but smile. The problem with
younger guys is that in their desperation to find meaning, they
often embrace shallow rhetoric and stupidity. "I'm not scared of
intimacy," I say, with one hand on the door-handle. "I'm scared of
boredom. Frankly, watching you jerk one out would be boring". With
that I open the door.

"By the way," he calls through to me from
the bathroom. "Your scars look a lot better this week".

Without saying anything, I
step out into the corridor before pulling the door shut. Once I'm
walking toward the elevators, I start to relax. I wish I didn't
need these regular sessions with Robert, but I don't know how else
to satisfy my needs. Still, Robert has become annoying, so I figure
I should start looking for another guy; I want someone who can fuck
me properly, the way Robert fucks me, but who won't insist on
talking so much when we're done. Pleasuring myself doesn't have the
same effect, and in a curious way I think I actually enjoy these
brief trysts. I might not like hanging around with people very
much, but on a purely physical level I'm not ready to cut myself
off from the world entirely; not yet, anyway. As the elevator doors
open and I step inside, the lights flicker for a moment. Robert's
right about one thing. We are
both sinners, at least in the eyes of people who
give a damn about such things.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"Fuck," I mutter as I sit on the low stone
wall that runs past the trestles.

The pain is getting worse,
radiating from the right side of my gut all the way around to the
back of my neck. It's not like the pain I used to feel, but it's
still bad and I'm starting to sweat. I keep telling myself that
there are a million things it could
be, but deep down I'm starting to think that
maybe something's wrong. I always knew the cancer could come back
one day, but I thought it'd at least stay away for a few
years.

Still, it's too early to panic. It might
just be cramp. After all, the doctor said I was cured. He said it
to my face. Why would he lie?


 Today

 


"Kate?" asks a voice nearby, and I turn to
see Dr. Martindale standing at the far end of the corridor. "Hi,
Kate," he says as he sees me. "Do you want to come through to my
office?"

As I get up from my seat, I briefly make
eye-contact with the woman sitting on the other side of the waiting
room. She has this look of absolute dread on her face, almost as if
she's struck dumb with fear. I remember when I was like that, the
first time; I sat in this very same waiting room, praying that the
news would be good. It wasn't. Now, as I walk over to join Dr.
Martindale in his office, I feel strangely relaxed. I've been
through this before, and I've seen first-hand that even if the news
is bad, there are options. The only thing that bothers me is the
uncertainty, but as Dr. Martindale smiles and shuts the door behind
us, I can already tell that something's wrong. There must have been
bad news in the scan results.

"How are you doing?" he asks as he walks
over to his desk. He's not looking directly at me, which makes me
think that he's working out how to deliver the news. It's back. It
must be. The cancer's back.

"I'm good," I say, accepting the need for a
little small-talk. "Kind of wondering what's going on," I add.

"Of course. Sit down, please". He sits
behind his desk, while I sit on the nearby sofa. "So how are you
doing? Are you still suffering from nausea?"

I nod.

"And the pains in your chest? Are you still
having those?"

"Right here," I say, putting a hand on my
shirt, just below the ribcage.

"And would you characterize that pain as a
dull ache, or as something more immediate?"

"I'm not sure," I say. "It's just feels like
something's throbbing slightly. Do you know what's causing it?"

He opens a file and removes a copy of one of
the scans from last week. "I've examined the results of your P.E.T.
scan," he says, "and unfortunately I've found three small tumors on
your liver. The largest is just over half an inch in diameter, and
the other two are a little smaller. There's a possibility that
there could be few smaller ones in the same area. The P.E.T. scan
can't see everything, but for now we're going to work on the basis
that we're just dealing with three of them".

"Okay," I say, feeling surprisingly calm. In
a way, I'm glad to know what's happening. Three tumors doesn't
sound too bad; it's certainly fewer than last time, so I guess I'll
just need some more chemo and another operation. I've been kind of
expecting this moment for the past six months; somehow, I could
sense something growing inside my body again. I remember when I was
given the all clear after the first bout; I knew at the time that
it all seemed a little too easy.

"Obviously, this isn't the news we wanted,"
he continues, "but it's the reason we've been doing the bi-annual
scans, so at least we've caught it nice and early. I was hoping the
cancer wouldn't come back, but as I explained previously, it was
always a possibility. In fact, with this type of cancer, it was
almost a formality. It usually takes two or three rounds before
there's a chance of it being beaten back permanently". He pauses
for a moment. "These tumors are smaller than the ones you had
before, but size isn't a primary indicator of how treatment might
progress".

"Like berries," I say.

"Excuse me?"

"Like how sometimes smaller berries are
juicier than bigger ones". I pause for a moment, as I realize how
dumb that must have sounded.

"Quite," he says politely. "My point is that
there's no reason to panic, Kate. In a way, this is a perfectly
normal part of the process, and it's one that we anticipated. We
can have a damn good try at beating this".

I nod politely.

"So how are you feeling?" he asks. "I can
understand that this must have come as quite a shock".

"I knew there was a chance".

"Still... to have it confirmed must be
rather daunting, especially since you've already got experience of
this type of thing".

I stare at him, trying to
work out what to say. What would a normal person say in this kind
of situation? Am I supposed to cry? Am I supposed to run screaming
from the office? Am I supposed to be cold and business-like?
Suddenly I realize that I've spent so long thinking about how
I should react,
I've inadvertently given the impression of being a little dazed.
"I..." I start to say, before pausing again.

"Don't worry," he replies. "There's no right
or wrong way to feel".

"Okay".

"I'm very sorry that it's bad news," he
continues, "but what we have to do now is make a decision about how
to proceed. I must remind you that you're totally in charge of your
own treatment, and anything I say to you is really just a
guideline. Having said that, I would strongly recommend a course of
chemotherapy followed by fairly swift surgical removal of the
tumors and of the surrounding liver tissue".

"A transplant?" I ask, shocked at the
prospect of having an entire organ removed.

"No. Not at this stage. I should think we'll
just take thirty, perhaps forty per cent of your liver, which
leaves more than enough to regrow. Then we'll monitor the situation
and see if any more growths develop. If we're sitting here again in
six months' time, then we'll start to think about the transplant
options, but I don't want to jump the gun at this stage. Hopefully,
we can be lucky and deal with the problem in one fell swoop. A
transplant is a very big operation, and it's a risk that I just
don't see as being justified at this stage".

I take a deep breath. It's strange, but I'm
feeling totally overcome by this amazing sense of calm. When I got
my original diagnosis a few years ago, I turned into a sobbing
mess; I was unable to function for a few days, and I barely got
through my course of treatment. This time, though, I just feel as
if I've been given a huge new job to do. After a moment, I start
trying to work out how to fit the cancer into my current
schedule.

"Kate?" he says after a moment. "Did you
hear what I said?"

I nod.

"And what are your thoughts?"

I stare at him. "Isn't that what you did
last time?" I ask eventually.

"The procedure is the same, yes".

"And it didn't work last time".

"As I said before, it sometimes takes
multiple treatment rounds before we can really nail the
cancer".

"Okay".

"I don't want you to be down," he continues,
"or to think that the past few years of treatment have somehow been
a failure. The fact is, we've already pushed this thing right back,
and now it's staging a small recovery, but we're not done yet. It
would have been nothing short of miraculous if it had all been
dealt with the first time around. It's like when you push an entire
army back, but then you find there are a few snipers still holding
on".

I look over at the large painting on the
wall: a scene from a Napoleonic battle. In one corner of the
painting, there's an injured man, covered in blood, being treated
by a doctor. I guess Dr. Martindale sees himself as the general,
commanding the troops into the field, rather than as the doctor
tending to the injured man.

"Although I'm optimistic," he continues
after a moment, "I must warn you that this remains a very serious
diagnosis, and there's no guarantee that we can treat it
successfully. Your chances are good, Kate, but it would be remiss
of me to not mention the dangers. Even if we get the cancer and it
hasn't spread, any operation is risky, especially with an organ
such as the liver which is so prone to bleeding. Cancer is always a
serious business, especially when it's in the liver and can spread
so easily".

"But it hasn't spread," I reply, turning
back to face him. "Not yet, anyway?"

"There's no evidence that it's spread," he
says. "That's one of the things we're going to keep under close
observation, and it's one of the reasons I want to get started as
soon as possible. If we wait, it'll certainly move to other parts
of your body".

"So when do I start the chemo?"

He looks down at his papers. "We have all
your insurance details, so we can get you started in a few days.
I'm sure you remember what it was like last time, it'll be exactly
the same, so you should see if Mark can come and pick you up when
each session is over".

"Actually, I'm not with Mark anymore," I
reply, bristling a little at the merest mention of his name. "But
I'll be fine".

"Okay," he says. "Sorry. Anyway, I'll give
you a call when I know an exact time for your first session, but
I'd have thought Monday or Tuesday would be quite possible. There's
no point delaying things, since this type of cancer can be very
aggressive and I'm worried it could spread to the lymph nodes quite
quickly. I'm very much a fan of getting on with things and dealing
with them as soon as possible, as I'm sure you remember from the
last time we were in this position".

"Can we wait a week?" I ask, suddenly
realizing that the chemo could interfere with the seven-day window
I have at the university to examine Amin Bell's book. After
struggling for so long to get access to that book, I can't possibly
allow myself to become distracted at the crucial moment.

"Why would you want to wait?" he asks.

"It's just that I'm in the middle of some
work," I tell him, "and I'd really like to have a clear head with
no distractions. It's something I can't reschedule, so if we could
just make sure that the treatment starts a little later, I'd be
grateful". I take a deep breath, aware that my request might seem
strange but determined to ensure that I don't lose the Bell book.
"It's just a few days' difference," I continue after a moment.
"This news really couldn't have come at a worse moment in terms of
the things I'm doing. If we could just hold back for a week, it'd
make all the difference".

He stares at me, and it's clear that he
doesn't approve of my request. "I don't want to over-stress the
aggressive nature of this cancer, Kate," he says after a moment,
"but any delay could be detrimental to your health. I really can't
imagine anything that would be more important that getting on with
the -"

"It's just a few days," I reply,
interrupting him. "I remember what it was like before, with all the
drugs, and my head was totally messed up for weeks. I need to be
able to focus right now; I need to be able to think. This is..." I
look down at my hands and see that they're not shaking at all; in
fact, they're steady as a rock. I feel calm and rational. "This is
just bad timing," I continue after a moment, "and I'd like to take
a few extra days in order to make sure that there's less of an
overlap. I mean, you said that I'm in charge of my treatment, so
can't I make the decision? Can't I just decide to hold things off
for a week, just to make sure I can get everything done first?"

"Kate -"

"Do you seriously think that a few days'
difference will be a matter of life and death?" I ask, determined
to make him see my point. "Am I really that close to the edge?"

He sighs. "Okay," he says, noting something
down on one of the files. "I don't agree, but I'll put it back for
one week. It probably won't make a huge amount of difference,
although I still think it's an unnecessary gamble. I should warn
you that the drugs I'm going to give you are a little stronger than
the treatment you had last time. Things have moved on and there's
some new stuff on the market, so I think we're going to hit this
thing harder and faster than was ever possible last time".

"That sounds good," I say, before sitting in
awkward silence for a moment.

"I want you to do one thing for me, though,"
he continues, scribbling some notes on a prescription pad before
tearing the top sheet away and passing it to me. "Take these pills.
Three a day, one after each meal. They'll help get your liver in
shape. Do we have a deal?"

"Sure," I reply. "Is there anything
else?"

"Not unless you have any questions".

I shake my head.

"Then I'd suggest that you get on with
whatever work you have on your plate," he says, "and make sure
you're ready for your treatment to start. As it's the liver we're
dealing with, Kate, I need you to avoid alcohol and fatty foods.
Try to look after yourself and build up your strength. This is a
fight you can win, but it's a fight nonetheless. Give yourself the
best possible chance, okay?"

Smiling, I get to my feet and head to the
door. "Thank you," I say quietly as I step out into the corridor,
pulling the door shut as I go. The woman is still sitting over at
the far end of the waiting room, so I quickly make my way around
the corner. Once I'm alone, I stop for a moment, close my eyes and
take a deep breath. For a moment, I'm overcome by the feeling that
I could scream; I could let out my anger and frustration, and
really let rip. Just like last time. In fact, this is the exact
same corridor where I broke down sobbing when I was originally
diagnosed. A little further ahead, there's the same chair where I
sat and wept while Mark put his arm around my shoulder and tried to
find something reassuring to tell me. Eventually, he led me away
and we went home, and I spent three days in bed before I was ready
to face the world.

Things are different this
time. No Mark, no tears. I open my eyes and find that I'm just
standing in the corridor, feeling calmer than I've ever felt in my
life. I guess the one thing I've always hated is uncertainty, and
now the uncertainty has been lifted away. I do have cancer, and my treatment is
already being arranged. Taking a deep breath, I can't help but
smile as I head along the corridor, past the chair where I wept and
past the reception desk and out into the busy New York street.
Carrying my secret little tumors with me in my liver like marbles
in a sponge, I make my way through the crowd, heading to the cafe
where I'm supposed to meet Bella. I'm not really in the mood to see
anyone, but I need to kill a little more time before I head back to
my apartment. The photo is waiting for me, and I'm quite certain
that the figure will have appeared once again. I have to find a way
to get to the bottom of this before the chemotherapy starts and I
end up losing my mind again.


Twenty-five years ago

 


With the pain still throbbing in my body, I
turn the camera around and raise it so that the lens is pointing
straight at my face. I've had to guess the focal length, but I
figure I'll at least get something interesting.

I stare at the lens for a moment. I can just
about make out my reflection, and I look awful: tired and sweaty,
with pain etched across my face.

I take a deep breath.

Finally, I press the button. I watch as the
aperture clicks open for a fraction of a second, and there's a
whirring sound as the photo is taken. Placing the camera on my
knees, I wince as the pain seems to flare for a moment, and I can't
help thinking that maybe this is it; maybe I'm going to die out
here.

As I wait, I hold the camera tighter.



Today

 


There's a knock on the cubicle door.
"Hello?" says a woman. "Do you need some help in there?"

"No," I reply, trying my best to sound as if
I'm fine. "Just some bad seafood," I add, before leaning back over
the toilet bowl and vomiting again. All that comes out is yellow
bile.

"Okay," the woman says, sounding a little
uncertain. "I just wanted to check".

"Thanks," I splutter, with liquid dripping
from my open mouth. I take a series of deep breaths, desperately
trying to settle my stomach. After a moment, I hear the woman's
high-heels clicking away across the bathroom floor; seconds later,
the door opens and closes, and I realize with relief that I'm alone
again.

"Fuck," I say quietly, feeling my stomach
start to tie itself in another knot. I wait for the next wave of
nausea; I know it's coming, so why can't it just hurry up and
arrive? Finally, after what feels like an eternity, I bring up
another small amount of bile, and this time there's a little blood
in the mix. It's bright red blood, though, so it's probably just
from a tear in my throat. It's nothing. Nothing to worry about yet.
I've still got time.


Twenty-five years ago

 


Getting to my feet, I run a hand along the
side of my torso.

It's gone.

No more pain.

I keep expecting it to come back, but after
standing completely still for a couple of minutes, I realize that
it seems to have gone. I guess it just passed naturally, or maybe I
made it go away by taking a photo of my face. It's a crazy idea,
but one that I like: a camera that can destroy pain. I wish the
world was that simple, but unfortunately I'm a little too jaded to
believe in something quite so convenient.

Still, the pain is definitely gone.

Figuring I should get to the store and turn
the roll of film in for development, I start making my way back the
way I came. I still have a few more exposures left, but I'm sure I
can find something on the way. For now, despite the brief attack of
pain, I feel strangely fulfilled. This was my first day as a proper
photographer with a proper camera, and I don't think it went too
badly. For the first time in my life, I feel as if I'm actually
good at something.



Today

 


"So you don't return calls
or emails, you don't reply to text messages, you don't even answer
your door when I'm pretty damn sure you're at home". Bella smiles
as she sips from her glass of wine. "Don't take this the wrong way,
Kate, but I'm struggling to believe that you're really
that busy". She pauses
for a moment. "Are you okay?"

"Totally," I reply, looking down at the
spaghetti in my bowl. We're sitting on the terrace of a small cafe,
and I'm trying really, really hard to make sure Bella can't tell
that I want to throw up. I've been forcing the spaghetti down my
throat one mouthful at a time, while praying that my stomach will
remain calm long enough for me to give the illusion of health.
Still, I know that my body might rebel at any moment. "I'm not
busy, exactly. It's more that there's lots of little things that
all kind of add up, you know?"

"I guess". She stares at me. "You understand
why I worry, don't you?"

"Totally".

"You'd tell me if it came back, wouldn't
you?"

"Of course I'd tell you,"
I reply. "I wouldn't tell anyone else, but I'd definitely
tell you".

"You got a job yet?" she asks, eying me
suspiciously.

Shaking my head, I take another mouthful of
spaghetti. So far, so good.

"You need a job yet?"

I shake my head again. "Savings," I say as I
swallow.

"Look at us both," she continues with a
grin. "Remember when we were kids, wondering what we'd end up doing
with our lives? And now here we are, sitting in the middle of New
York, living off compensation money. What a lifestyle, huh?"

"You're not living off compensation money,"
I point out.

"Yes I am! I'm married to a conniving
bastard with a different mistress in each city, and his money is
the only compensation". She raises her glass. "Cheers". After
taking another sip, she stares at me for a moment. "Sorry, Kate. I
didn't mean to make a joke of it. I know it's not the same. How's
the scarring?"

"Good," I reply, looking at my glass of wine
and wondering whether I can risk even the tiniest drop. "It's
pretty much finished healing now. You can still see it, but I think
it's set. I don't think it's gonna change anymore".

"I don't want to
see it," she says. "You
know what I'm like with things like that. But I'm glad to know it's
getting better. I know a great plastic surgeon, if you're
interested. He did my tits".

"I think I'll be okay for now".

"You sure? He even gave me symmetrical
nipples, which I gather can be a little tricky at times. These
things look like they're bolted on. Not that I ever use them for
anything these days".

Smiling, I take another mouthful of food.
Bella and I are so completely different, it's hard to believe that
we can spend more than a couple of minutes together without trying
to tear one another's eyes out; fortunately, we seem to be able to
tolerate each other's 'failings' without too much difficulty. I
guess it helps that we grew up together in the same dusty little
Kansas town, and moved to New York together on the same bus. Hell,
we even lived together for the first two years after we got here,
before life dragged us off in different directions.

"So do you mind if I ask a personal
question?" she continues. "How much longer is that money gonna
last? I mean, they only paid out so much, and city living isn't
cheap".

"A few months".

"A few months?" She stares at me. "Don't you
think you should start looking for a job? Or are you still
convinced you're gonna be a professional photographer?"

"I'm working on things," I tell her. "I
won't starve".

"Dominic and I can always lend you
something," she continues. "Just enough to tide you over in case
things ever get desperate. I could also try pulling some strings
around town, see if I can maybe get you some work. I have a friend
who owns a gallery downtown, he might need someone".

"I'm fine," I say. "Really. Stop worrying
about me".

"You need a man," she
says. "No, let me correct that. You need a good man. A dependable man. A man
who isn't like Mark. You need to find someone before it's too late.
Seriously, I can't even begin to explain how a husband just removes
all those little worries that haunt your everyday life. Even if
he's the Devil incarnate, you just have to learn to look past the
horns and the forked tongue, and embrace the positives". She waits
for me to say something, but I'm focusing on finishing the late of
my meal. I'm also thinking about the photo back in my apartment,
and whether it'll have developed the man's image by the time I get
home.

"I'm fine," I say eventually, even though I
know that such a weak pronouncement is unlikely to ever satisfy
Bella completely.

"Are you sure you're not hiding something?"
she asks after a moment. "I mean, health-wise. It's just that you
seem a little distracted, Kate. I feel like I have a sixth sense
when it comes to you, and right now that sixth sense is tingling
like a virgin's clit. You'd tell me if something was wrong, right?
I mean -" She leans across the table and grabs my hands, holding
them tight. "You'd tell me. Promise?"

"Nothing's wrong," I reply, pulling away so
that I can take a sip of wine. Damn it, why won't she just believe
me? "And yes, I'd tell you. As it happens, I went to see Dr.
Martindale today. I have to have a check-up every six months, just
so they can make sure it hasn't come back. I get scanned and
prodded and all that stuff".

"And they didn't find anything?"

"They didn't find anything".

"Well, that's good," she continues, with
obvious relief. "I still remember the day you were first diagnosed.
My God, you were a mess. I don't mean that in a bad way, of course,
but it was heartbreaking. All the sobbing and the running mascara.
I don't want to see you ever go through that again, Kate. I don't
want to see anyone go through that again".

"And you won't," I reply, taking another sip.

"Of course, that's when I really started to see that Mark was a
bastard," she continues. "I know he was still upset about the
accident, but even so... Guys like that are ten-a-penny, Kate. You
remember when you had to go for your first chemo session, and we
were waiting outside your apartment and Mark didn't arrive to pick
you up? And then he turned up at the hospital two hours later,
claiming he'd been called out to some meeting at work, but he was
quite clearly drunk? I swear to God, from that moment on, I was
just counting down the days until you dumped his sorry ass. I don't
mind telling you, I opened a bottle of champagne after you called
me with the news".

"He wasn't all bad," I say. "Just...
mostly".

"It took you long enough to break up with
him," she replies. "Did the guy have a twelve-foot ribbed cock or
something?"

Smiling, I shake my head. "It's just hard
when you've been with someone for so long. But it was definitely
the right choice".

"And there's been no-one since?"

"I'm not looking".

"You don't have to be
looking, Kate. There are plenty of guys out there who are
always looking. You must
have got cards, or phone numbers, or something?"

I shake my head again.

"Maybe you should smarten
up a little. Wear your hair down. Stop going around in that leather
jacket. It kind of puts men off. Nice men, anyway. In fact... You
know what? I've got the most amazing idea". She leans closer across
the table, and I can see that she's almost trembling with
excitement as she lowers her sunglasses to let me see the whites of
her eyes. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to submit yourself to a
complete makeover, would you? Hair, make-up, clothes, the works.
Even a little plastic surgery here and there, if you're interested?
I'll pay for everything. I'll design everything. Just put yourself
in my hands, Kate, and I'll spruce you up like you've never been
spruced before. And it'll all be very tasteful,
naturally".

"Thanks," I say, "but no thanks".

"Your loss. I gave my niece a makeover once.
Before I got to her, she was an angry little virgin living in her
mother's attic room. Now she's a married mother of two, with a
lovely little house in Sacramento and a proper, dependable husband
named Ted".

I take another sip of wine. "I promise,
Bella, that if I ever want to be a married mother of two, with a
lovely little house in Sacramento and a husband named Ted, I'll
seriously consider taking you up on your offer".

"Bullshit," she replies, checking her
watch.

"You got to be somewhere?"

She shakes her head. "No. Well, yes. Well,
not really. It's just Dominic. He's taking me to the theater later.
We're seeing that play, the new one. What's it called? The one
about Satan and the apple and all that crap".

I shrug.

Rifling through her purse, she eventually
pulls out a leaflet and passes it across the table. I'm immediately
struck by the image on the front, which shows a handsome man with
dark make-up and a pair of fake horns. He's bare-chested, and he
appears to be completely naked; his modesty is only protected by a
large logo, in which the title 'The Devil's Touch' is spelled out
in broken bones.

"Doesn't it look fabulous?" Bella continues.
"If you want, I could try to wrangle a spare ticket for you. Might
be fun. Apparently the guy playing Satan is seven feet tall and
well-endowed. There's supposed to be a nude scene too, which
frankly is the only reason I'm going to stay sober until the
curtain goes down. Come on. You want to come and see Satan with his
pants off?"

"No," I say. "Thanks, but I've got things to
do".

"Like what?" She laughs. "What's better than
coming to see the Devil's dong, live on Broadway?"

"Like..." I take a deep breath. There's no
way I can tell her that I'm planning to spend my entire evening
looking at a bunch of old photos. "I just want to unwind, you know?
Have a glass of wine, listen to some music, maybe read a little. I
know it doesn't sound too exciting, but after the stuff that's been
going on for the past few years, it's kind of nice to just... do
nothing, you know? I'm still in that zone where I want to sit back
and spend a little time by myself".

"Well," she says, raising her wine glass for
a toast. "Here's to the art of doing nothing, as perfected by Kate
Logan".

"Cheers," I reply,
clinking her glass. There's a part of me that desperately wants to
tell Bella about the work I've been doing, just to see the shocked
look on her face. I will
tell her, one day, but for now I need to keep it
to myself. I'd seem like a complete crackpot if I started talking
about some of this stuff, so it's better if I just keep working in
secret and wait until I have a convincing pile of evidence. If the
day comes when I feel that I can prove my point, I'll be ready to
start telling people; if that day never comes, however, I'd rather
just keep quiet. There are already enough people loudly proclaiming
their idiocy to the world; I want to be absolutely certain before I
even contemplate opening my mouth.

"Just promise me one more time that you're
okay," Bella continues, eying me suspiciously as she starts
gathering her things together. "Promise me that there's nothing
wrong, because I know you, Kate. I know when you're lying to me.
Maybe you think you can keep things wrapped up inside, and no-one's
gonna realize, but don't think for a second that you can slip
anything past me". She stares at me. "Promise me that you haven't
had any bad news about your health, and that if anything ever
materializes again, you'll tell me straight away. You're simply not
allowed to go through any more shit by yourself. Understood?"

"Understood," I reply.

"So promise me".

"I promise".

She smiles. "Okay. Good.
Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to go to the ladies' room and then
settle the bill, and before you complain, I insist on paying. You
just sit tight for a moment". She turns and heads over to the
counter, leaving me to look out at the slowly darkening sky of the
New York evening. Letting out a small sigh, I realize that I've
managed to get through another meet-up with Bella without letting
slip anything meaningful. She constantly pushes and probes, trying
to find out what's going on in my life, but I seem to be getting
better at deflecting her attention. Turning and watching as she
pays the bill, I try to imagine how Bella would react to some of
the things that I've seen and done over the past few days. Frankly,
I don't think she could handle it. There are some things that are
just so dark, you can only deal with them if you've experienced
that kind of darkness before.

Reaching into my bag, I take out one of the
pills that Dr. Martindale prescribed for me. I'm reluctant to take
anything that might affect my ability to work, but I figure there's
no harm in giving the damn things a try, especially if they help my
liver. I swallow a pill, before washing it down with a glass of
water.

"You ready?" Bella asks as she comes back
over.

"Yeah," I reply, smiling as I get to my
feet.

"And you promise you're okay?"

I sigh. "I promise. I'm more than okay. I'm
great".


Twenty-five years ago

 


I hate the mall.

With an hour to kill before my photos are
ready, I find myself wandering aimlessly past store windows. I feel
bad for paying extra to get my photos developed so fast, but I
figure it's okay to splash out this once, plus it's all in the name
of research: once I've got the images, I can compare them to the
notes and see whether my technical skills are vaguely in the
ballpark. For now, though, all I can do is wait and try to amuse
myself by looking at all the crap that people buy when they come to
this place.

After a few minutes, I stop by a store and
reload my camera. I start taking photos of the mall, focusing
mostly on weird angles and the fronts of stores, but eventually I
spot a couple of kids hanging out on a bench. I stop a few meters
from them and take a couple of shots, and finally one of them looks
over at me.

"What the fuck's your problem?" he shouts,
getting to his feet and coming toward me.

"Nothing," I mutter, lowering the camera and
turning to walk away.

"I'm talking to you!" he says, grabbing me
by the shoulder and pushing me against the nearest shop window with
such force that the glass shakes. "Are you taking my photo for a
reason, bitch?" he asks.

Overcome with fear, I shake my head. It
never occurred to me that someone could react like this, and
although plenty of people have turned to look at us, no-one's
coming to help.

"You think you can just walk up to someone,
huh?" the guy continues, looking down at my camera. "Nice," he
adds. "That looks expensive."

"It's -"

"Let me see," he says, grabbing the camera
and trying to pull it from my hands.

"No!" I shout, pulling back.

"What's wrong?" he asks, pushing me against
the window again. "Are you scared of me?"

"I just wanted to take a photo," I tell him.
"I didn't mean anything by it, I swear!"

He stares at me for a moment, and then he
smiles.

"You're fucking hilarious," he says,
reaching down to the camera, turning it around and fiddling with
the back for a moment before pulling the slider open and ripping
out the roll of film, which he quickly unspools before dropping it
to the ground. "Just be glad I only ripped up your fucking film,"
he continues, taking a step back. "If you ever take another photo
of me again, I'll smash your camera into so many pieces, it'll look
like a pile of fucking dust."

I stare at him.

"Get the fuck out of here," he adds.

Turning, I hurry away. My heart is racing,
and although I'm angry at the loss of a new roll of film, I know
there's no way I can confront that guy. All I can do is hurry
around the next corner before finally I stop and lean against the
wall. It's starting to become really obvious that some people don't
like being photographed, so I guess it's going to be much safer if
I stick to taking pictures of inanimate objects. As I try to stop
panicking, I check my watch and see that there's still forty
minutes to go before my images are ready. Still, I don't dare to
keep looking around the mall. I'll just stay here and wait.

Sniffing back tears, I look down at the
camera and realize that in future, I need to protect it better.
There's no way I can let some idiot get his hands on it again.


 Today

 


As usual, Bella insists on paying for me to
get home by taxi, and as usual, I protest at first but eventually I
let her get her way. I swear to God, sometimes I feel as if she
sees me as this destitute, threatened creature who's constantly on
the verge of getting into trouble. The problem with Bella is that
in some ways she's a force of nature, so it's useless to argue with
her when she's got a wad of cash in her hand and an idea in her
head. She's convinced that if I take the subway or a bus, I'll end
up getting jumped by some guy and left for dead. When she and I
first lived in the city, Bella loved being out and about, and she'd
put herself in some totally sketchy and dangerous situations; these
days, with most of her life being spent cocooned in her luxury
apartment or bouncing from one designer boutique to another, she's
developed a totally twisted view of New York. She sees danger
everywhere, lurking in every shadow.

Lost in thought as I stare out the window,
it takes me a while to notice that we've been stationary for a
while. Eventually I glance ahead and see that the traffic is
completely snarled up, and there seem to be a lot of flashing
sirens in the distance. I've lived in New York long enough to know
that this kind of thing can last for hours, so I immediately start
plotting an alternative route home using the subway. Bella would
kill me, of course, if she knew that I was even contemplating such
a thing; she'd want me to sit tight in the back of the taxi, but I
can't wait much longer to get home. I need to see if that photo has
developed with the man's image.

"We might be here for a while," the driver
says, looking at me in the rear-view mirror.

"Do you know what's wrong?" I ask.

"In this city, could be anything".

Sighing, I wait a little longer. I should
have known that on one of the few nights when I want to get home
nice and early, the entire city seems to have come to a
standstill.

"I'll get out here," I say
to the driver eventually, thrusting Bella's money into his hands.
"Keep the change". He mutters something, but I'm already halfway
out the door and over to the kerb. All I can think about is the
photo at home, and the fact that I need to know whether the mysterious
figure has appeared again.

Making my way along the sidewalk, I decide
I'll just go to the nearest subway station and get home that way.
It's still only early evening, so it's not like the city's
deserted. Passing rows of stationary, honking traffic, I walk
quickly through the crowd, enjoying the noise and smell of a New
York evening. Where Bella would see danger, I see life; where she'd
see dark shadows, I see variation. In some ways, I feel as if
Bella's increased prudishness has pushed me in the opposite
direction, and I've begun to embrace the city with a little more
passion. It's certainly a far cry from the day, all those years
ago, when the pair of us stepped off the bus to start our new life
here; in many ways, we've gone in completely opposite directions
over the intervening years. I couldn't live her life; I feel much
more at home out here, in the real city. Bella carries a gun in her
purse, to make herself feel safe, and I carry a camera.

When I get to the corner of the next block,
I'm about to head down into the subway when I realize that there
are flames in the distance. Stopping and staring, I feel as if
there's something familiar about the area, and that's when I
remember: this is where I was earlier today, when I came to take
photos of St. Abraham's. In fact, the flames seem to be coming from
the direction of the church. Deciding to delay my journey home a
little longer, I cross the road and make my way along the next
block until I reach a long line of police tape that's been used to
cordon off the area. Some other people are standing and watching as
flames roar from the side of the church, while various police and
fire vehicles are parked nearby. Whatever's going on, it seems like
a pretty major police operation.

"Don't they have sprinklers in churches?"
asks a concerned voice nearby.

Stepping closer to the cordon, I stare in
awe at the fire as it rages in the building. I've seen apartment
blocks on fire before, but never a church, and there's something
particularly shocking about the sight of flames as they roar out of
windows. Instinctively, I reach into my shoulder bag and pull out
my camera. After adjusting the lens, I take a number of shots.

"A stone building can't burn down, can it?"
asks a woman standing a few meters away. "It's not like it's made
of wood or anything".

"You can't go any closer," says a police
officer, hurrying over to me. "I'm afraid you'll have to find an
alternative route home tonight".

"What happened?" I ask, lowering my camera
for a moment.

"We don't know yet," he replies. "Started a
couple of hours ago. Whatever's burning in there, it's like jet
fuel. The fire trucks have had to pull back so they can come up
with another plan. They even tried using this experimental new
military-grade gel to stop the flames, but nothing's working. I
wouldn't count on the road being clear much before midnight".

"Do you know how it started?" I say.

"It'll take a while for that kind of thing
to get sorted out. They'll send in investigators once the flames
are out, but right now the priority is bringing the whole thing
under control. It's gonna be a long night".

"But if -" I start to say, before I spot an
ambulance parked nearby, with paramedics carrying a
tarpaulin-covered body from the church. There's no great urgency to
the way they're walking, so it's clear there's a dead body on their
stretcher. As I stare at the stretcher, I spot movement nearby and
I turn to see one of the other bystanders taking her phone to take
a photo of the paramedics. My mind immediately goes back to the
conversation I had on the sidewalk earlier today, when the priest
came out of the church to see what I was doing.

"Who's that?" I ask the cop.

"We think it's the priest".

"He was inside?"

"Not quite. He was on the sidewalk. Looks
like he managed to find a way out, but the fire took hold too fast
for him to get away completely. He was badly burned. Didn't have a
chance".

As I watch the paramedics opening the back
of the ambulance, the body suddenly seems to catch fire again. They
all drop the stretcher as it's engulfed in a rapid, raging blaze,
and the cop runs over to grab a fire extinguisher. Despite
everyone's best efforts, they can't get the flames to stop, and
eventually the paramedics step back as a group of fire-fighters
come running over. The whole scene is complete chaos, and more and
more people are arriving to gawk at what's happening.

"Get back!" the cop starts shouting at
people, as camera phones start to flash. Another cop hurries over
and they force the crowd further from the scene, while rolling out
new tape to extend the cordon.

Turning, I head back along the sidewalk.
This could all be a coincidence, of course, but it seems too neat.
I've photographed a bunch of churches over the past year, and I've
never actually ended up talking to a priest. Today, just a few
hours after I had a brief conversation with that guy, his entire
church is ravaged by fire and his body goes up in flames. I don't
want to start getting paranoid, and I know it's way too soon to
start thinking that this is all in some way connected, but I've
learned over the years to never ignore coincidences.

"Going to hell?" asks a voice as I head down
into the subway.

Stopping, I turn to see an old man sitting
on the sidewalk.

"Going to hell?" he asks again, as a broad
smile breaks across his face. "Or just downtown?"

Sighing, I turn and hurry down into the
subway. The lights flicker as a train rumbles along the tracks
below, and a man hurries past me, blabbering excitedly into his
phone as he talks about the burning church above. After a moment, I
spot several cops standing up ahead, and one of them holds out his
hand to stop me.

"Sorry," he says, "station's closed 'cause
of a fire up there". He looks straight up, and I realize the subway
station is more or less directly below St. Abraham's. I guess
they're worried that the blaze could cause structural damage.

Without saying anything, I turn and head
back out of the subway and onto the sidewalk. The traffic is still
at a standstill, so I hurry down another road, figuring I'll grab a
taxi somewhere nearby, or jump on a bus, or maybe even just walk
home. I'm getting increasingly impatient to reach my apartment and
see the photo I took at St. Abraham's earlier. If my theory is
correct, I'll find the image of the man somewhere in the frame,
which means that he'll have made some kind of appearance at almost
all the churches I've photographed. As I make my way through the
shadows, I have to keep reminding myself that I'm probably just
seeing patterns where none exist.


Twenty-five years ago

 


With the sun starting to dip in the sky, I
walk home alone. Rush-hour traffic is shooting past, but I'm
engrossed in the photos I picked up from the store a few minutes
ago.

I'm a photographer.

I'm a real, proper photographer.

I can't help but smile as I look at the
images of Mr. Hermann washing his car. There are half a dozen
pictures, and while there are a few rough technical edges, the
content of the images is really strong, especially the last one
where he's turned to stare at the camera. I know I'm probably
getting way ahead of myself, but I could totally see these pictures
being hung in a gallery.

After the pictures of Mr. Hermann, I get to
the images I took out by the trestles. To be honest, the light
isn't quite as strong as I'd hoped, but they're still good shots
and I can't help but feel a little impressed by my work. If this is
what I can do on my first proper day, I'm sure I can get better and
better as time goes by, and eventually I might be able to do some
really impressive work. There's always -

Stopping suddenly, I stare at the next photo
and, after a few seconds, I feel my blood start to run cold. It's
an image of one of the railroad trestles, and it'd be fairly
ordinary if not for the fact that standing slight to the left of
the frame there's a man. He looks somewhat disheveled, with long,
messy hair, and he's wearing an ill-fitting old suit. His wild eyes
are staring straight at the camera, but I swear to God, he wasn't
there earlier. I would definitely have noticed if there's been
someone nearby, and I didn't see a soul.

When I look at the next photo, I find that
I've captured the man again, except this time he's much closer to
the camera, still peering directly at the lens. With trembling
hands, I check the next photo, and this time he's just a couple of
meters from me, his body covering most of the shot as he stares at
the camera. I don't care how absent-minded I might have been
earlier, there's no way I could have missed the fact that a guy
came and looked right at me.

Finally, I get to the photo I took of
myself. It's a little out of focus, but I can see the look of pain
on my sweat-soaked face. Over my shoulder, however, the man is
still staring at the camera. He must be only a few inches from me
in the picture, but I know for a fact that there was no-one around.
I start double-checking the images, convinced that there must be a
mistake or some kind of double exposure, or maybe someone else's
photos are mixed in with mine, but finally I'm forced to recognize
that these are definitely my images and they definitely show a man
approaching me.

Standing by the side of the road, I flip
through the photos over and over again, convinced that eventually
I'll be able to explain the man's presence. There's no way he could
have just appeared out of nowhere, but I can't deny the pictures in
my hands: he was there, staring right at me the whole time.


 Today

 


With the St. Abraham's
fire causing traffic chaos, I end up walking all the way home,
which takes a couple of hours. Sure, the buses are
technically running, as
are the taxis and the subway trains, but I figure it's just a hell
of a lot easier to make my way by foot. It's not exactly a horrible
journey, and I make sure I stick to busy, brightly-lit streets.
Besides, if I'm going to get mugged, it could just as easily happen
outside my front door, or in broad daylight. Partly to remind
myself to stop being so scared, and partly as a private rebellion
against Bella's constant fear-mongering, I make my way home and
eventually reach my door shortly after ten. It feels good to have
got some air, and it feels as if I'm managed to clear my head a
little. Still, I pause at my door, dreading the idea of going
inside.

Even after all this time,
I'm still not quite used to coming home to an empty apartment. I
don't know if I'll ever get out of the mindset that expects to hear
the sound of other people in the rooms I inhabit: from the big
noises like a baby crying, to the little noises like someone
turning the page of a book, I keep noticing how overbearingly
silent an empty apartment can seem. As I shut my door and slide the
extra bolts across, I force myself to stop being so silly. I'm
alone because I choose to be alone, and the silence is a sign of order and calm.
Besides, if I wanted to have noise around here, I could just switch
on the radio or play some music. I'll get used to the silence
eventually; it's far too early to give up just yet. I don't want to
be like Bella and grab a man just because I'm scared of being
alone.

When I check the timer, I see that there are
still a few minutes to go before the photo will have hit the full
development time. I could go and take a look now, of course, but I
like to do things properly, so I figure I'll wait a little longer.
I pull my camera out and remove the roll of film. Just as I'm about
to grab something to eat, to take advantage of a rare moment when
my stomach feels fine, I hear my phone ringing. It's Bella, and
although I don't want to talk to her, I figure I'd better just
reassure her that I got home safely. She has a habit of
overreacting, especially when she's had too much to drink, and it's
totally possible that she could jump into a taxi and come over to
check on me.

"Hey," I say as I answer. "I'm fine".

"You should have come tonight," she replies,
clearly drunk. "It was so amazing!"

"That's great. You can tell me all about it
next week".

"He was so hot," she continues. "I know it's
an awful thing to say, Kate, but I'd do him. I'd totally do him. I
swear, I could have climbed up on stage and done him there and
then, in front of the whole audience. At one point, Dominic even
asked me why I was squirming in my seat. Screw God, Kate; the
Devil's the one with the big dick!"

"That's nice. You should go to sleep".

"Dominic's gone out again," she says,
sounding a little sad. "Probably to one of his whores. What are you
doing? You want to come over and help me raid the wine cellar?"

"Another time," I say, cringing a little at
the thought of Bella stumbling drunkenly around her apartment.

"Come on," she continues, "what the hell
else do you have to do with your time?"

I spend the next twenty minutes trying to
end the conversation, although it's never easy to get rid of a
drunken Bella. Eventually she starts falling asleep, and I'm able
to cut the call. Hopefully she'll sleep the whole night through,
dreaming about getting her way with the guy from the play. By the
time she wakes up in the morning with a hangover, she probably
won't even remember going to see the play.

Grabbing one of the folders from my desk, I
pull out the pile of photos that I've added to my evidence file so
far. Every time I go to a church, I end up taking a whole roll of
film, and there's almost always one image in which the same man
appears. Leafing through the photos now, I find it hard not to
shudder a little as I look at him; there's something creepy about
the way he stares at the buildings, as if he's desperate to get
inside but can't use the door. He almost seems nervous, as if he's
scared to get too close to the building itself but also can't bring
himself to move away. When I get to the last photo, I feel my chest
tighten a little: it's Mark, holding the baby, and I have such a
vivid memory of the moment when I took that photo. It was only
seconds later that everything changed. Not even seconds; less than
a second, perhaps. I run a finger-tip over the image as I remind
myself that I need to get some independent verification of all
this. I need someone else with me, someone who can tell me that I'm
not imagining all of this. Not yet, though. I need more time.

Checking online, I quickly find a bunch of
news reports about the fire at St. Abraham's. It seems to be dying
down, but there's no word as to the cause, and most of the reports
mention the fact that the flames burned with unusual force. There's
a brief reference to the fact that the priest, Father Malcolm
O'Dowd, was found dead on the sidewalk outside, although curiously
there's no mention of the fact that his body seemed to
spontaneously combust as it was being loaded into the ambulance. I
guess there'll be updates throughout the night, but for now it's as
if the fire is at least being brought under control. I guess it'll
be worth swinging past the scene on my way to the library tomorrow,
so I can see the damage in the cold light of day. Although the
building is mostly made of stone, it looks tonight as if the entire
thing might just collapse.

When the timer rings, I take a deep breath
and place the photos back in the folder. With any luck, there'll be
a new image to add soon, so I head through to the dark room. It's
odd, but at first I used to dread the development of the man's face
on my photos. I thought it was a sign of something being seriously
wrong with me, and I'd almost get to the point of praying that he
wouldn't show up on each roll of film. These days, though, I
actually look forward to seeing him. It's as if I've become
obsessed with this little mystery, even though I have no idea what
I'm supposed to do with the information I've been gathering.
Pausing by the bedroom door, I remind myself that I could stop
doing this any time I like. No-one's forcing me to keep taking
these photos, but it's the first activity that's really grabbed my
attention for a while. If I wasn't doing this, what else would I be
doing? Just sitting around, waiting for my next tumor and my next
course of chemo?

As soon as I'm in the dark
room, I can feel in my gut that I'll find the man's image on the
photo. Maybe I'm fooling myself, but it's as if I've got a kind of
sixth sense that's telling me he's going to be there. Hell, it's
not as if this is some random, possible connection that I've
spotted in a few chance images: it's the same man, appearing in the
same context each time. It'd be strange not to see him, although this time
there's something else on my mind. I can't help thinking back to
the way the priest talked about the steps, as if there was
something unusual happening around that area. All day, I've been
imagining the image of the man being seen by those steps, probably
adopting his usual pose of staring at the door. I'm pretty certain
by now that the man wants to get into the churches, but something's
stopping him. I just wish I knew what.

After busying myself with the roll of film
from the fire, and setting it up so that I can develop the photos
first thing in the morning, I realize that I've delayed the moment
of truth for long enough. I pause for a moment, as if I'm nervous
of seeing him again, and then I walk over to where the photo is
drying and I take a look. And there he is, except this time he's
not staring at the church. He's standing at the top of the steps,
exactly where I expected him to be, but he's staring straight at
me.


 Part Two

The Book


 Today

 


"Fuck!" I shout, lifting the toilet lid just
in time to vomit lunch into the bowl. The pain is intense, as if
something is burning my esophagus. After heaving a couple more
times, I take a deep breath and wait to see if any more comes up.
My stomach muscles are already hurting from the past few days of
nausea, and frankly I'm not sure my body can take any more. This is
worse than last time. Much worse.

"Fuck this," I mutter after a few tense
minutes. I wipe my mouth on some toilet roll, before grabbing the
bottle of pills that Dr. Martindale prescribed for me. He told me
to take three of these damn things a day until my chemotherapy
starts next week, but so far the side effects have been terrible.
There's no way I can carry on like this, so I unscrew the lid and
tip all the remaining pills into the toilet. I can't live like
this.

Leaning back, I pull the flush and breathe a
sign of relief at the thought of the pills disappearing down into
the sewers. I try to get to my feet, but I'm too weak. Checking my
watch, I see that it's twenty-five to eight. Damn it, I have to be
at the library in less than half an hour to claim my room, or I
might lose it. Hauling myself up, I look in the mirror and see to
my shock that I've somehow managed to get vomit not only in my
hair, but also on my neck and the top of my shirt. How the hell am
I gonna get cleaned up and out the door in time?


Twenty-five years ago

 


It's back. The pain is throbbing just below
my ribs, sending out an uncompromising message. Something's wrong
deep inside my body, and only a few months after I was discharged
from hospital, it looks like I'm going to have to go back into
battle.

"Are you okay in there?" my mother calls
out, knocking on the bathroom door.

"Yeah," I reply, even though I'm starting to
feel nauseous. As soon as I let my parents know that I'm sick,
they'll take me to see the doctor, and then everything will start
up again. I can't do that to them, not so soon. My mother in
particular looked so weak while I was in hospital, and the thought
of subjecting her to more pain is unbearable.

"Breakfast'll be ready in a few minutes,"
she continues. "Don't be too long, okay?"

"Okay," I reply.

I wait until I'm sure she's headed back to
the kitchen, and then I lean closer to the mirror and take a look
at my eyes. I might be imagining it, but I think maybe I'm starting
to look a little yellow. I don't know what the hell's wrong with me
this time, but I guess I should have known my body would fail me
again. Sometimes, I feel as if I'm just not built to last.


 Today

 


"Bang on time," says Violet, glancing up at
the wall-clock as it ticks around to 8am. "Let me guess, Kate. You
left home two hours early and you've been loitering in a nearby
cafe, just so you won't miss a minute of time". She smiles. "I know
what you're like. Always so punctual".

"Something like that," I reply, still a
little breathless after running from the subway station. "So do you
have the keys?"

Reaching into her desk drawer, Violet pulls
out a small plastic card and swipes it in a nearby machine. "We
don't have keys these days, Kate. We have reusable magnetic
pass-cards with radio frequency chips". She places the card on the
counter. "Room 6b. Welcome to the twenty-first century". Grimacing
a little as she climbs off her stool, she goes and fetches the book
from the shelf.

"Legs playing up again?" I ask.

"Like you wouldn't believe," she replies,
setting the book down in front of me. She takes a pill from a small
bottle and washes it down with a sip of coffee. "I swear, without
these, it'd be ten times worse. They bring the inflammation right
down. I used to have these herbal pills from my brother-in-law, but
they didn't do a damn thing for me. These little things, on the
other hand, nuke the swelling pretty damn good. Now, do I have to
go through all the rules again regarding the book, or can you
remember?"

"I'll be fine," I say. "But I was going to
ask you if there's any chance of extending the loan period. I
really -"

"No way," she says, shaking her head as she
sits back on her stool. "Can't be done. They want their book back
after a week, Kate, and there's no two ways about it. Sorry, I've
already pulled every string in existence just to get the damn thing
here at all".

"What if you delay sending it back by a
day?" I suggest. "That way, they'd just think it was a small blip,
but I could really use the extra time".

"Impossible. They'll raise holy hell if the
damn thing's even a minute late".

"Okay," I mutter. "Thanks anyway". Taking
the book and the pass-card, I make my way along the corridor until
I find room 6b. Once I'm inside, I breathe a sigh of relief. I've
got this room for eight hours, and there's no way I'm going to get
interrupted. No-one wandering past and starting a conversation,
no-one glancing over at me while I'm trying to concentrate. Just
eight solid hours of quiet, dedicated research. I've been waiting
for this moment for months, and I can't help thinking that perhaps
I'm going to finally find some answers. Amin Bell's elusive book is
widely regarded as one of the most authoritative guides to
twentieth century satanism in New York. As I set my notebooks out
on the desk, I have this feeling of excitement in my stomach, as if
I might be about to find out why a strange figure has been
appearing in my church photos.

Once I'm settled, I pull the latest photo
out of my bag. It's the image that shows the front of St.
Abraham's, with the strange man standing on the steps and staring
straight at the camera. A chill passes through my body as I remind
myself that this is the first time that he's actually shown any
sign that he's aware of my presence; in all the other images, he's
looking directly at the church, but this time he's staring at me.
It's probably just a coincidence that the church was hit by a huge
fire later that day, but I still can't help wondering if maybe I've
passed a point of no return in my research. After all this time, my
subject has finally noticed me. Something's changed, and I feel as
if I almost have no choice but to keep going. Little by little,
inch by inch, I'm getting closer to... something.

After double-checking that the door is
locked, I pull a small digital camera from my bag and take a few
discreet photos of the first pages of the book. Although Violet
told me not to make copies, I figure there's no way anyone's going
to find out, and I need to be able to refer back to Bell's work.
It's not as if there's a security camera in here, so a few copies
should be entirely harmless. I'll just take a few images each day
until, at the end of the week, I should have a replica of the
entire book. Finally, I put the digital camera away and sit facing
the front cover. This is it. This is the moment I've been waiting
for. After months of trying to track the damn thing down, I'm
finally ready to begin.

For the next couple of hours, I read the
introduction to Amin Bell's book. He rambles on and on about the
fact that, in his opinion, New Yorkers have no idea about the
Satanic rituals that take place across the city every night. Bell
might have been one of the world's greatest experts on the subject,
but he did himself no favors with the way he presented his ideas.
Rather than offering any evidence, he merely makes a string of
improbable-sounding claims, without backing them up in any way. To
be honest, if I wasn't already interested in the subject, I'd
probably have given up with Bell's work a long time ago. As I turn
from page to page, I start wondering whether I could perhaps skip
ahead a little, and then finally I reach the end of the
introduction only to find a small, yellow note has been slipped
between the pages:

 


Sorry to bother you. Just wanted to say that
the really interesting part begins on page fifty. Especially about
St. Abraham's. Up until then, it's mostly garbage. JD.

 


I stare at the handwritten note, trying to
work out who could have placed it here, and who has the initials
JD. After a moment, I realize it must be John Dagwood, the lecturer
who tried to start talking to me yesterday. Moving the note to one
side, I try to avoid feeling irritated by the way he saw fit to
just interrupt my reading in such a cavalier manner. I guess he
thought he was being cute, but there's no way I'm going to let him
tell me which parts of the book are interesting and which parts can
be skipped. Sure, I'm keen to find out what he means about St.
Abraham's, but I want to read every word of Bell's book for myself,
so I'll get to the 'interesting' part in my own time.

I have to admit, though, that by the time I
get to page fifty, I'm starting to flag. Bell saw fit to write a
kind of brief overview of the history of Satanic rituals in
American history, and most of the material was hardly fresh. It's
almost as if the author was intentionally piling up a wall of dry
facts, in an attempt to deter readers from persevering. Page fifty,
however, is the start of a new section on Satanic cults in New
York, and to my annoyance I find a second note from John Dagwood
tucked into the book:

 


Bell ignores the fact that St. Abraham's was
knocked down in 1821 and rebuilt between 1828 and 1835. Treats it
as one building. Poor research? JD.

 


Sighing, I move the note out of the way,
only to find another:

 


Why does Bell focus on St. Abraham's? He
keeps circling the subject without ever really going in to focus on
anything. Strange decision on his part? JD

 


Sighing again, I can't help feeling that
Dagwood is treating me as if I'm a student, and that he seems to
assume that I couldn't possibly notice these things by myself. It's
as if he wants to guide me through the book, whereas I'm not only
capable of finding my own way, but I feel as if I'll probably find
things that Dagwood himself has missed. I happen to be well aware
of the history of St. Abraham's, not only in terms of the
rebuilding work that took place in the 1820s and 1830s, but also in
terms of the fact that a lack of funds led to the church being
closed for five years in the 1870s. It's tempting to write a note
back to him, mentioning this fact, but there's no way I want to
follow his lead and risk becoming a patronizing asshole. In fact, I
don't want to engage in any kind of dialogue at all.

For the next few hours, I work through page
after page of Bell's book, jotting down anything that seems
important while also removing a few more notes from John Dagwood.
It quickly becomes apparent that I'd allowed my expectations to
become built up a little too much; in truth, the book contains no
great revelations, even if it include some interesting detail as
well as several long, annotated lists. As for St. Abraham's, the
book merely mentions the church as having been the location of a
Satanic cult that gathered in the crypt during the 1950s and 1960s,
although there doesn't seem to be anything to distinguish this
particular cult from any other. Overall, Bell paints a picture of
New York as a hotbed of underground Satanic activity, to the extent
that it's hard to believe that such things could have been going on
for so long, and so extensively, without becoming better known. By
the time I get to the end of the book's second chapter, however,
it's clear that most of these cults were comprised of dilettantes
who liked dressing up in fancy robes and who would've run a mile if
there'd been even a hint of anything genuinely unusual happening.
Bell even acknowledges this fact himself, suggesting for example
that in many cases red food dye was substituted for blood. Finally,
just after 1pm, I sit back, realizing that perhaps I've hit my
limit for the day.

Although I want to keep reading, in case
Bell mentions anything that could be linked to the man in my
photos, I figure I'm running the risk of zoning out and missing
important details. Figuring I could perhaps spend the afternoon
getting some more images, I start gathering my things together.
This little room is so quiet and still, it would be far too easy to
fall asleep and end up wasting an entire day, when in reality I
need to keep working. In just over a week, I'm going to start my
next course of chemo, so I have to take full advantage of the days
when my head is clear.

As I'm about to close the book and call it
quits for the day, I realize there's another of Dagwood's notes
tucked into the next page. Pulling it out, I find to my surprise
that it's a little different to the others:

 


These little messages are getting annoying.
How about (a totally professional) dinner so we can compare notes
in person? I have some church photos you might find interesting.
Are you free tonight? JD

 


There's a phone number at the bottom of the
note, and I sit in silence for a moment as I contemplate the fact
that, in a rather roundabout way, I seem to have been asked on a
date. Or, if not a date, then at least a working dinner. My first
instinct is to add the note to the rest and toss them all away, but
at the same time I'm worried that I might miss something important.
Dagwood's mention of church photos seems to be a hint that maybe,
just maybe, he could contribute to my work. I hate the thought of
going on a date, but a professional meeting to discuss the book
might be acceptable. After all, I'd be an idiot to pass up the
possibility of learning something new simply because I don't like
eating out.

Grabbing my phone, I dial the number and
wait for him to answer.

"Hi," I say when he picks up. "This is Kate
Logan".

"Kate," he replies, sounding pleased to hear
from me. I hear the shuffling of papers in the background, as if
he's in the middle of work. "How are you doing? Are you here?"

"Here?" I suddenly realize that he means the
library. "Yeah, but I'm on my way out".

"Are you in one of the study rooms? I can be
there in a couple of minutes".

"No," I say quickly, "don't worry about that. I'm leaving. I just
got your note about dinner, and..." I pause for a moment. Do I
really want to do this? "I could meet you tonight," I say finally.
"To discuss the book".

"That sounds good," he continues. "I've got
some information that might be useful for you, and I'm kind of
hoping you might have something for me too. Do you know that
Italian place across the road from St. Abraham's?"

"I can find it," I reply,
noting the slightly unusual coincidence. St. Abraham's
again?

"How about eight tonight?"

"I'll see you there". I pause again, trying
to think of some way to signal to him that this is definitely not a
date. "I'll bring some notes I've made," I add, "so you can see the
kind of thing I've been looking at. Though I can't stay too late,
I've got work to do after we're done".

"Sounds good. I'll see you later".

Once the call is over, I
take a deep breath. I can't remember the last time I went out to
dinner with someone, but I remind myself that this is in no way a
date. Frankly, although there's nothing obviously
wrong with John Dagwood,
I'm in no fit state to start seeing anyone. Taking into account the
photos, and the cancer, I've got more than enough on my plate,
without getting involved with some guy. At least I saw Robert
yesterday, which means I shouldn't have too much trouble keeping
myself under control; all my sexual energy has been exhausted for a
day or two, and I'm hardly the kind of person to get drunk and jump
into bed with someone. This is just going to be a polite,
professional working meal.

Unable to shake a feeling of unease, I get
my things together and take the book back out to the main desk.
Although the morning has been kind of a disappointment, I'm going
to spend the afternoon taking photos and then the evening
discovering whether John Dagwood has anything that might help my
work. There's still time to turn the day around and make this a
productive day. Slowly but surely, I feel as if I'm edging closer
to some kind of truth.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"So have you had any photos developed?" my
mother asks as she butters some toast. "I thought you'd have been
straight down to the mall to get your first roll of film
processed."

"Please," I mutter,
staring at the food on my plate, "I'm not that predictable."

"But you're enjoying the new camera, aren't
you?" she continues, clearly a little worried. "I thought -"

"It's great," I tell her, keen to avoid
discussing the pictures I took yesterday. "I just have to wait a
few days for the processing to be done, that's all. I didn't want
to waste money on overnight development." I scoop up some beans
with my spoon, but the thought of swallowing them is too much to
handle; I'm convinced I'll vomit as soon as any food reaches my
stomach.

"Are you sure you're okay?" she asks. "You
look a little peaky."

"I'm fine," I reply, trying not to sound too
irritated.

"Let me look," she continues, leaning over
and grabbing my chin before tilting my head up toward the
light.

"I said I'm fine!" I tell her, pulling away
and getting to my feet. I'm scared she'll realize I'm sick, so I
figure I can just act like an angry asshole and pretend that I'm
too annoyed to eat. "You can't just grab me like that," I tell her.
"Haven't you ever heard of personal space?"

She stares at me, and I can see that she's
shocked by my reaction.

"I'm fine," I say firmly. "There's nothing
wrong with me, okay? I just want to get on with using my new
camera. Is that okay?"

"Eat some -"

"I'm not hungry," I reply, before turning
and heading to my room. I hate playing the sulky daughter card, but
it's better than letting her know that something's seriously wrong.
That moment's going to come soon anyway, but I can at least delay
it for a few more days. Sooner or later I'm going to end up back at
the hospital. I've already beaten the odds once, and I'm not sure I
can do it again.



Today

 


Although there are still
plenty of churches in New York that I haven't photographed, I find myself
drawn back to St. Abraham's. Or rather, to what's left of St.
Abraham's, since the scene is one of total destruction. According
to news reports, the raged all night and was only brought under
control a little while before dawn. When I reach the scene just
before 2pm, the area is still cordoned off and there are fire crews
sorting through the rubble. Whatever happened here, it was clearly
a major incident, and the street running down the side of the
building is closer to traffic and pedestrians. Frankly, the whole
area is a mess. Strangely, though, there hasn't been much about the
incident online; it's almost as if some kind of news blackout has
been imposed, with just a few sites referring to the fire and none
of them going into much detail.

Part of the stone facade has collapsed,
leaving the entrance and the steps destroyed. The rest of the
building seems to have fared a little better, although all the
windows have been broken and the stonework has been partially
charred. Pieces of stonework have collapsed into the street, and
have been cordoned off while they wait to be removed. There's also
a black patch over on the other side of the road, where the
stretcher caught fire while the priest was being transported to the
ambulance. I still don't quite understand what happened there; how
does a body erupt into a fireball without any source of ignition?
And why does this part of the incident not seem to be getting much
media coverage?

Taking the camera out of my shoulder bag, I
start getting some shots of the damage. Although I mainly came down
here so I could document the effects of the fire and get some
images for reference work, I'm also curious to see whether the
figure from yesterday might show up again in my images. To date,
I've never managed to catch the man in the same place twice, but
something about the fire at St. Abraham's makes me wonder whether
this location is in some way different to the others. There are too
many coincidences pointing toward St. Abraham's, and although I
keep reminding myself to stop reading too much into things, it's
hard not to think that perhaps this particular church still has a
few secrets to give up. Given that Amin Bell's book was a
disappointment earlier today, I feel as if I have some catching up
to do, and this is the most obvious place to start. I can't shake
the feeling that there's something here, and that the truth will
suddenly be revealed if I can just find the right perspective.

"You want to come back in about two hours,"
says a male voice nearby.

Turning, I see a man leaning in the doorway
of a small liquor shop. He's an older guy, with gray hair and a
weathered face, and he seems to be amused by my activities.

"Why's that?" I ask, lowering the
camera.

"They reckon the roads are gonna be
re-opened by then. You'll be able to get much closer. Really stick
that thing into the rubble and have a noise about".

"Thanks," I say, turning back to face the
church and take some more photos.

"That's until they knock the place down,
anyway," he continues.

"They're going to knock it down?" I reply,
turning back to him.

"I don't see how they can leave it up," he
continues. "Structurally, the place must be a total wreck. Subway
station's still closed underneath, so they'll want to bulldoze over
the church and make sure the ground's properly supported. I guess
they'll build a new church eventually, if anyone really gives
enough of a damn. Either that, or they'll just put up another block
of apartments. Might as well. There's no real point having a church
in this part of town. I's not like the place got much use from
worshipers. Not during the daytime".

"Night services?" I ask.

He smiles. "Not quite," he replies, before
turning and heading into the shop. After a moment, I hurry after
him, finding myself in a small shop that seems to be filled from
floor to roof with shelves of cheap alcohol. "You thirsty?" he
asks, glancing back at me. "What's your poison? I've got thirty
types of vodka, forty types of whiskey and baskets full of cheap
wine. I've got beer, I've got ale, I've got champagne. I've got
every damn thing you could want. I'm like a doctor, except my
medicine's cheaper. For a pretty young lady such as yourself, I
might even be able to cut a bit of a deal".

"What did you mean when you mentioned night
services?" I ask.

"You interested?"

"Do you mean Midnight Mass, that type of
thing?"

He laughs. "Not quite. You know what? You
buy a bottle of anything in this store, for at least ten dollars,
and I'll tell you all about it".

I pull some cash from my pocket and set ten
dollars on the counter.

"I swear to God," the man
says as he takes the money, "the only time I ever saw that church
being used, I mean really
used, was late at night, about twice a month. The
lights used to go on just after midnight, and stay on until dawn. I
don't know what they were doing in there, but the door was always
closed and I never used to see anyone arriving or leaving. After a
while, I kind of got used to it, but at first it was a little
spooky. It's easy to let your imagination get carried away, if you
know what I mean. My wife was convinced they were sacrificing goats
in there, although she's always been a kind of highly-strung
woman". He looks up at the ceiling. "God rest her soul".

"She's dead?"

"No, she's asleep on the sofa upstairs".

"What do
you think they were
doing in there?" I ask.

He shrugs. "Just being weird. Never
under-estimate the human capacity for weirdness. People do weird
crap all the time, and you'll go nuts trying to figure it out. I
guess they just fancied doing their business at night. More
privacy, maybe". He grabs a bottle of wine from the shelf behind
the counter and holds it out to me. "Your ten dollars wouldn't
normally stretch to this, but I'll make an exception. Told you I'd
cut you a deal, didn't I?"

"It's fine," I say, leaving the wine and
heading over to the door.

"You don't wanna take my photo?" he calls
after me.

"Not really," I mutter as I step out onto
the sidewalk. Wandering back over to the police cordon, I take some
more photos of St. Abraham's. I don't even know what I'm looking
for, but I get the feeling that there's something here. After a
moment, I lower the camera and look over at the crumbled facade of
the building. Suddenly it strikes me that I need to change my
approach. So far, I've focused on the exteriors of churches, and
I've barely bothered to go inside. This time, however, I feel as if
I need to explore a little more thoroughly. Glancing over at the
workmen who are sorting through the rubble, I decide to come back
later tonight when the place is abandoned. And this time, I'm going
to bring a flash.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"He got pissed when he saw me," I say, as
Bella stares at the photos of Mr. Hermann. "I guess he didn't like
me being there."

"No kidding," she replies, flicking through
until she comes to the images of the trestles. "Who's that guy?"
she asks, holding up the first picture that shows the unexplained
figure.

"Just some guy who was out there," I tell
her, secretly relieved that at least she can see him. He was
definitely there, which means that I must have blacked out or
mis-remembered the whole thing. I'm starting to think that
whatever's wrong in my gut, it might be affecting my mind too.

"Creepy," she continues, taking a look at
the other photos. "You wanna be careful, yeah? There are some
assholes out there." She gets to the photo that shows the man
peering straight into the lens. "He looks like a bum," she says
after a moment. "You're lucky he didn't try to do anything to
you."

I smile politely, but the truth is, I've
already decided to go back out there and take another look for the
guy. Whatever's going on in my head, I need to make sure that I'm
not losing my mind.


 Today

 


"It's a date," Bella says, as I hold the
phone under my chin.

"It's not a date," I reply, setting a
sandwich down onto the kitchen table before taking the phone back
into my hand. "It's just dinner. We're just going to discuss some
work-related things".

"What work-related things? You don't
work".

"It's just business".

"Business?" She laughs. "Kate, you change
your story more often than Dominic when he's got a new girlfriend.
Seriously, why are you being so coy? You're going on a date. It's a
good thing".

"It's not a date".

"Honey, you meet a man for
dinner, it's a date. Seriously. How blind and stupid
are you?"

"It's not a date," I say again, taking a big
mouthful from the sandwich.

"The guy left a note in an old book," Bella
continues. "He didn't just call you up and ask you out. He went to
all the trouble of trying to make the whole thing seem romantic. He
went out of his way to be cute and to grab your attention. You know
what that means?"

"He's a dick?" I say, though my mouth is so
full of food, I doubt she can understand me.

"He wants to impress you,
Kate. He wants to give you a little bit of a buzz. Seriously, how
long has it been since you got a buzz? And before you ask,
yes, I'm talking about
both the emotional buzz and the buzz in your pants".

"I get buzzes," I reply, before taking
another mouthful. I've never told Bella about my little black book
of numbers, and about my penchant for hot, twenty-something guys
who can be paid by the hour to meet me in hotel rooms. I'm not sure
whether she'd be impressed or shocked if she knew the truth.
Probably both. Either way, there's a side of my life that Bella
knows nothing about, and I'd rather keep things that way.

"Is he hot?"

"Kind of," I reply.

"Kind of?"

"I guess".

"So he's not smoking hot?"

"He's..." I pause for a moment, trying to
think of a word that'll satisfy her. "He's more attractive than
Mark. How's that?"

"Not bad. How old is he?"

"I have no idea?"

"Is he much older than you?"

"Hell, no. In fact, he might even be a year
or two younger".

"Toyboy. Nice, I like it. And he's an
academic?"

"At the university," I say, sighing under
the pressure of these constant questions. Then again, I knew it'd
be like this when I called Bella in the first place. I guess
there's a part of me that's just a glutton for punishment.

She pauses for a moment. "Academics aren't
renowned for their good bodies," she says eventually, sounding as
if she's putting some real thought into the matter, "but they tend
to compensate by having refined good looks and a generally
intelligent manner. It's not a trade-off that I'd necessarily
embrace, but I can see it working for you. I dated an academic
once. Well, he wasn't actually an academic. But he wore glasses and
he said he liked poetry".

"The world isn't full of stereotypes," I
tell her.

"Oh, it fucking
is!" she shoots back at
me. "God, Kate, haven't you noticed? Everyone's a
stereotype. Nearly everyone, anyway. I know I'm a stereotype. I embrace the
fact. It makes me feel like I fit in. I basically just watched TV
until I saw someone I wanted to be. This guy you've met, he sounds
like a typical hot, smart academic who wants to pull your panties
off between the library shelves. Go for it".

"You're getting way ahead of yourself. It's
just dinner".

"There's no such thing
as just dinner,
Kate. Not between two consenting, attractive adults. Will there be
wine?"

"I doubt it".

"You know it. There'll be wine flowing
throughout the evening, and eventually you'll let your hair down a
little, and before you know it, you'll be back at his place and the
rest will be glorious history. Just don't get too serious, too
soon. I know you, Kate. You get attached too easily. Just focus on
the sex, for once".

"I'll try," I reply, smiling as I think of
my 'dates' with Robert.

"And if you want to seduce him, but you're
worried about how to do it, let me give you a tip. The most subtle
way to show a man that you're interested is to wait until he's not
looking, and then just hitch the front of your dress down a little
until you're showing some nipple. That way, you can bring the
conversation around to the subject of breasts, and once you've done
that, you can just reel him in".

"And that's your idea of being subtle?"

"Speaking of which," she continues, "I've
got a little date of my own tonight".

"With your husband, I trust?"

"God, no!" She laughs. "Dominic's out of
town, so I'm seeing Horatio".

I take a deep breath. "Horatio?"

"Isn't it a gorgeous name? You'll never
guess who he is".

"That's right," I reply. "I won't even try,
because I don't -"

"He's the dancer from the theater last
night. He's the tall, strong, athletic, toned young gentleman who
played the part of the naked Satan in 'The Devil's Touch'. You must
remember me enthusing about his performance".

"I remember you enthusing about his body".

"It takes a lot of guts to be naked on
Broadway," she continues. "I swear, Kate. It was love at first
sight. The moment I saw him stride onto that stage with his thick,
meaty member dangling between his legs and those big old horns
balanced on his head, I knew I had to have him. And have him, I
shall. Tonight. While you're fucking your academic, I'll be fucking
one of Papua New Guinea's finest exports. Aren't we just a couple
of hoots?"

Sighing, I realize that there's no way I can
change her mind. In her mind, I'm going on a hot date. Not that
it's any of her business. I guess I'll just have to go and have
dinner with John Dagwood, come home, get some sleep, and wait for
Bella to call me in the morning and fret about the fact that she's
cheated on Dominic again.

"You still there?" she asks suddenly.

"I'm still here," I reply, as I finish the
last of my sandwich.

"So what are you gonna wear tonight? Your
little black dress?"

"I don't have a little black dress. I gave
it to the goodwill place down the road".

She sighs. "You need to accentuate your
curves, Kate. Men like curves. This academic guy has probably spent
his entire life cooped up in a dusty library, going over old
manuscripts. He's probably never even seen a real girl. My God, he
might even be a virgin. Anyway, it shouldn't be too hard to get his
juices flowing. Just wear something tight. It has to hug your
figure and really show off your boobs, but it also needs to be
sophisticated. Try to wear something low-cut, so you can try my
little nipple trick if things start to go dry. And wear your hair
down, unless your dress is off the shoulder, in which case wear
your hair up".

"I need to go," I reply, looking over at the
rolls of film waiting to be developed.

"Report back to me after the date," she
says. "I want to know how it goes. But don't call me before
tomorrow afternoon, okay? Remember, I'm busy tonight too. I'm going
to be fucking the Devil himself".


Twenty-five years ago

 


Through the camera's viewfinder, I watch the
old trestles for a moment, waiting for the perfect moment to take a
picture. After a morning of indecision, I finally decided to come
out here and see if the man appears again. After all, given the
stress I've been under, I guess it's possible that somehow I've
been imagining the whole thing.

I press the button and take a photo, before
moving through the undergrowth and taking up another position.

So far, there's been no sign of anyone else
out here. I'm already convinced that there was no-one yesterday,
but now I'm absolutely certain that I'm alone. I take a couple more
photos, before lowering the camera and staring straight ahead. It's
hard to believe that there could be someone here, someone I can't
see, and yet I have to at least consider the possibility. I've
never believed in ghosts before, but now I'm starting to
wonder.

"Hello?" I call out.

Silence.

Smiling at my own naivety, I raise the
camera and take a couple more photos. Hopefully, by the end of
today I'll have managed to prove that the first set of images was
just some kind of freaky situation. I'm still learning to use the
new camera, so I guess there are a bunch of reasons why something
so strange could have happened. Just because I don't know the
explanation, I can't go assuming that it was some kind of
ghost.

Deep in my gut, the pain continues to
throb.


 Today

 


"You look..." Standing outside the
restaurant, John Dagwood stares at me for a moment. "You look
great," he says eventually, clearly taken aback by the fact that
I've turned up wearing jeans and an old shirt, with my hair held up
by clips and my heavy, bulky camera bag over my shoulder. I even
remembered to wear an old pair of sneakers rather than my usual
boots. Frankly, I look as if I just happened to be wandering past,
which is exactly the impression I was looking to create. Judging by
his neat, well-fitted suit, it appears he was taking the evening a
little more seriously.

Kate one, John Dagwood nil.

"Thanks," I say, already a little
embarrassed. "Is this the place?" I ask, glancing up at the sign
over the restaurant's door. We're just a few hundred meters from
the burned remains of St. Abraham's, and frankly I'm more
interested in the church than the 'date' with Dagwood. I've got my
camera with me, tucked into my shoulder bag, and I've already got a
plan all worked out. I'm going to have dinner, and then excuse
myself before sneaking into the church and getting some photos of
the interior. As a back-up, I have my phone's alarm set to go off
in two hours' time, so that I can pretend I'm getting a call that's
dragging me away.

"Please," Dagwood says, opening the door.
"After you".

Once we're inside and at
our table, I start to realize just how spectacularly Dagwood has
misjudged the nature of the evening. Bella was right: he
was planning on this
being a date. The restaurant is one of those low-lit, classy places
with soft music playing in the background and couples dotted around
at the tables, laughing at one another's bad jokes as they enjoy a
candle-lit dinner. Honestly, I knew I'd look out of place, but I'm
starting to wonder if I'll even be allowed to stay; if this place
has a dress-code, I'm screwed. Fortunately, although the waiter is
clearly a little taken aback by my clothes, he smiles politely as
he leads us to a table by the window. To be honest, as other diners
glance over at us, I'm actually starting to feel a little sorry for
Dagwood. He must be feeling pretty embarrassed right
now.

"I hope you don't mind that I dressed down,"
I say, as I shove the bulky shoulder bag under my chair. "It's just
that I'm thinking of going to do some field-work as soon as we're
finished here, so I thought I'd better be suitably dressed".

"Field-work?" he asks, looking surprised.
The waiter brings us the menus and lights a candle on the table
between us.

"Photography," I reply once the waiter has
gone. "That's my thing. I take photos of everything I see, and then
I go through them at home in my dark room".

"You've got a dark room at home?"

"Yeah. It's basically my
bedroom too. I figured, dark rooms need to be dark and bedrooms
need to be dark, so why not combine the two?" After a moment, I
look down at the menu and see that this is a pretty pricey place.
Damn it, I think Dagwood was hoping to impress me tonight. I don't
know whether to cringe with embarrassment for him, or smile at the
fact that I've proven my point. Either way, it's been a few years
since I was out at a proper restaurant, and I feel completely out
of place. Hell, I could have worn the most amazing dress in the
whole world, and I could have had my hair and nails done, and I
could be wearing fresh underwear, and I still wouldn't belong here. This is
just so far outside my comfort zone, I feel completely
lost.

"So have you always been into photography?"
he asks. I can see from the look in his eyes that he's just making
small-talk. Have I crushed his spirit already?

"Not really. I took it up a couple of years
ago, when I was recovering from some stuff that happened. At first,
it was just something to keep myself busy, you know? Photos of
flowers and animals. You know what it's like when you need a hobby,
right? But over time, I got more and more into it, until it became
kind of all-consuming. I barely have time for anything else these
days. I think I spend more time looking at the world through a lens
than not. It's not a hobby now. It's... me".

"And you can make it pay?"

I pause for a moment, trying to think of a
way to dance delicately around some of the more difficult parts of
my life story. "I balance my budget," I say eventually, figuring
that I'd rather not go into the details of the accident and my
compensation payout. "I'm very lucky. I can afford to indulge my
passion and kind of just do what I want. Every day, I choose where
I want to go, and I take the photos I want to take, and I don't
have anyone nagging at me or asking me to go do something else. In
the evening, I develop the images and look through them. Some
people might think it seems like a boring life, but to me it's
absolute perfection. Doing the same thing every day is kind of
fun". I pause for a moment, before delivering what I consider to be
the killer punch. "I kind of like being alone. I really wouldn't
have it any other way".

"Huh," he replies, looking down at his menu.
"I guess I know what you mean. In a way. I spend my days going
through books and papers, and occasionally popping out of my office
just long enough to teach a class or two. My friends are always
asking me to go out with them, but they don't understand that I'm
really happy just doing my own thing". He flips to another page in
the menu, and then he looks at me and smiles. "I don't know about
you, Kate, but personally I'm never happier than when I'm working
on a project. I like to really get deep into something and lose
myself completely. Frankly, it can be a little scary at times. It's
almost like the real 'me' disappears for days on end while I focus
exclusively on whatever's caught my attention".

"And what's caught your attention at the
moment?" I ask, before realizing that it might seem as if I'm
flirting. "I mean, what are you working on?" I add, correcting
myself.

"The same thing as you," he replies.

"And what's that?"

He smiles. "Churches".

Smiling politely, I glance out the window
and see the remains of St. Abraham's in the distance. I feel as if
I'm being a little rude, but in all honesty I'd much rather be down
there right now, exploring the church and getting some more images.
John Dagwood seems perfectly nice, and I even get the feeling that
we might understand one another a little better than I'd
anticipated, but I'm definitely not in the market for anything that
he might be offering. The thought of getting into any kind of
relationship is kind of terrifying; right now, the only
relationship of any type that I can handle is my friendship with
Bella, and even that can be kind of tricky at times.

"So tell me about your project," he says
once we've ordered. As Bella predicted, he's had a bottle of wine
brought to the table, and he pours me a glass without even asking
first. "What are you working on that could possibly lead you to the
work of Amin Bell?"

"I'm just trying to contextualize some of my
images," I reply, sipping from my glass. I'm not sure how much I
should let slip to Dagwood. On the one hand, I'd rather just keep
everything to myself; on the other, I've got this nagging feeling
that our mutual interest in Bell's work might mean that Dagwood can
help me. If I'm not going to let a little information slip, and try
to get some information from him, then why did I even bother to
show up tonight? "Specifically, I'm undertaking a photographic
examination of holy sites across the city that might have been home
to certain Satanic rituals and practices". I pause for a moment,
surprised at how official and grown-up I'm sounding. "I'm
interested in the way these spaces have been used for purposes that
might seem to be the complete opposite to the way they were
conceived". Damn it, I sound like a real academic: everything I'm
saying is technically correct, but it's coming out through a filter
of bullshit. Maybe Holly's right; maybe I should go back to college
after all. "Um... yeah," I say finally, unable to hide an
embarrassed smile. "That kind of thing".

"That's interesting," Dagwood replies,
sitting back. "New York has a very strong history of Satanic
worship, and you're right when you suggest that much of this has
taken place in spaces that might otherwise seem to be reserved for
Christian groups. One of Bell's biggest discoveries was that in
many cases, Satanic groups were using churches for their
activities. The metaphor he used was a hermit crab, appropriating
the shell of another crab during the night. Tell me, how have you
found Bell's book so far?"

"To be honest, it's a little dry". I take
another sip. "He's very good at collecting names and dates, but I
haven't found much evidence that he was particularly adept at
interpreting facts. He seems to miss a number of obvious
conclusions, while going down tangents that are in no way
justified".

"That was definitely one of his problems,"
Dagwood continues. "The man's brain was brilliant, but he was
totally undisciplined. From a purely academic point of view, he
just kind of vomited up information and hoped some of it would make
sense, which of course only ever happened by accident". He pauses
for a moment. "I met him once, you know".

"You did?" I lean forward; for the first
time this evening, I find myself genuinely interested in what
Dagwood has to say. "What was he like?"

"How you'd imagine, really. He drank a lot,
and he had this infuriating habit of switching from English to
Polish mid-way through a sentence, and then back again, often
several times, apparently without realizing. Most of his colleagues
and assistants had to learn both languages in the end, just so they
could keep up. In truth, though, he was much more lucid and
interesting in person than he ever was in his books. If he had a
drink in his glass and a cigar in his hand, he could keep an entire
room entertained forever. He's certainly been about, and he had a
lot of stories to tell. Some of them were clearly just fantasy, but
occasionally he'd drift onto a subject with a little more
meat".

"You keep referring to him in the past
tense," I say. "I've never been able to find much biographical
information about him, but would I be right in thinking that he's
dead?"

"Unfortunately," Dagwood replies. "He died
about five years ago in a fire. His whole apartment just went up in
flames one night. The guy was a chain-smoker, and he suffered from
diabetes, so it was widely assumed at the time that he fell into a
coma while he had a cigar in his mouth. His body was found in bed,
but the fire destroyed most of his papers. Obviously, the
circumstances set off a great deal of debate, and there were a few
conspiracy theories being bandied about. In general, though, the
guy seemed to be living on borrowed time when I met him. He was
falling apart. It might seem like a bad thing to say, but in all
honesty I wasn't that surprised when I heard he'd been killed. Sad,
yes, and disappointed, but not surprised".

"Did he ever talk about St. Abraham's?" I
ask.

"You seem particularly interested in that
church".

"It just keeps popping up in my work".

"He talked about everything. Every church,
every street, every person. That was kind of the problem. He'd
ramble so fast, it was impossible to keep up with everything he was
saying. From speaking to others, though, I definitely got the
impression that St. Abraham's was of particular interest to his
work. He spent quite some time attempting to get into the crypt,
but he was always denied access. The people in charge of that place
were always very reluctant to let anyone inside. He'd writer letter
after letter, begging to be allowed to take a look for various
reasons, and they rebuffed him every single time".

"They did?" I reply, thinking back to the
way the priest seemed to go out of his way to invite me into the
building yesterday.

Turning, Dagwood looks out
the window. "I guess the fire means the mystery of that place is
going to remain hidden forever. It there was a mystery to begin with. From
what I heard, the interior's been completely destroyed. The fire
started in the crypt and now the whole place is ruined".

"Convenient," I say quietly.

He smiles as he turns back to me. "You know,
I still don't quite understand your interest in this whole thing.
Don't take this the wrong way, but you still haven't come up with a
convincing explanation for why you'd go to so much trouble to
obtain Amin Bell's book".

"What can I say?" I reply, taking another
sip from my wine. "When I want something, I don't stop until I get
it".

"I guess. But the Bell book is incredibly
rare. I made an attempt to get hold of a copy a few years ago, but
I had to give up in the end".

"Well, maybe that was your mistake," I tell
him. "You gave up. I spent six months nagging people until I got
hold of a copy. I've only got it for a week, but still... A week's
better than nothing, right?"

Once our food comes, the topic of
conversation drifts a little. Dagwood explains how he ended up
working at the university, and why he teaches English Literature
when his primary interest is in the occult. To be honest, I kind of
zone out while he's talking, although I remember to punctuate the
conversation with a few nods and smiles. When it's my turn to talk
about the past, I remain fairly vague, preferring to avoid
mentioning anything that might really engage his interest. I want
to sound as boring as possible, so that he'll hopefully have no
interest in seeing me again. It might seem like an arrogant way to
approach things, but I figure I can get everything I need in this
one encounter, so any more 'dates' would be completely
unnecessary.

"Getting back to Amin Bell," I say, as the
waiter takes our empty plates. "What's your opinion of his work?
Overall, I mean. Was he onto something, or was he just another
excitable idiot who grabbed a few random ideas and tried to mash
them together?"

Dagwood laughs.

"What?" I ask.

"Nothing," he continues. "You just seem a
little quick to judge him". He pauses for a moment. "Amin Bell was
a fascinating man. I've always felt that if someone could take his
work and rearrange it piece by piece, there might be some
fascinating details that he missed".

"But the fundamental premise of his work was
wrong, wasn't it?" I take a deep breath. "Bell believed that some
of the things in his books were real, didn't he?"

Dagwood nods. "He claimed to have seen
things. He claimed that dark forces were at work in the city,
whatever the hell that means. I'm sure it made sense in his head,
but I'm afraid his written work never offered much evidence. If
someone went through his remaining papers, perhaps they'd find
something of interest".

"Sounds like a job for someone like you," I
point out, checking my watch and seeing that it's almost 10pm. I'm
itching to get out of here and to head to St. Abraham's, although I
can't admit the truth to Dagwood. I guess I'll just tell him that
I'm tired and I need to go home. Hopefully he wasn't planning to
drag this encounter out too much longer.

"There's too much work for
one person," he replies. "Although a lot of Bell's documents were
destroyed in the fire that killed him, he left a significant
archive in storage. Thousands and thousands of files and folders,
filled with notes on every conceivable subject. His hand-writing
alone would probably need to be cracked by a cryptographer. To be
honest, I don't know if it would be possible to remain objective
while becoming submerged in such a huge body of work. I feel like
anyone who waded through it all would end up almost
becoming Amin Bell for a
while". He pauses for a moment. "You've checked your watch five
times in the past five minutes. I'm guessing that means you're
going to be heading home soon".

I smile, feeling a little embarrassed. "I
have to be up early," I start to say, "and -"

"It's fine," he replies. "I've kept you long
enough. I can tell you're a very busy person".

"It's been interesting," I say as I take my
wallet out of my coat pocket. "Really, it has. But when I'm working
on a project, it's hard to take my mind of things, even for a few
hours".

"You must let me pay," he says.

"I'm paying my half," I reply firmly,
determined to avoid any awkwardness. "Please. Let's not even begin
to have one of those awkward conversations about who pays
what".

Once we've settled the bill, we head out
onto the sidewalk and start walking toward the subway station. To
my irritation, I see that there are still workmen at St. Abraham's,
which means I'll have to kill a few more hours before I can get
inside. There are light rigs around what's left of the main door,
with plastic sheets covering the various holes that have been left
open following the collapse of the stonework. Nearby, a small tent
seems to be housing some kind of base-camp for the work. I can only
hope that the workmen aren't going to pull an all-nighter,
otherwise I'll be completely screwed. I need to see what's going on
in that place.

"I've got to admit," Dagwood says, as we
walk slowly along the sidewalk, "I wasn't sure what to expect
tonight. I'm still not, in a way. I've asked you three times now,
Kate, and you still haven't quite explained what you're doing with
Amin Bell's book".

"Perhaps you should take that as a hint," I
reply.

"Perhaps I should. But you'll have to
forgive me if I dig a little further. Until yesterday, it had been
years since I met someone who'd even heard of Bell's work. And then
you turn up at the university, digging your heels in until a copy
can be found. All of this effort, all of this work, and then do you
know what else I discovered? You're not even a student, are
you?"

I stop walking and turn to him. "What do you
mean?" I ask, my mind racing.

"I checked you out, and
you're not a student at the university. Not anymore. It seems
you were on a
course, but you -"

"That was a while ago," I reply,
interrupting him. "It hasn't got anything to do with what I'm doing
at the moment".

"Relax," he says. "I don't care. I'm not
going to cause any trouble. I just think it's interesting that
you're so obsessed with Amin Bell".

"I'm not obsessed".

"Really? You agreed to meet me tonight, when
you'd clearly rather be anywhere else. You've obviously been
working on something, and it's brought you to Bell, and frankly I
find that fascinating".

I pause for a moment. My first instinct is
to just turn and walk away, but I need to keep going to the
university for the rest of the week. If I abandon Dagwood here on
the sidewalk, he might start bugging me when I'm at the library.
"I'm just looking up some details as background research," I say
eventually, "for a photographic essay I'm trying to get finished.
If I seem a little over-zealous, then I'm sorry, but I just like to
be thorough. I promise, though, that if I've stumbled upon anything
unusual or peculiar, it's nothing more than an accident".

"It is, is it?" He
pauses. "That's a shame. I was hoping to
get your opinion on something, but I guess that'll have to wait for
another time. I mean, that's assuming you want to continue this discussion
another time..."

I smile awkwardly as we continue to walk.
"I'm not sure my opinion is of any great value," I tell him,
adjusting my shoulder bag. "I'm a photographer. I'm not an expert
on anything. I'm pretty sure you know far more than me, so I don't
want to waste your time. I just know about photos".

"It's a photo that I'm talking about," he
continues. "It's one I took, actually, a long time ago. There's
something kind of unusual about it, and I've been meaning to get it
checked out for a while. I mean, it's probably nothing, but..." He
pauses, as if he's regretting this particular part of the
conversation. "I don't know, I was just hoping you'd be able to
take a look at it and tell me why I'm wrong, because right now I'm
kind of freaked out by the image".

"What's so special about it?" I ask.

"If I told you, you'd think I'm insane. It's
the kind of thing you really have to see for yourself. I'd really
rather just let you look at it with no preconceptions, and then you
can tell me what you think. You'll probably just laugh and tell me
I'm crazy".

"Do you have it with you?"

He shakes his head. "I keep it framed on the
wall of my apartment. I use it as a reminder that no matter how
much I read, I can never fully understand the world".

"Sounds interesting," I say, as we reach the
street corner. Glancing at St. Abraham's, I see that the workmen
are carrying some equipment into the church. It doesn't look as if
they'll be finished any time soon, and I don't really fancy
spending time alone in some local bar. "So did you say you live
nearby?" I ask, turning back to Dagwood.

"About two blocks away," he replies,
smiling. "Do you want to come and see the photo after all?"

I pause for a moment, feeling as if I might
be on the verge of making a huge mistake. The last thing I want to
do is to give Dagwood the wrong idea, but at the same time I need
to kill some time, and this photo sounds like it could be at least
mildly interesting. "Sure," I say eventually. "Just quickly,
though. I still have to be up early, but I guess I can take a look
and see if I can help you out".

"This way," he says, leading me along the
next street. "You'll probably be able to explain the whole thing to
me as soon as you see it, but it's puzzled me for years. I guess
it's one of those situations where the truth is staring me straight
in the face, but I'm too blind to see the wood for the trees. I'm
sure it's just a trick of the light, or something to do with a
badly exposed negative. Still, I'm sure you'll understand why it's
bothered me. If nothing else, it's pretty creepy".

"I guess," I reply, glancing back at St.
Abraham's. I figure there's no way those workmen will still be
there after midnight. I'll get the photos I want, even if I have to
wait up all night.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"You're turning into our best customer," the
guy behind the counter says as he labels my latest roll of film.
"You want this done in an hour?"

Reaching into my pocket, I start sorting
through my money, but after a moment it becomes painfully obvious
that I only have enough for overnight processing.

"Tomorrow's fine," I tell him.

"You know what?" he replies with a smile.
"We're not busy today. Pay for overnight, and I'll get it done over
lunch. Does that seem fair?"

"Thanks," I reply, placing the money on the
counter.

"I remember the photos you brought in
yesterday," he continues. "Some of them were really cool. I loved
the portraits you were doing of that guy out by the -"

"I'll be back in an hour," I tell him,
turning and hurrying out of the store. The last thing I want is to
get into a conversation, and besides, I need to get to the
bathroom. I think I'm going to throw up.


 Today

 


"Can I get you a drink?" Dagwood asks as we
enter his apartment. "I have everything from coffee to hard
liquor".

"Just water, thanks," I reply, figuring I
need to keep a clear head. Checking my watch for the hundredth
time, I decide to see if I can stay here until midnight, at which
point I'll make an excuse and head back to St. Abraham's.

"Go through, please," Dagwood says, opening
the door to the lounge. "I'll bring you some water".

His apartment is surprisingly cluttered. I
would have pictured him having a much tidier, more carefully
arranged living environment, but there are piles of books leaning
against some of the walls, while laptops and cushions are strewn
all over the place. This is not the apartment of a man who brings
women home very often, and it's definitely not the apartment of
someone who expected to have company tonight. In a way, that's a
good thing; it means he wasn't planning to lure me back here and
get me into bed.

"Still or sparkling?" he calls through from
the kitchen.

"Still," I reply. "Thanks". To be honest,
although I find Dagwood to be a little too earnest, I think I might
be willing to sleep with him if he made a move. With a couple of
hours to kill, I wouldn't mind some purely uncomplicated sex, and
at least I know I'd be able to drop him cold if he became too
clingy. Although I've become quite comfortable in my routine with
Robert, there's something undeniably exciting about the idea of
having random sex with a guy I barely know. It's not that I'm
overcome with desire; it's just that I'd be willing to give it a
try, if Dagwood made the first move. If he turned out to be clingy,
though, I'd drop him like a hot brick.

Wandering over to the bookshelf, I find that
he has a number of unusual items on display. There's something that
looks like an old hacksaw, and another wrench-like item that seems
to have a curved back for some purpose that I can't quite make out.
Everything looks to be quite old, and I can't help thinking that
Dagwood is some kind of collector. I guess everyone has their
little secrets; everyone looks a little weird, if you approach them
from the right angle.

"Do you collect old carpentry tools?" I ask,
turning as he comes into the room.

"Not quite," he says, coming over and
setting my glass of water on one of the shelves. "I collect old
medical equipment. Pre-Renaissance, mostly". He picks up the
wrench-like item and turns it so that I can see the large screw set
in the front. "Do you have any idea what this is?" He turns the
screw, and a small spring flips open. "This is a fourteenth-century
trephination device. It was designed to hold the patient's head
still while a hole was drilled in the skull. The theory was that
certain types of cranial problem, including some forms of madness,
could be relieved through the drilling of a hole at the correct
location".

"Sounds... macabre," I say.

He smiles. "Maybe. There's a small element
of medical science behind the idea. In fact, some people still
practice trephination today. In general, though, it's frowned upon
by the medical community. Exposing the brain to direct air, while
the patient is still fully conscious, is a rather controversial
technique".

"I can't imagine drilling a hole in
someone's head is considered standard practice these days," I
reply.

Putting the tool back on the shelf, he picks
up a small, thin, sharp-looking item. "This was used in the
fifteenth century to deliver a fresh snake bite to the heart," he
explains, showing me the opening at one end. "The sharp part would
be driven into the chest until it perforated the heart, and an asp
or some other small poisonous snake would be induced to go down the
spout until its head emerged in the patient's heart chamber. The
snake's body would then be squeezed in order to make the creature
angry, at which point it would bite the inside of the heart. The
whole thing might seem crazy now, but there were people who
believed that snake venom, while poisonous in the broader sense,
could restart a heart once it had stopped due to some other
trauma".

"People actually did that?" I ask, shocked
at the barbarity of such a device.

He nods. "Willingly, in some cases. They
believed it would cure them of various maladies. The most common
problem was believed to be Satanic possession. There was a common
belief that demons could become trapped in the body, and that they
needed to be flushed out. Exorcisms were considered to be only one
option; a more direct route was simply to decide where the demon
could be located, and cut a hole in the body so it could be
released. Of course, hygiene standards back then weren't exactly
great, so you can only imagine some of the infections that
occurred". He grabs a small wooden case and flips it open to reveal
what appears to be a long piece of thread. "I'll give you a
thousand dollars," he says, "if you can guess what the hell this
was for".

"No idea," I reply.

"It's a fifty-foot cord that patients were
required to swallow. Eventually, as they were still swallowing one
end, the tip would emerge from the anus. This would continue until
the patient could be suspended on the cord like a bead on a
necklace, at which point the cord would be soaked in various
substances that were believed to have medicinal qualities. The
theory was that the substances would be absorbed by the cord and
passed through the patient's body, although whether such a benefit
actually occurred is questionable. The final act was to pull the
cord out as fast as possible, in order to cleanse the bowels. Death
was not uncommon". He closes the box and places it back on the
shelf.

"And this stuff interests you, does it?"

"I find it fascinating to see how barbaric
people can be to their bodies". He pauses for a moment. "Not that
such things are confined to the old days, of course. Even in
twenty-first century America, we're constantly cutting into
ourselves. Who's to say that one day, contemporary surgical and
medical procedures won't seem absolutely horrific? It's far too
easy for us to assume that we've reached the pinnacle of science,
when in reality we're still groping around in the dark. But some of
the old ways were quite possibly better than anything we have
today. Leeches, for example, seem to be able to remove certain
toxins from the body under the right conditions. Wait here". With
that, he turns and hurries through to the next room.

Taking a sip from my glass of water, I
wander across to the window. Looking out at the dark New York
street, I find myself wondering what might be happening down at St.
Abraham's right now. Although it's interesting being here with
Dagwood, I'm itching to get down to the church and find out what's
going on in those ruins; I feel certain that I've got a good chance
of finding something. It's strange, but I don't even know what I'm
looking for, other than a hope that I might get another shot of the
man from the photos. I just have this overwhelming feeling that, as
time goes by, I'm gathering more and more pieces of a puzzle
that'll eventually snap into focus and make perfect sense. It's as
if someone is handing me pieces of a shattered vase, and I'm
struggling to put them back together; eventually, as I get more
pieces, I'll get a better idea of the shape of the vase, and
eventually I'll understand the whole damn thing.

"Here," Dagwood says, coming back through
with a small plastic container. He joins me at the window and holds
the container out toward me. "Tempted?"

Looking into the container, I see a dozen
writhing, slippery leeches. "Seriously?" I ask. It's one thing to
have a bunch of old medieval medical devices; it's quite another to
have some real, live leeches. "Do you use these?" I continue.

"Sometimes. The traditional belief was that
they could be used to draw out toxins and help balance the humors,
although modern medicine values them more for their use with venous
congestion. Leech saliva contains hirudin, which is a kind of
anticoagulant. These little guys can save lives, even today". He
reaches into the container and removes one of the leeches, allowing
it to move slowly across the palm of his hand. "Do you want to try?
Do you have any health issues that might benefit from a brief
course of leeches?"

I stare at the leech for a moment. "No," I
say after a moment. "I'm totally healthy".

"Is that right?" He drops the leech back
into the container. "There are some traditionalists who believe
leeches can be used for many more conditions than is generally
recognized. Even some types of cancer, for example. Liver cancer in
particular".

As he carries the container back through to
the other room, I find myself starting to panic. I've been very
careful not to mention my medical condition to anyone. In fact, the
only person who knows I'm sick is Dr. Martindale, and there's no
way he'd ever reveal my personal details to anyone else. It's
possible that Dagwood has done a little digging and discovered that
I had health problems in the past, or perhaps he just happened to
make an innocent remark that hit closer to him than he intended?
Either way, I take a deep breath and try to remind myself that I
need to stay calm. Dagwood's comment about liver cancer was just a
coincidence, and the only way he'll suspect anything is wrong is if
I start acting strangely.

"So where's this photo?" I ask as he
returns. I suddenly feel uncomfortable, as if I've allowed myself
to relax a little too much.

"Over here," he says, leading me back to the
bookshelf. "Before I show you, though, I want to make sure you
understand that I'm not saying this is definitely what it looks
like. The whole reason I invited you up here was so that you could
take a look and give me your professional opinion. I don't want to
cloud your judgment in advance, so just take a look and give me
your honest opinion". He grabs a small, framed photo from the wall
and passes it to me. "The man in this picture. Is there anything
unusual about him?"

Taking a look at the photo, I see that it
seems to show the exterior of a church. I recognize the building:
it's St. Alfred's, which is one of the many churches I've
photographed over the past year. I was never able to find the man
in any of my photos from St. Alfred's, but Dagwood's image has an
undeniable smudge next to the doorway. It looks identical to the
smudges that sometimes appear on my photos, except that while mine
always resolve to show the image of the man, Dagwood's seems to
have remain smudged. Nevertheless, it's clear that there's the
vague shape of a man hidden within the smudge, and my heart skips a
beat as I realize that - for the first time - someone else has come
close to capturing the same thing that I've been seeing.

"Are you sure that's a man?" I ask, my mind
racing as I try to work out how much Dagwood already knows and
whether I should tell him anything else. My initial instinct is to
dissuade him from pursuing this line of investigation. "It just
looks like a smudge to me".

"I can see it in your eyes," he replies. "You know it's more than a
smudge".

"It could be anything," I continue, handing
the photo back to him. "It could be an imperfection in the original
film stock, or a problem with the camera, or a relic of a mistake
made during the development process. There are so many possible
explanations, a visual inspection can't possibly hope to pin it
down".

"But it's none of those things, is it?" he says. "It's a man, and
I'll tell you what makes me particularly interested. He wasn't
there when I took the photo. The room was empty. I was the only one
there. How do you explain that?"

"I don't," I tell him, "but it's not my job
to explain every little detail, is it? Just because you -"

"Let me show you something else," he says,
interrupting me as he grabs a book from a nearby shelf. He leafs
through the pages until he comes to a photo, which he shows me. My
heart nearly stops as I realize that I'm staring at the man from my
photos. "I think that's the man whose smudged image is in my
photo," Dagwood continues. "The similarity is too great to ignore".
He pauses for a moment. "Kate, this is Amin Bell. The photo was
taken two years after Bell died".

I take a deep breath. How could I not have
guessed that Bell would somehow be connected to the images?

"Come on," Dagwood says, "I'm not stupid,
Kate. I can see from the look in your eyes that you know
something". He pauses. "You're not a very good liar," he adds
eventually.

"What's to know?" I reply, passing the photo
back to him. "You were taking photos. You didn't pay attention.
Some guy wandered into the background -"

"Not some guy. This particular guy. Amin
Bell. I swear it's him, but there's no conceivable way he could
have appeared in this image. I guess what I'm asking is whether
there's any way the camera could have held his image and then added
it later. I know that sounds like superstitious garbage, but is
there any way at all -"

"There's no way," I say. "Maybe it's just
someone who looks like Amin Bell. It's not impossible that there
could be a doppelganger out there".

"You're clutching at straws".

"No. I'm just saying that there's an
explanation, even if you don't know what that explanation might be.
You can't just assume that something supernatural's going on, just
because you don't know how a particular thing happened". I pause
for a moment, as I realize I'm being a hypocrite. Everything I'm
saying to Dagwood, I should also take to heart myself. "I have no
idea what caused that image to appear," I continue after a moment,
"but I'd bet all the money in the world that there's an
explanation, albeit one that's outside your field of
reference".

He sighs. "Maybe you're right. I guess I've
been so fixated on Bell's work, I've allowed myself to be seduced
by some of his ideas".

"It's an easy mistake to
make," I reply. Although I'm tempted to tell him what I know, and
to explain that I, too, have been catching images of Amin Bell
in my photos, I
decide to hold back. The last thing I want is to get closer to
Dagwood, and to enter into some kind of shared experience with him.
In fact, I feel like I'm already getting a little too comfortable.
"I should probably get going," I say suddenly. "I've taken up way
too much of your time already".

"No, it's fine," he replies. "Please, won't
you stay and have another drink? We can move on from the water. If
you're not averse to another glass of wine..."

"I really need to get on with some work," I
say, already making my way to the door. Damn it, why did I allow
myself to get sucked into this whole evening? For a moment, I
actually contemplated spending time with this guy, when what I
really need to do is avoid distractions and get on with my work at
St. Abraham's. "It was nice talking to you," I say, glancing back
at him as I haul the camera bag onto my shoulder. "I'm sorry I
couldn't be much more help with your picture, but honestly, I think
you're reading too much into it".

"You sure about that?"

"What else could it be? You think the ghost
of Amin Bell is wandering around a New York church?"

He smiles. "No. No, I don't think that. I
just want to know what's really happening".

"Something perfectly mundane," I reply.
"Something explicable".

"Sure I can't persuade you to stay for a
glass of wine and a leech?" he says, following me to the door.

"Really. I have to go". There's an awkward
pause, which ends when I hold out my hand for him to shake. "I had
a good evening, and I hope your research goes well".

"Ditto," he replies, opening the door for
me. "If you don't mind, I might leave more notes tucked in the book
if anything pops into my mind".

"Sure," I say non-comittally. "Good night".
With that, I head out of his apartment and along the corridor,
forcing myself to not look back. It was so stupid of me to accept
the invitation up to his place; I should have stuck to my guns and
waited in a bar. Then again, at least I know now that the man in my
photos is Amin Bell, which means I can really focus my work in a
new direction. As I emerge into the New York night, I check my
watch and see that it's almost 11pm. I don't care how long it takes
those workmen to pack up and go home; I'm getting into St.
Abraham's tonight.


Twenty-five years ago

 


It's hard to keep my hands from trembling as
I start going through the photos. Sitting on a bench in the mall, I
peer at the first image, which shows the trestles.

There's no sign of the guy from
yesterday.

I check the next photo,
and then the next, but he's still not there. I guess I should feel
relieved, but as I continue to go through the images, I can't help
wondering what the hell happened to me when I was taking the first
set of images. It's looking more and more likely that the
guy was there
originally, and I just didn't notice him or - worse - I somehow
forgot that I'd seen him.

As I reach the last photo, I spot something
at the edge of the frame. Looking closer, I realize that there's
something in the bushes, and when I go back to some of the earlier
photos, I find that the same thing is there. I flick through them
all again, and finally I find one where it's just about possible to
see the man's face. It's him, the same guy as before, except this
time he was obviously keeping his distance and trying to watch me
without being seen.

Taking a deep breath, I try to stay calm.
Nevertheless, it's clear that I seem to have attracted his
attention. Either that, or I'm losing my mind.



Today

 


The workmen leave just before midnight.
Loitering in the shadows opposite, I watch as they lock their
equipment away and roll the tarpaulin back over the holes in the
front of the church. There's not much security, presumably since
no-one expect there to be much risk of trespassers. Still, I need
to be extra careful, so I wait a while even after the workmen have
driven away. By half past twelve, however, I'm confident that the
site isn't going to be disturbed for a while, so I hurry across the
busy road and slip between two panels of the temporary fence that
has been erected around the building.

As I walk up the steps toward the tarpaulin
that covers the front door, I reach into my shoulder bag and remove
the camera. At the top of the steps, I pause to fix the flash and
check that it's fully charged. I fiddle with a few other settings,
before finally realizing that I'm delaying the moment when I
actually go inside. After taking one final glance over my shoulder
to make sure that I haven't been noticed, I pull a pen-knife from
my bag and slice a hole in the tarpaulin, before slipping inside.
I've never done anything like this before, but I have to see for
myself what it's like in here. Besides, there's no reason to be
scared; whatever's going on with these photos, there has to be a
rational explanation. Ghosts aren't real.

The interior of the church is pitch black.
Fumbling in my bag, I eventually find the pen-torch I brought with
me tonight. A bigger, brighter torch would be more useful, but I'm
worried about attracting attention. Shining the narrow beam
straight ahead, I see rubble and broken stonework strewn across the
floor, along with various pieces of equipment left behind by the
workmen. The one thing I hadn't anticipated about tonight was just
how cold it would be in here, as an icy wind blows in through a gap
near the top of the wall. Still, a little chill shouldn't be too
much trouble, and I figure I won't be here too long anyway. The
whole idea is just to get in and get out, and hope that I manage to
capture something on film.

I double-check that the flash is up and
running, and finally I'm ready to start shooting. I can't see a
thing, so I just hold the camera up and hit the button. There's a
bright flash of light, and for a fraction of a second I see the
entire ruined interior of the church lit up. Soon I'm back in
darkness again, with the flash making a dull whining noise as it
re-charges, but at least I've got an idea of the shape of the room.
It looks as if there are a number of tall columns running along the
length of the space, so I make sure to walk slowly. My feet disturb
fragments of broken wood and stone, and after a few paces I stop
and take another photo. Once again, I get only a brief flash of
light, but it's enough to see that there's an altar straight ahead,
and that the floor is covered in places with pieces of broken wood.
If I'm not careful, I'll end up walking straight into one of these
obstructions, so I make sure to walk slowly and steadily, holding
my hand out in case I come close to a column.

Using the pen-torch, I try to pick a route
across the floor and toward the altar. It's a slow process, and I
have to take numerous detours around various pieces of damaged
masonry, but eventually the beam from the pen-torch picks up the
first step leading up to the altar. At this point, I raise my
camera and take another photo. The brief flash of light illuminates
the bare slab of the altar, with what appears to be a bare wall
just a few meters further back. Reaching out into the darkness, I
make my way carefully around the altar and then turn to face back
toward the entrance. I raise my camera again and take another
photo, and this time the camera lights up the whole room. I see the
columns, and the debris-strewn floor...

And a man.

As the light fades, a cold shiver runs up my
spine. There's no doubt about it. There was a man standing over by
one of the columns, looking in my direction. I didn't get a good
look at him, but he had the same general gait as the guy from my
earlier photos. The difference, though, is that whereas he
previously only appeared on photos once they began to develop, I
just saw him with my bare eyes. I take a deep breath, telling
myself that I need to stay calm. I'm probably just imagining things
and allowing myself to be tricked by the unusual atmosphere, but
deep down I know the truth: it was him. I can lie to myself and try
to force myself to believe I imagined it, but I know what I
saw.

I pause for a moment, and then I take
another photo. This time, there's no-one over by the column, and I
allow myself to relax a little. There must be hundreds of things in
this vast church that could, in the right circumstances, fool me
into thinking that I saw someone. It was probably just an unusual
combination of shadows. Still, as I make my way back around the
altar, I can't shake the nagging feeling that this explanation
doesn't work. For one thing, the brief flash of the figure was very
distinct and clear; for another, I swear he looked exactly like
Amin Bell from my other photos.

Raising my camera again, I take a deep
breath and remind myself that I need to stay focused. I press the
button, and this time - when the flash briefly lights up the room -
I'm shocked to see the man again, except this time he's much
closer, only a few meters away and staring straight at me. I get a
much better look at his dark, ringed eyes, and I realize that his
head is tilted slightly to one side. Startled, I step backward and
bump into the altar, and I hear something fall to the ground.
Fumbling around in the complete darkness, it takes me a moment to
realize that the flash has become dislodged from the camera. I
fumble for the torch-pen, but the narrow beam doesn't help me find
the flash on the floor. I'm starting to panic now, because I know
for a fact that I saw Bell staring at me. After trying to stay calm
for a moment, I turn and start running, but in the pitch darkness
of the church I have no idea where I'm going. I only get a few feet
before my foot catches on something and I start to fall, though I
quickly hit a column and manage to stay upright. Turning, I stare
into the darkness. Is he still here? Is Amin Bell standing right in
front of me?

"I'm just here to take photos," I say,
feeling my chest tighten. "That's all. Just photos". I reach into
my pocket again, and this time I manage to find the torch-pen.
Shining it straight ahead, I don't see anything, but the beam is
too narrow to be of much use. He could be right behind me, or in
front of me. He could be anywhere.

"I'm going," I say, turning the beam to the
floor and hurrying toward what I hope will be the exit. The truth,
though, is that I've lost my sense of direction completely, and for
all I know I might be heading further into the back of the
building. Every time I think I hear a noise, I turn and shine the
torch-pen back the way I came, but there's nothing to see. There's
just darkness all around me, even though I know he's here
somewhere. I keep trying to tell myself not to panic, and that
there's no point running blindly, but eventually I find that I
can't keep myself under control. Turning, I start running across
the hall, dropping the torch-pen in the process. Seconds later, I
bump against the side of another column, and once again I almost
fall flat on my face. Managing to stay upright, I pull my phone
from my pocket and use it in an attempt to light my way forward.
Although I half expect to see Amin Bell standing nearby, all I see
is an empty stone corner. I turn and see that I've run too far to
the right of the main door, so I make my way to the wall and then I
start feeling my way to the door. If I've got my bearings, I should
be only a few meters from finding my way out, and seconds later I
start to hear the nearby flapping of tarpaulin. Just as I think
that I might have found my way to the exit, however, I raise the
phone and find that its blue glow is once again picking out Amin
Bell's face, staring at me from a distance of just a few feet.

Turning, I try to run but my foot catches on
a piece of rock and I fall to the ground, smacking the side of my
face against the base of a column. I immediately try to get to my
feet, but something feels very wrong with my head and I stagger
backward for a moment before falling again. For some reason, I
can't concentrate on finding a way out of here, but I can hear
someone shuffling toward me. I roll onto my side, desperate to find
a way out, but finally I realize I'm too weak to move and I let my
head droop. The last thing I notice is that the shuffling footsteps
are getting closer and closer, before everything goes black.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"I'm sure she won't do it again," my mother
says with a polite, embarrassed smile. She turns to me. "You won't,
honey. Will you?"

We're sitting in the front
room of my parents' house, and I swear to God this is the most
humiliating thing that's ever happened to me. Mr. Hermann, the
asshole from along the road, has come to complain to my mother
about the fact that I was taking photos of him yesterday. When I
got home, they were already deep in a long conversation about
how awful it was
that I didn't respect his privacy, and although I just want to go
to my room and relax, I'm being forced to sit here and face some
contrition.

"I'm very sorry," I say, trying to sound
like I mean it. "I won't do it again."

"People don't like having cameras shoved in
their faces," he replies.

"It wasn't shoved in your face," I reply,
"it was -"

"I think it's clear what Mr. Hermann means,"
my mother interjects. "You have to be tactful, Kate. If you want to
take a photo of someone, you should ask them. Mr. Hermann might
very well have agreed if you'd just approached him and told him you
wanted to get some shots of him while he was washing his car."

"But then it wouldn't be natural," I point
out, although I guess it's clear that she's never going to
understand. "Fine," I add. "I'm sorry, I won't do it again."
Feeling the pain in my gut again, I feel as if I just want to get
to my room, but Mr. Hermann seems to have settled in for a long,
serious chat. I swear, the guy seems to have nothing better to do
with his time.

"I want the photos destroyed," he says after
a moment. "And the negatives."

"That sounds reasonable," my mother
replies.

"I want to use them for a project," I
reply.

"Kate," she says firmly, "will you please go
and get the photographs and the negatives?"

Sighing, I get to my feet. There's clearly
no way she'll ever understand, but I'm not in the mood for an
argument. As I head to my room, however, I have to stop for a
moment as the pain tears through my gut. Steadying myself against
the dining table, I take a series of deep breaths, but I know it's
too late to hide the fact that something's wrong.

"Kate?" my mother says, sounding worried as
she comes over to me. "What -"

"It's nothing," I gasp, taking a step
forward before the pain hits me again, this time knocking me down
onto my knees. "I'm fine," I whisper, barely able to speak as the
pain builds and builds. "Please, just let me ride it out..."

"I'm calling an ambulance," she replies,
grabbing the phone.

"No!" I whimper, but it's too late. As she
waits to be connected, I roll onto my side, but nothing seems to
help ease the pain. It's as if something is burning through my
body, tearing me apart from the inside. As I roll onto my back and
look up to see a startled-looking Mr. Hermann staring at me, I
realize that I'm going to be taken back to the hospital and
there'll be more exams and tests. I don't want that, though. Right
now, all I want is for all the sickness to end. If that means
dying, then it's fine by me.

I just want to stop the pain. I don't care
how it happens.



Today

 


"It's okay!" shouts John Dagwood, leaping
back as I sit bolt upright. "It's okay. You're back at my
apartment. It's fine. Don't panic. I wasn't touching you or
anything. I just wanted to clean you up a little".

My heart racing, I turn to see that I'm on a
sofa in his study. Dagwood himself is sitting nearby, holding a
white towel that appears to be stained by a small amount of blood.
On a nearby table, there's a box of cotton swabs and a bowl of
water.

"What happened?" I ask,
reaching up and feeling a jagged cut on my left cheek. For a
moment, it's as if nothing makes sense. All I know is that
this is wrong; I'm not
supposed to be here, on this couch, in this apartment, with this
man.

"You fell over in the church," he says,
keeping his distance. "I think you tripped over some fallen masonry
or..." He pauses for a moment. "I don't actually know what
happened, but I heard you shout out so I came inside. It was dark
in there and it took a while to find you".

"You heard me shout out?"

He nods. "I was outside, by the door".
There's an awkward pause. "Look, I know you're probably going to
think I'm inexcusably strange, possibly even some kind of stalker,
but I was just worried about you when you left. I could tell
something was wrong when I showed you the photo. So I decided to
follow you, and..." He sighs. "See? I told you you'd think I'm
strange. It kind of all made sense at the time".

I stare at him. He's
right. I do think
he's strange. As my heart-rate starts to settle, though, I realize
it might have been a blessing in disguise that he was there. The
last thing I remember is being in the church and seeing Amin Bell's
face in the flash of my camera; I remember running, and I remember
struggling to find the exit, and then... I have a vague
recollection of stumbling and hitting the floor, and hearing
someone walking toward me. After that, I don't remember anything
until I woke up on the sofa. My head feels a little groggy, though,
and I feel as if something's missing.

"My camera," I say, looking around the room.
"Where's my camera?"

"It's probably somewhere in the church," he
replies. "I didn't have time to look for it, but we can go back in
the morning".

"I need it," I continue, starting to panic
slightly. "I took photos". I pause for a moment, as I realize that
I probably have photographic evidence that proves Amin Bell was
there last night. "We have to go back right now," I say, trying to
get off the sofa but finding that my head is still a little
woozy.

"Relax," Dagwood says, gently easing me back
down onto the cushions. "Your camera will still be there in a few
hours. Right now, you need to rest. You're not in any danger, but
you definitely took a bang to the side of your face and I'm afraid
it's going to hurt. I got you some pain-killers, they're on the
little table by the end of the sofa. You can't just go storming
back down there". He grabs a small mirror and holds it up; for the
first time, I see that I've got a small, nasty-looking gash on the
side of my face, running from the cheek-bone down to the edge of my
mouth.

"I need my camera," I say. This is the first
time I've ever been separated from that camera since I bought it
several years ago, and I'm terrified by the thought that I might
lose it forever.

"You'll get it back first thing in the
morning," he replies, putting the mirror back on the table. "I
promise".

"I need it," I say again, forcing myself to
stay calm. This is so irrational; why am I so totally panicked by
the fact that my camera is back at the church? A normal person
wouldn't be so concerned.

"I'll go and get it as soon as the sun comes
up," he reassures me.

I take a deep breath. "You
carried me back here?" I ask after a moment.

"I sure did". He smiles. "I can tell you one thing, Kate. A man
carrying an unconscious woman through the streets of Manhattan is
a very conspicuous sight. Frankly, I think I was very lucky I didn't get stopped
by any cops. I'm not quite sure how I would have explained things
if that had happened".

I stare at him for a moment. "Thank you," I
reply eventually. I guess this is better than still being
unconscious in that cold church, waiting to be found in the morning
by a group of workmen.

"It was nothing".

"Did you see anything unusual when you came
into the church?" I ask. "Like... Did you have a torch with you, or
something?"

"I have a torch app on my phone," he
replies. "But no, I didn't see anything. Why? What do you think I
should have seen?"

"Nothing," I say, still not certain whether
or not it's a good idea to start telling him about the fact that
I've seen Amin Bell. My mind is spinning, and I have no idea what I
should do or say. "I don't know. I guess I managed to spook myself.
For a moment back there, I thought there was someone else in the
church, but it was probably just a trick of the light. I was using
the flash on my camera; I think I just startled myself".

"I didn't see anyone," he replies, "but I
suppose it's possible. The city's full of vagrants. Maybe one of
them thought he could bed down for the night".

"Maybe. I just..." Thinking back to Amin
Bell's face, staring at me in the light of the flash, I feel a cold
shiver run through my body. I've seen him in photos, of course, but
never with my naked eye. This was a whole new type of experience,
and not one that I ever want to experience again. One thing's
certain, though: I didn't imagine it. I didn't imagine any of it. I
know what I saw. If that makes me sound crazy, so be it.

"Are you okay?" Dagwood asks. "You seem
pretty dazed".

"I guess it was just the bump on the head,"
I tell him. "To be honest, I feel kind of weird. I think I should
probably go home and get some rest".

"Do you have someone at home to look after
you?"

"I'll be fine," I say.

"So you don't have anyone?"

"I'll be fine," I say again.

"You might have
concussion," he continues, "which means you might
not be fine. There's no
way you can be alone for the next twelve hours. You either stay
here, or you go and get checked out. I'm not gonna let you just
wander out of here with a possible head injury".

I stare at him for a
moment. I want to argue, but I know he's right. Still, I could go
and spend the rest of the night with Bella; even if I need
someone to keep an eye
on me, there's no reason why that someone has to be John Dagwood.
It's as if he's slowly creeping deeper and deeper into my life,
making it harder for me to avoid his attention. Maybe I'm being
paranoid, but I'm filled with a determination to get away. After
all, he's already admitted that he followed me out of his
apartment, which makes me wonder whether his interest in me is
becoming a little too keen.

"You're looking at me like I'm some kind of
monster," he says after a moment. "I'm just trying to help out. I
thought you seemed a little freaked out when you left here, so I
came after you. If that makes me seem like some kind of freak, then
I guess I can't argue, but given the circumstances, I'm kind of
glad I did what I did".

"I know," I reply, "but I really don't want
to cause you any problems. I can go and stay the night with a
friend". Once again, I try to get up from the sofa; once again,
however, I start to feel light-headed and Dagwood has to help me
back down.

"Too late," he says. "You've already spent
the night here, more or less. It's almost 5am. And I'm free today,
so I can keep an eye on you. As long as you're okay by early
evening, I'll be totally happy to pack you off home in a taxi and
you never have to see me again. Not if you'd rather just forget
this whole thing. I won't call, I won't email, I won't even leave
little notes in the books you're reading. Deal?"

I open my mouth to argue with him, but
finally I realize that this might be the best way to handle things.
After all, I'm not sure how I'd explain these events to Bella, so
it's probably easier to just stick the course with Dagwood and then
go home as soon as he's convinced that I'm better. After all, once
I head off in that taxi, I don't ever have to see him again. This
whole messy incident can be wrapped up in a neat, non-leaking ball
and consigned to history.

"Deal," I say finally. "But I need you to do
me one favor. Can you get my camera back? I have some photos on
there than I really need to develop. It's very important that you
go back to St. Abraham's and get my stuff back".

"Photos of Amin Bell?"

I stare at him. How much does he know?

"We can talk about it later," he continues,
"but I can see from the look in your eyes that I'm onto something".
He stares at me for a moment. "I'm not dumb, Kate. There's no way
you tracked down his book simply because you were curious. I'm
gonna make sure you're okay, and then, hopefully, you'll tell me
the truth about your interest in Bell. If I'm right, you've
experienced something very similar to the photo I have on my wall.
You've seen him, haven't you?"

I pause for a moment. "I'm tired," I say
eventually. "Do you mind if I get some sleep?"

"Sure". Standing up, he walks over to the
door before glancing back at me. "I'd offer you my bed, but I'm
afraid it's pretty messy in there. You're better off on the sofa.
I'll head down to the church first thing in the morning and get
your camera, so don't worry about any of that. I'll think of some
excuse to explain things to the guys who are working there. After
that, though, I'd really like to talk to you about Bell. Whatever's
going on, I think it's something that's starting to affect us
both". He reaches over to the light switch. "On or off?"

"Off," I say.

Once he's gone and I'm alone in the dark, I
turn and stare at the window. Outside, the city is starting to
emerge from the long, dark night, and I can already hear voices in
the street. I feel as if I crossed some kind of threshold tonight;
Amin Bell went from being a personal project to being someone who
exists on a much broader canvas. I should have realized much sooner
that he was the guy in the photos, but I guess I was so focused on
the other aspects of my work, I didn't see something that was
blindingly obvious. Now I have to deal with some new facts about
the situation: for one thing, he appeared outside the bounds of a
photograph for the first time; for another, it's clear that I'm not
the only person who's managed to capture his image. If Dagwood has
seen him, that means there are plenty of other people who might
also have witnessed his form. Something that started out as a
small, private mystery is threatening to grow and grow until it
becomes something much bigger. It's not mine anymore, and it's
pretty clear that I'm not crazy: whatever's happening with Amin
Bell and those photos, it's real.

After a while, I try to get some sleep, but
there's a noise in the room that keeps me awake. It's as if
something is moving nearby; not walking or breathing, but brushing
against something else. I try to ignore my concern, but eventually
I sit up and look across the dark room. Although there's a part of
me that expects to see Amin Bell once again, I quickly remind
myself to stay calm. Getting up from the sofa, I take a moment to
steady myself before walking across the room until I find a small
glass tank on the floor, partly hidden by a large chair. Kneeling
down, I look into the tank and it takes me a moment before I
realize what I'm looking at: slowly slithering around behind the
glass, there are a handful of small, thin black snakes. One of them
lifts its head to explore the lid, which thankfully is firmly in
place. Taking a deep breath, I watch as the snake moves back down
to the bottom of the tank and rejoins the others. Looking over at
the bookshelves, I see the small object that Dagwood told me was
used to deliver snake bites directly to a human heart. Suddenly I
can't help but wonder whether his interest in old medical
techniques is entirely theoretical.



Part Three

The Doctor


Today

 


"So, do you make a habit of ignoring people
who damn-near save your life?"

Turning to look over at the door, I see a
strikingly handsome man smiling at me. He looks familiar but,
through my drug-induced haze, I'm finding it hard to work out where
I've seen him before. I blink a couple of times, hoping to get rid
of the fog in my mind, but it's no use. I think I was just asleep,
dreaming about my childhood again, about my parents, but...

I blink a couple of times.

"Um..." I say after a moment. "I, um..."

"The nurse told me you might be a little
dizzy," he continues, stepping into the room and holding up an
over-the-top bunch of bright flowers. "As soon as I bought these,"
he adds," I realized they were probably a mistake. Of course, by
that point, I was walking toward the elevator, and I figured it'd
look weird if I just ditched the damn things in a trashcan, so..."
He sets the flowers down on the little table by my bed. "I'm not
even sure if you're a flowers kind of woman, anyway. I guess it was
kind of a thoughtless gift, really, although I've put a lot of
thought into the apology, so maybe that counts for something."

"They're nice," I reply, playing for time
while I desperately try to remember who this guy is.

"John Dagwood," he says
suddenly, as if he can read my mind. "It's been a while, Kate. I
was thinking that maybe you..." He pauses, before smiling
nervously. "Well, I don't know what
I was thinking, but six months after I last saw
you, you're still kinda on my mind, so I decided to take that as a
sign. I figured I'd look you up and see how you're doing, and the
trail led here. But if you don't want me bugging you -"

"No," I say quickly, trying to sit up before
feeling a sharp pain in my diaphragm. I ease myself back down into
the bed, taking a series of short, sharp breaths as I wait for the
pain to go away. It's like there are daggers spinning through my
body. "I'm sorry," I continue once I've got my breath back. "I've
just been a little busy. Things kind of got on top of me."

"So I see," he replies. "Mind if I take a
seat?"

"Go ahead," I say, as the pain dips down to
an acceptable level. I still don't remember very much about this
Dagwood guy, but flashes are starting to come back to me. "If you
want a drink," I continue, as he sits in the chair next to my
hospital bed, "I'm sure one of the nurses can -"

"It's fine," he replies, interrupting me. "I
don't need anything." He pauses for a moment, clearly a little
nervous. "So I spoke to one of the doctors," he continues
awkwardly, "and obviously she wouldn't give me very much
information about -"

"I'm dying," I tell him, preferring to get
to the heart of the matter. "I've probably got three, maybe four
months left at most. The cancer came back. Again. I had to drop
everything I was doing and take some pretty intensive treatment. I
haven't left this place in..." I pause as I realize that I'm giving
him way too much information. The truth is, I barely even remember
this guy at all. "So there we are," I continue. "Things are pretty
bad here. I'm just sitting around, waiting for it all to end. It's,
like, my third separate bout of cancer. The damn thing's determined
to get me eventually." I pause again, waiting for a reply. "How
about you?"

"I'm good," he says, clearly lying.

"You look uncomfortable," I tell him.

"Right back at you."

"I've got an excuse."

"I hate hospitals," he mutters. "Horrible
places. They take your soul."

"How do you feel about having your photo
taken?" I ask, smiling wearily. He sounds like one of those Native
American Indians who're scared of being photographed. Dagwood seems
like a smart guy, but there's an old-fashioned edge to him that
seems somehow at odds with the modern world.

"I've still got your camera," he says
suddenly.

I frown, before finally remembering the
camera I lost at the church. The drugs are blocking most of my
memories, but little moments keep slipping through. It's as if my
mind is filled with floating specks of dust; every so often, one of
the specks comes into focus and gives up a memory or an old
emotion, but it soon drifts away again. I can't see them all at
once, which means it's difficult to hold a proper train of
thought.

"My camera," I whisper, suddenly feeling its
absence around my neck.

"It's ruined," he continues. "I don't know
what happened to it, exactly, but by the time I got back to the
church and collected it, the damn thing had been pretty much
crushed. I had a go at fixing it, but there was too much damage.
The lens was smashed and the mechanism was twisted."

"It's okay," I reply. "It doesn't matter
now. I don't need a camera. What am I gonna take pictures of? The
gray wall I stare at all day every day?"

"Now that's not something I ever thought I'd
hear you say." He pauses. "It was pretty old, wasn't it? I remember
you saying something about it being something you were given as a
kid."

"When I was fifteen," I reply weakly,
momentarily stunned by the thought of how many years have gone past
since that Christmas. "Was it completely destroyed?"

"Pretty much. I'm not an expert on that kind
of model, but it was totally wrecked."

"It doesn't matter," I whisper, holding back
the tears. "It was just a camera. Just a thing."

"The film survived, though," he adds, fixing
me with a knowing stare.

"What film?" I ask.

"Jesus," he replies with a faint smile,
"they've really got you doped up, huh? Don't you remember being in
the church, and I came and found you, and you said you'd seen
something in there." He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to say
something. "Don't you remember that night, Kate?"

I take a deep breath. Fragments of memory
are still coming back, and one of them involves an image of Amin
Bell in that dark church, his face illuminated by the flash of the
camera. I guess I've been trying not to remember, but his image is
still somewhere inside my mind. I also remember being at Dagwood's
apartment a little later, recovering after... something...

"Of course, I haven't developed the images,"
he continues with a faint smile. "I was dying to, but I figured
you're the photographer, so you should be the one who has the honor
of rescuing the film itself. It's all waiting for you."

"Rescuing the film?" I pause for a moment,
my mind still kind of hazy. "Take it," I say eventually. "I
don't... It's over. For me, anyway. I have more important things to
be worrying about."

"Like what?" he asks.

"Like this," I reply, holding up my hand
to let him see where the line goes into my body. "Six months ago I
had to make a choice," I continue. "I had to drop my work and focus
on my treatment, or I was going to die."

"I thought you were dying anyway," he
replies.

"I chose to
try."

"And it didn't work."

"That's not the point," I say firmly. "The
point is, I don't have the energy to go running around, trying to
find some ghost in a photo. It was dumb. I was an unhappy woman
living an unhappy life, filling her time with an unhappy and
unhealthy pursuit. It was gibberish."

"Maybe," he replies, "or maybe you were onto
something."

I shake my head.

"So you'll let that film sit there, possibly
containing the clearest image of Bell, and you won't lift a finger
to go and develop it?"

"You can develop it," I tell
him.

He shakes his head.

"I really don't care," I continue. "Please,
stop trying to -"

"You do care," he says firmly. "I know
you do. There are twenty-four images on that film, and if you won't
develop them, they'll sit and rot forever." He pauses. "Even if I
tried, I wouldn't be able to trust the results. The pictures would
be... different if anyone other than you developed
them."

"Bullshit," I whisper.

"Film is a living thing," he continues. "You
know that. It's fluid, ever-changing. It reacts to the person who's
handling it. The image is as much in your body as in the emulsion
on the film strip. One won't work properly without the other. I'm
not just being stubborn or romantic here. I need you and I need
that film, and I need you together. I can't use one without the
other."

"I thought
I was the one on drugs,"
I whisper, barely able to summon the energy to talk. "You're
talking like a madman."

"You're the only person
who managed to get a shot of Amin Bell," he replies. "The
only one, at least
recently. I need to know that he was really there in that church
with you."

"Is this why you came here?" I reply. "To
bug me with ghost stories?" Taking a deep breath, I try to work out
how to get him to leave. He's starting to pique my curiosity, and
that's the last thing I need; it took me a long time to put all
that stuff behind me, and I don't want to start raking over it
again.

"Please," he says again. "This isn't even
about you anymore."

"Is this why you came to visit me?" I reply.
"To annoy me?"

"I came because I need your help."

"Look at me," I reply. "I can't even help
myself."

"You can if you try."

"I appreciate the fact that you came," I
reply, choosing my words carefully, "but I've spent most of the
past ten years of my life chasing after something that never even
existed. I'm going to die soon, and I've been forced to face up to
the fact that I've wasted a lot of years. I have no friends, no
family, no kids... Nothing. Just a bunch of negatives and old
photos that my landlord's gonna have to burn when I'm dead. I don't
want to waste my final months on the same bullshit chase that
-"

"You got anything better to do?" he asks,
interrupting me.

"I -"

"This isn't working," he continues. "This
treatment, these drugs... None of it's working. You said it
yourself, Kate, you're dying, so haven't the past six months been a
complete waste of time? Have you just been here in a hospital room,
praying that you might get better while modern medicine fucks up
your body a little more and drags you closer to the grave? These
people haven't got a clue. The doctors here, they're no better than
a bunch of old voodoo priests. They have a bunch of textbooks and a
little experience, but when it comes to your cancer, they're
powerless."

"I'd have died a lot sooner without these
drugs," I tell him.

"Shame you have to die at all," he
replies.

"I don't think I have much choice," I say,
"and I've come to terms with that."

"Have they persuaded you to believe
that?"

"It's true."

"No," he says firmly. "No,
no-one comes to terms with death. They might fool themselves, but
everyone's scared. You're
scared, Kate. I'm sorry, I don't know you well
enough to be so direct, but it annoys me when people act as if
they've had some kind of great moment of clarity. You didn't waste
years of your life by chasing after something that wasn't there.
You were doing something important. Something
meaningful."

"I'd like you to leave," I reply, feeling as
if I'm close to tears.

"I'd like
you to leave too," he
says. "With me or without me, but I'd like you to get up from that
bed and get back to what you were doing. The film needs to be
developed, and if there's an image of Amin Bell on there, it has to
come out, and you're the only one who can do it."

"Why's it so important to you?" I ask.

"Because I've been looking for him too," he
replies, getting to his feet and walking toward the door, "and
unfortunately, he won't appear to me. But you're a different story.
I'm not gonna drag you out of this place, but I hope you'll
reconsider. If you come and develop that film for me, I can offer
you something in return."

"There's nothing I want," I tell him.

"Isn't there?"

"Please leave me alone," I whisper. "I'm not
strong enough to help you."

"You're more than strong enough," he
continues. "You've just allowed these modern charlatans to convince
you otherwise. You could get out of this bed, unhook yourself, and
go do something that actually matters with the rest of your life,
but you're too scared. It's a shame. If you change your mind and
decide to keep pushing, you know where to find me, but I guess I
won't be holding my breath. This place has already started to take
your soul. It's not too late, but you need to take it back soon or
you won't stand a chance." With that, he turns and heads out of the
room.

"You don't know anything about me!" I call
after him.

Silence.

He's gone.

"You don't know what it's like," I say
quietly, feeling a jolt of pain starting to burn in my chest.

Letting out a sigh of frustration, I stare
at the blank wall opposite my bed. For months now, I've allowed
myself to drift along in a haze of drug-induced apathy, but now
that bastard has really stirred me up. I want to forget about all
the crap with Amin Bell, but suddenly my head's swimming with
images from the past, particularly from that night in the church. I
can't help thinking about the film that Dagwood must have retrieved
from my crushed camera. I just want to be left alone, but now Amin
Bell's face keeps flashing into my mind. It's as if the old Kate
Logan has woken up in the shattered, cancer-ridden body of the
woman I've become.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"It could be so much worse," my mother says,
with tears in her eyes as she sits next to my hospital bed. "The
doctors think they can go in, remove the tumors, and sew you right
back up again. You'll be back on your feet in a couple of
weeks!"

I try to smile. The truth is, I've been
finding it harder and harder to hold back tears over the past few
minutes, and I feel as if I'll break down crying if I say even a
single word. I wish everyone would understand that I don't want a
big fuss; right now, I just want to be left alone, even if that
means I die. It's too hard to fight.

"Stay strong," she continues, reaching over
and squeezing my hand. "The liver's one of the most resilient
organs. I just..." She pauses, as a tear trickles down her face.
"You've had so much bad luck, Kate, but I'm convinced this is going
to be the end of it."

"You said that last time," I reply, my voice
trembling with the effort required to keep from crying.

"I know," she says softly.
"I know, honey, but this time it has to be true."

"Maybe I'm just not supposed to live," I
tell her. "Maybe my body just won't ever be okay."

"Don't think like that," she replies,
squeezing my hand tighter. "Optimism is half the battle."

I know there's no point arguing with her, so
I take a deep breath and try to pull myself together.

"We can't afford this," I say after a
moment. "You told me our insurance -"

"It's been taken care of," she replies
quickly. "All you -"

"What does
that mean?" I
ask.

"Don't worry about -"

"You told me the insurance wouldn't cover
any more treatment for a year," I reply.

She opens her mouth to say something, but
the words seem to catch in her throat.

"Who's paying for this?" I ask, watching her
face for some kind of clue.

"A charity," she says, forcing a smile.
"It's a charity that covers people with liver cancer. Young people,
mainly. They're very generous."

"What's this charity called?" I ask.

"I... don't remember," she continues,
pulling her hand away as she gets to her feet. "Just try to sleep,
Kate. You've got a big day ahead of you tomorrow. You're lucky they
can operate so soon. I'm just going to get a cup of coffee. I'll
bring you some water."

"Wait," I reply, but it's too late. She
hurries out of the room, and it's totally clear that she didn't
want to get into a conversation about the financial side of things.
I sure as hell don't buy her bullshit story about some charity
stepping in, though, so as I lean back in the bed and try to ignore
the pain in my chest, I can't help wondering who the hell would pay
millions of dollars to help someone like me.


Today

 


"It's fish soup today," says a dour, flat
voice. "I know you don't like fish soup."

Stopping as I enter the cafeteria, I turn
and see that Anne is sitting quietly in the corner, focusing on her
knitting. She's so small and quiet and gray, I hadn't even realized
she was here. She's the kind of woman who can sit in the corner for
hours without anyone noticing her presence.

"I said it's fish soup today," she
continues. "Fish soup."

"I heard," I mutter,
suddenly rethinking my plan to spend some time in here. I don't
even know why I was going to bother, except that I feel like I need
to get out of bed at least once a day. Of course, there's not
really anywhere to go. I'm not allowed out of the ward, so I just
end up traipsing through to the cafeteria and sitting here for a
while. I prefer it when there's no-one else around, but today I
have the pleasure of Anne's delightful company.

"You coming or going?" she asks, sounding
bored already. "It's unsettling, having you hover over there."

"Sorry," I reply, limping into the room.

"You look like shit," she continues.

"So do you."

"No kidding." She finishes a loop of her
knitting and starts a new row. "I'm making a hat for my son," she
adds. "I doubt I'll get to finish it, but I figure someone can pick
up where I left off."

"Thinking ahead," I mutter.

"Gotta," she replies. "The world keeps
turning after we're gone. Might as well make it as easy as possible
for the people who came after you. Am I right?"

"That's very... practical," I reply.

"It's always good to be practical," she
continues, her voice sounding flat and dull. "What's the
alternative? Going nuts and screaming all over the place?" For the
first time since I entered the room, she looks straight at me with
her empty, bagged eyes. "Sometimes I think I'd like to scream," she
adds, "but then I think... why bother? I'd just have to take a nap
straight after."

"Maybe you should scream anyway," I say with
a smile.

"It'd hurt my throat."

"But it might make you feel less
frustrated."

She pauses. "No," she says eventually. "I'm
done with that. I just want to sit around and wait until the end,
and screaming's just gonna make it more unpleasant." She sets the
knitting down. "I think I'm done with this," she mutters. "I keep
making mistakes. Someone else can finish it for him when I'm gone.
Won't be long now."

Staring at her, I realize
that she's given up completely. As she stares down at the patch of
brightly-colored wool that's supposed to eventually form a hat, her
yellowing eyes seem to be devoid of all hope. For a moment, I'm
filled with pity, before the pity turns to horror and I realize
that maybe this is how Dagwood saw me earlier.

"You can choose when to die, you know," she
continues after a moment. "You can just say to yourself that you've
had enough, and you're done with it all, and somehow your body just
starts shutting down. It's a miracle." She pauses. "I think I might
have just hit that point, you know? Where you really don't..."

I wait for her to finish, but her voice
drifts away.

"Good point," I reply, looking over at the
window. I can see my reflection, and it's not a pretty sight. I've
lost weight while I've been in this place, thanks in part to a loss
of appetite but also to the fact that all the food is goddamn
sterile and tasteless. I'd give anything for a big, juicy steak and
-

Suddenly I spot movement over my shoulder,
accompanied by the sensation of someone brushing against me. I
turn, but there's no-one there. This isn't the first time I've had
such an experience, though; at least once a day, I seem to catch
sight of something out of the corner of my eye, as if I'm being
watched or followed by someone I can't see properly.

"What's wrong?" Anne asks. "You look like
you've seen a ghost."

"I think I want to go back to bed," I
mutter, turning and heading back toward the door.

"Suit yourself," she replies, still working
on the hat. "If you change your mind, I'll be here." She glances at
me again. "It's always nice to have company."

Smiling weakly, I head back out into the
corridor. Ever since John Dagwood's visit earlier today, I've been
feeling completely out of joint, as if he's ruffled some
long-forgotten feathers. I've spent so long drifting through day
after day in this hospital, I guess I've become completely placid,
and yet now... Now I feel as if I actually want to get back to
work. For six months, I've been forcing myself to focus purely on
my health. This time, I -

Suddenly it happens again.

Turning, I feel something bump into my
shoulder, and for a fraction of a second I spot a shape moving
behind my back. As I turn, however, it seems to disappear, and I'm
left standing alone, wondering what the hell's happening to my
mind. Is this it? Is this what it's like when you start dying?


Twenty-five years ago

 


"It'll probably be very early," the nurse
says as she adjusts the drip. "We'll come and get you at 5am, maybe
a little earlier, and you should be in the operating theater by
6am. It'll take a couple of hours once they've started, but
hopefully you'll start to come round shortly after lunch."

"Sounds like fun," I mutter.

"Kate, you need to keep your spirits up," my
mother says from her now-customary spot on the nearby chair. I
swear to God, if she doesn't leave soon, I'm going to ask one of
the nurses to throw her out.

"There will be some discomfort," the nurse
continues. "Nausea, too. They'll be taking around twenty per cent
of your liver, and obviously it'll take time for the healing
process to get going."

Spotting a clipboard on the nearby table, I
reach out and grab it. Before my mother can stop me, I've flipped
through to the second page, where I spot the name of the company
that's paying for my treatment.

"Dimone Halifax Industries," I mutter,
before my mother grabs the clipboard and pulls it away from me.
"Who are Dimone Halifax Industries? They sure as hell don't sound
like a charity."

"Well," my mother replies,
"I'm sorry you don't like the name, but they are a charity and they
have put up the money
for your medical care. Would you rather tell them to leave us
alone, so you can try to wait a year before we can get you in
somewhere else?"

I want to argue with her, but there's no
point. As the nurse finishes her work and grabs the clipboard, I
can tell that the atmosphere in the room has changed. The more I
fight my mother, the tighter she'll clam up, and I've learned by
now to pick my battles carefully. Instead of asking her what's
going on, I figure my best bet is to be less direct. Still, there's
no way I'm leaving this alone. No-one pays for the medical
treatment of complete strangers unless they've got a damn good
reason, and I sure as hell don't want to be in debt to someone I
don't even know.


Today

 


"So we'll switch you to the second regimen
soon," Dr. Martindale says as he stands by my bed, checking my
chart. "That's a day earlier than we'd originally planned, but I
think a twenty-four hour shift is acceptable. We'll monitor the
uptake and make adjustments where necessary, and then we'll see if
we can come up with a more reactive approach that perhaps fits your
personal profile a little better."

"Will it make any difference?" I ask,
glancing up at the large plastic bag of chemicals hanging above my
head. It looks exactly like the previous bag, and the bag before
that, and the bag before that...

"It'll be a 0.4% swing toward a higher
phosphate level," he replies, making a note on his clipboard. "So
it's a relatively small change, but over time the significance of
the variable will become increasingly apparent, in your blood-work
if not in your general demeanor and levels of motility."

He continues to speak,
churning out the same garbage as ever, but as I stare at his lips
and watch them move, I can't help but feel that he's running on
auto-pilot. This is just the standard, hope-filled spiel he gives
to every dying patient, and I can see in his eyes that he knows
it's not going to help. We both know I'm dying, and he can mess
around with my drugs all he likes, but he can't really
do anything that'll make
a real difference. It's just a matter of waiting in this bed until
I finally die, and then he can have me wheeled out so that a new
sucker can take my place.

"Kate?" he says suddenly, interrupting my
train of thought. "Are you listening to me? You look like you're
starting to zone out."

"Drugs," I reply half-heartedly. "More
treatment. More drugs."

"I sense your motivation is flagging."

"It's all very well," I continue, "but it's
not going to save my life, is it? None of this is going to save me.
It's just the death industry, rolling forward."

"Kate, you need to be realistic -"

"So it's just going to
change how I
die."

He sighs.

"Do what you want," I add with a sigh of my
own. "I don't care. Change the drugs. Take the drugs away
completely. Mix the drugs. Stir them. Whatever. Just don't bore me
with the details. It doesn't make any difference to me, does it? I
just sit here while you pump the crap into my veins."

He stares at me for a moment.

"What?" I ask eventually, trying not to lose
my temper.

"You seem more cynical than usual," he
continues, with an infuriatingly calm tone. "You can't just give up
like this. Half the battle is about maintaining your sense of
motivation. I've seen it time and time again. When motivation
flags, it can be a really bad sign."

"Maybe Anne was right," I whisper.

"Anne?" He pauses, and I can see a look of
concern in his eyes.

"What's wrong?" I ask, before I'm struck by
a moment of clarity. There's a look in his eyes, as if he really
doesn't want to talk about Anne at all, and that can only mean one
thing. "She's dead, isn't she?" I continue, feeling a cold chill
pass through my body. "Anne's dead."

"Kate -"

"Isn't she?" I insist.

"I'm afraid so," he replies. "She was found
in the cafeteria earlier. Her heart just gave out."

"Jesus," I mutter, realizing that she must
have died just a few minutes after I left her. When she said she
was giving up, she wasn't kidding.

"You shouldn't take this too badly," Dr.
Martindale continues. "Anne's condition was much further advanced
than anyone else's here. She knew the end was coming, and her time
just came along." He waits for me to say something. "I didn't know
that you and Anne were close," he adds eventually.

"I've had a bad day," I reply. "Worse than
yesterday, but probably not as bad as tomorrow."

"Is it related to the visitor you received
earlier?" he asks.

"No," I say bitterly, "it's not related to
the visitor I received earlier." The truth, though, is that John
Dagwood is entirely responsible for the change in my frame of mind.
It's been a few hours since he was here, and I still can't settle
properly. I keep thinking about Amin Bell, and about all the work I
did on the churches of New York, and now I'm wondering whether I
was right to drop my interests when the cancer returned. I've spent
the past six months in a hospital bed, but how different might
things have been if I'd been working instead?

"Perhaps we should revisit our discussion
about depression," Dr. Martindale says after a moment.

"Is that your answer?" I reply.

"Are you against the idea?"

I take a deep breath.

"You don't think you're depressed?"

"I think I'm dying," I tell him, unable to
stop thinking about the haunted look in Anne's eyes earlier. She
must have been pretty much dead already, even when I was talking to
her. "It's probably healthy to be a little down."

"I feel as if something's on your mind," he
continues, switching from one pre-arranged set of statements to
another. It's like talking to some kind of automated diagnostic
system. "Would you care to -"

"You can't actually
do anything, can you?" I
say after a moment, finally letting out the frustration that has
been building for so long. "You talk and you talk and you
talk, and you make minor
tweaks to the crap you're pumping into me and you scribble a few
notes on that chart, but you can't actually keep me alive, can you?
It's all just a load of self-important lies designed to make you
feel like you're doing something!"

Taking a deep breath, I feel as if I'm on
the verge of giving up. I could just stop caring and let my body
shut down, the same way that Anne apparently managed. At least
she's no longer in pain.

"Kate -" Dr. Martindale starts to say.

"This is all bullshit," I say firmly.

He pauses. "I'm sorry you feel that way
-"

"I shouldn't even be here," I continue,
sitting up and turning to climb out of bed. I feel extremely dizzy,
but as I get to my feet, I grab hold of the railing on the side of
the bed and force myself to wait it out. If I stay here, in this
bed and this hospital, I'll be dead within a day; I can already
feel my body starting to surrender, but I'm not going to let it
happen. I refuse to be like Anne. I'm going to keep pushing and
make damn sure that I go out fighting.

"Where are you going?" Dr. Martindale
asks.

"Out of this hellhole," I reply.

"You're partway through a treatment schedule
-"

"I don't give a damn."

"It offers a real chance to -"

"It won't work!" I shout, embracing the pain
as I rip the needle out of my hand. "This whole thing is just a
trick to make me sit here while you suck money from my insurance.
You can't do a damn thing for me and -" As I try to walk around the
bed, my knees give way and I almost fall to the floor; I manage to
hold onto the side of the bed and stay upright, but it's clear that
getting out of here is going to be way more difficult than I'd
realized. "Can someone call me a cab?" I ask, slightly out of
breath. "I want a cab. Can someone call me a goddamn cab? That's
the one thing, the only thing, that anyone here can actually do to
help me right now."

"I can't let you leave," Dr. Martindale
says, clearly struggling to stay calm.

"You can't stop me," I reply, turning to
him. "Can you? I'm not a prisoner here. I've listened to you for so
long, and all that's happened is that I've been sliding further and
further into my bed and getting worse and worse -"

"We've been trying to help you," he replies.
"Please, Kate. Sit down with me and we can talk about this."

"I'm not talking about anything," I say,
limping over to the closet in the corner of the room and pulling
the door open. Inside, I find all the clothes I was wearing on my
first day here all those months ago, along with the overnight bag I
packed; I still remember that day, back when I believed I was just
coming to the hospital for a short period of treatment. It's hard
to believe that I allowed myself to get sucked into staying here
for so long, but I have to get the hell out of here before I die.
Even if I've only got a day left, I want to be outside.

I want to die outside.

"As your doctor -"

"You're not my doctor anymore," I say
firmly, shoving my clothes into the bag. "Consider yourself
officially fired." Turning to him, I see the helpless look in his
eyes and I realize more than ever that I'm making the right
decision. "You tried," I continue, "and you failed, and I'm not
gonna spend the last few months of my life sitting around in this
room -"

"If you leave," he says, interrupting me,
"you'll have far less than a few months left. I can assure you that
-"

"I'd rather have three weeks out in the real
world than three months in this bed," I tell him, limping over to
the door and pushing past him, heading out into the bustling
corridor. There's a part of me that wants to turn around and go
back to my bed, to do the safe thing and just let myself wither
away and die; at the same time, I'm starting to feel as if my old
self is coming back to life.

"Kate!" Dr. Martindale shouts, hurrying
after me. "What are you going to do? Where are you going to
go?"

"I've got work to do," I tell him, my eyes
fixed firmly on the elevator up ahead.

"You're in no fit state to undertake any
-"

"Then I guess I'll drop
dead pretty soon," I reply, reaching the elevator and hitting the
Call button before turning to him. "I don't care," I add. "It's not
about eking out every last second of existence. It's about having
moments that matter. I used to care about things, and I want..." As
the elevator doors slide open, I try to find the right words. "When
I die," I continue, "I want to be me, not some random, weak woman in a
hospital bed who let all her passion fade away long before her body
gave up. I'd like to think you might understand, but if you don't,
then it's not really my problem. It's yours."

"I don't understand," he replies.
"You're throwing your life away."

"Better than letting you throw it away for
me," I say, stepping into the elevator and hitting the button for
the ground floor.

"Fighting talk won't help," he continues.
"You're making a -"

"Goodbye," I tell him, glancing over at him
as the doors slide shut.

Once the chamber starts to descend, I lean
back against the wall and stare up at my reflection in the ceiling.
I look like crap, and I'm still wearing my goddamn hospital gown; I
also feel, for the first time, as if I'm lacking something
important. Reaching up, I run my fingers against my collarbone and
think back to the time when I used to always have a camera around
my neck. Frankly, it was something of an obsession, and it was
borderline unhealthy. I learned to view the world through a lens,
instead of using my own eyes. Still, it's too late to change now. I
should just get on with living the best way I know how.

First, I need to get a camera. And then, I
guess I need to develop that film.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"This'll help you sleep," the doctor says,
placing a couple of pills on the bedside table, next to my camera.
"It's important that you get a good night, Kate. We need you in top
shape tomorrow."

"Or what?" I ask, taking the pills.

"I don't follow," he replies.

I swallow the pills and wash them down with
a cup of water.

"If it all goes wrong," I continue, "and I
die, what does it matter? I mean, it matters to me and to my
family, but it doesn't matter to anyone else, does it?" I wait for
him to reply, but he seems a little concerned, as if he's not sure
what he's allowed to say. "It doesn't matter to Dimone Halifax
Industries, for example," I add. "Or does it?"

"Get some rest," he replies after a moment,
before turning and heading to the door. " Good luck tomorrow, Kate.
We'll all be rooting for you!"


Today

 


"Stop here!" I shout, banging my fist on the
back of the driver's seat. "Right here!"

"Still a few more blocks to -"

"No, it's fine," I continue, as the driver
brings the cab to a halt. Sorting through my pockets for some cash,
I hand him a few notes before grabbing my bag and pushing the door
open. A chill wind blows along the sidewalk and threatens to almost
topple me over; still in something of a daze, I stumble a few steps
before managing to regain my balance.

Still, I feel as if I could drop dead at any
moment.

Turning, I find myself face to face with St.
Abraham's once again. After six months, it's like seeing an old
friend again, or at least an old acquaintance. There's clearly been
a great deal of restoration work, but the place looks pretty good
considering the inferno that engulfed it earlier in the year. As I
step closer, I instinctively reach up to my chest for my camera,
which of course is nowhere to be found. I feel naked without it,
but I guess I'll just have to use my eyes for once.

"You alright?" asks a passing woman,
stopping next to me. "Honey, you don't look so hot."

"I'm fine," I mutter with a faint smile.
"Really."

"You sure you don't wanna -"

"I'm fine!" I say again, more firmly this
time. "Please! Just leave me alone!"

"Jesus!" she replies, taking a step back. "I
was only trying to help, bitch!"

As she turns and walks away, I can't help
but note that in all the years I've lived in New York, this was the
first time anyone has ever asked me if I'm okay. I can't even begin
to imagine how bad I must look right now. I avoided mirrors while I
was in the hospital, and although I've caught my reflection in one
or two windows now and again, it's been a very long time since I
really took a proper look at myself. Hopefully, I can keep that run
going.

When I reach the bottom of the steps, I
realize that I didn't have much of a plan when I got out of the
taxi. I was going to go straight to Dagwood's apartment, but when I
saw the church, I had to stop. With no particular aim in mind, I
start walking up the steps, with my backpack over my shoulder. It
feels good to be here, as if in some perverse way I'm coming home
and getting back to work. It's hard to believe that I spent so long
away, tucked in my hospital bed, and I almost feel guilty, as if I
betrayed my old self.

"Sorry," I whisper to myself, before using
my tongue to wet my dry lips.

As I get to the top of the steps, I reach
out and put a hand on one of the huge stone columns, as if I can
barely believe that I'm really here. I'm feeling weak, but at the
same time I'm determined to push ahead. There are still a few dark
patches on the stonework, presumably left over from the fire, but
overall, the building looks to be in pretty great shape. It's as if
it has been waiting for me all this time, knowing full well that
I'd come back eventually.

 


***

 


My footsteps echo in the vast interior. The
place seems to be completely deserted, its vaulted ceiling looking
like a series of yawning mouths, all waiting to be closed. Candles
burn on a nearby table, lit no doubt by visitors who desperately
sought divine intervention for one ill or another. Reaching into my
pocket, I pull out a few coins and take them over to the table,
where I drop them into a collection jar before lighting a candle
and putting it in position. I'm not religious, of course, so I feel
like a total liar, but in some strange way the ritual makes me feel
good. Hell, the way things are going, that faint, flickering flame
might even outlast me.

"They say it helps to say the prayer out
loud," says a familiar voice from nearby, "because that way, God
knows you're not ashamed of asking for help."

Turning, I see Dagwood standing a few feet
away.

"I thought God was everywhere," I reply
cautiously.

"Everywhere or nowhere," he says with a
faint smile, before walking over and joining me in contemplation of
the candles. "Every one of these represents hope, but how many do
you think were lit by true believers, and how many were lit by
people who think God's a load of hooey but they figured it was
worth a try? How many were just being ironic?"

"If he takes away the pain and lets me live
longer," I reply, "I'll come to church every Sunday for the rest of
my life and kneel down to say any goddamn prayer he likes just so
that he -"

Before I can finish, I feel something brush
against my shoulder. Turning, I find that there's no-one behind
me.

"You okay?" Dagwood asks.

"Yeah," I mutter, figuring I should keep the
sensation to myself, in case he thinks I'm losing my mind. "I guess
I've just been in hospital for too long. It's kind of weird being
out and about. I don't really remember what it's like to be in a
room that isn't air-conditioned to hell."

"I knew you'd come down here," he
replies.

"I didn't know I'd come down here," I
tell him.

"So why did you?"

"Loyalty."

"To what?"

I pause. "To how I used to be. To the things
I used to care about."

"The place was extensively rebuilt after the
fire," he says, leading me over toward the altar. "No expense
spared, as you can see. Traditional stone-masons were brought in to
work twenty-four-seven, using the original techniques. No
laser-cutting for these people. It was a mammoth job, and it was
all completed in just a few months, working day and night. The cost
must have been astronomical." He stops next to a rope that cordons
off the altar itself. "Who do you think paid for all that
work?"

"Someone with a pile of cash," I reply,
limping to a halt next to him. "Someone who didn't mind throwing a
few million dollars at some crumby old church that no-one really
cares about."

"But who?"

"I don't know," I mutter. "The Pope?"

"Wrong denomination."

"See?" I reply with a
shrug. "I don't even know that. I couldn't tell the difference
between a Catholic and a Protestant if -"

"Still wrong," he says, interrupting me.
"Whoever's behind this church, I don't think they're part of the
traditional orthodoxy of any religion, although they certainly like
to make it seem that way. The place is decked out nicely. I doubt
anyone who wanders in from the street is too suspicious, but then
again, they should try watching St. Abraham's at night. That's when
the really interesting things start to happen around here."

"Are you still on about dark figures
slipping in under cover of darkness?" I ask.

"Not all of us have spent the past six
months in a hospital bed," he replies with a faint smile. "I've
been moving forward with my ideas, gathering some more information,
and most of all I've been watching this place like a hawk.
Actually, I took a few notes from your playbook. Got myself a
camera, loitered on street corners... I don't even know what I was
looking for. I felt as if I'd hit a brick wall, and I needed some
kind of hint as to which direction to go next. I must have taken
close to a thousand photos over six months, feverishly developing
them when I got home, looking for something, anything, that might
help."

"Did you find anything interesting?" I
reply, fighting the feeling of nausea in my belly. It's as if the
cancer is clawing at the lining of my gut. Damn it, can't I just
get a moment's relief? Can't I feel normal, even for a second?

"Define interesting," he says with a sigh.
"I've got plenty of reference photos for anyone who wants to study
the architecture of this place. I've got pictures of builders
coming in and out. I've got evidence of safety inspections." He
pauses. "But if you're referring to ghostly images, maybe figures
appearing in the shadows, then I came up with nothing."

"I guess there's nothing here, then."

"Or they only appear to certain people."

"Lucky me," I say with a forced smile.

"I mean it," he continues. "There's still
that roll of film from the last time you were here."

"And you really weren't tempted to develop
it?"

"Oh, I was tempted," he
replies, "but I'm very good at being patient. I knew you'd come
back one day. In fact, I have a dark-room at home, and the film is
waiting for its owner to come and finish the job." He pauses. "I
meant what I said earlier, Kate. If anyone else in the world
develops that film, I can guarantee there'll be nothing of interest
in any of the images. But if you
do the job, I think he'll allow himself to
appear."

"Who?"

"Who do you think?"

"Amin Bell?"

He pauses. "That's just a
name," he says eventually. "Sometimes a name isn't enough to
describe a man. I need you
to develop that film, Kate."

"Huh," I reply. "I don't remember you being
quite so crazy the last time we met."

"Please," he continues. "It won't take
long."

"You want me to go and do
it now?" I ask,
surprised by his tenacity.

"What would you rather be doing?" he
replies. "Taking a nap? Getting drunk? Wandering the streets?"

Turning and staring back across the room, I
can't help but watch the shadows, in case I see a ghostly
figure.

"It's a five-minute drive," he continues. "I
don't know if I mentioned it last time we met, but I also happen to
be something of an amateur chef. I could knock something up, a real
feast. I doubt you've exactly been well fed while you were in
hospital, so why don't I make you a meal to remember?"

"The last supper?" I reply with a smile.

"Not the last," he says firmly. "But maybe
the best."

"Fine," I say, realizing that I've got
nothing else to do. It's not as if I've got any friends or family
to go and see, and my apartment - cold and untouched for so long -
isn't exactly appealing. Besides, even though I'm convinced he's
wrong about the film, I figure I might as well play along. "Let's
go and develop those photos."

"My car's parked a few blocks away," he
replies. "I'll go and bring it around. Meet me out front in about
five minutes, okay?"

"I'll come out now," I tell him.

"No," he says, putting a hand on my arm.
"It's a cold day. You should stay in here, where it's warmer. In
fact -" Taking off his jacket, he places it over my shoulders, and
although I want to decline, I can't deny that the warmth feels
good. "Okay?" he continues, taking his car keys from the pocket.
"Kate, are you going to be waiting outside when I get back?"

"Sure," I reply weakly.

"Five minutes," he adds. "Out front."

I nod.

"You're not gonna run out on me, are
you?"

"No," I say wearily. "Where the hell else am
I gonna go?"

"That's the spirit," he replies with a
smile.

As he hurries away, I turn back to look at
the altar for a moment. I'm still feeling a little hazy and
disorientated from all the drugs I was given in hospital, and I'm
pretty sure that from a purely physical standpoint, I shouldn't be
up and about. Then again, I left that damn place because I wanted
to get back to work, and Dagwood seems very persistent. Besides,
while it was corny as hell, a guy has never given me his jacket
before, and it feels good. I guess -

Feeling something brush against my shoulder,
I turn and find that there's no-one nearby.

"Stop that," I whisper, taking a step
forward.

Silence.

Seconds later, something nudges my other
shoulder.

"Stop!" I say, turning back the other
way.

I stand in silence for a moment. I guess I
might be losing my mind right now, but at the same time, this has
been going on for a while.

Listening to the silence, I wait for it to
make its next move. I can't quite explain the sensation, but
somehow I know that there's something here with me. It's almost as
if I can feel it watching my every move.

"Amin Bell?" I ask eventually.

Silence.

"Whatever you are -"

There's a bump against my left shoulder.

"If you're -" I start to say as I turn.

Before I can finish, however, something
slams into the side of my face, knocking me backward until I trip
over the cordon and tumble to the floor, landing hard against the
edge of the altar. Feeling a sharp pain in my side, I try to pull
myself up, but after a moment I become aware of a dark figure
standing over me. Just as I turn to look directly at the figure's
face, it leans down and hits me again, this time knocking me out
cold.


Twenty-five years ago

 


When I open my eyes, I find that the whole
room is dark.

I blink a couple of times, before reaching
over to my watch and checking the time. It's 3am, which means I've
still got a couple of hours before I'll be woken up for the
operation. Shifting uncomfortably onto my back, I stare up at the
ceiling and try to get back to sleep. Unfortunately, I feel as if
I'm wide awake, and finally I let out a sigh as I realize that I
might be stuck like this until someone comes to -

Suddenly I hear a noise nearby, in the
room.

Turning, I look over at the window, but at
first I don't see anything. After a moment, however, I see
something moving in the far corner; I turn to look, and slowly I
become aware of a figure in the gloom, watching me. I can't make
out its features at all, but I'm damn certain there's someone here
in the room with me. Trying to stay calm, I reach out for the
emergency button so I can call a nurse, but I find the light-switch
instead. As the neon tube above my bed flickers into life, I stare
at the corner.

For a fraction of a second, I see the figure
of a man standing there, bathed in the on-off flickering light.
Finally, the light comes on properly, and the figure seems to
disappear altogether. I stare at the space where he used to be, and
slowly a moment of horrified realization sweeps through me.

It was him. It was the man from my
photos.


Today

 


"What the hell are you doing?" I shout,
sitting up suddenly and realizing that I'm on the back seat of a
car.

"Relax," Dagwood says from the driver's
seat. "You're okay. At least, I think you are. We'll find out for
sure soon enough."

Turning, I see that we're heading out of the
city. Manhattan is slowly disappearing beyond the gray, cold
horizon, and we're driving fast along the highway that leads north.
I swallow hard, my mind racing as I try to work out exactly what
the hell is going on here. My mind still feels as if it's full of
dust, and although I can just about bring back specific memories, I
can't arrange them properly in a narrative.

"You collapsed in the church," Dagwood
continues, watching me in his rear-view mirror. "Do you remember
that? It's partly my fault. I should never have left you in there,
but I thought you'd be okay for a few minutes. When I came back
inside to find you, you were on the floor by the altar. You've got
a nasty bruise on your face, but apart from that, you don't seem to
be too badly damaged."

"Someone attacked me," I tell him, sitting
up properly.

"No kidding," he replies.
"Whatever it was, at least it seems to have left you alone
eventually. Maybe I disturbed it when I came back. I wouldn't be
surprised. There are certain things around that are quite easy to
scare away. They stay in the shadows and rarely come out into the
light. When they do, they don't like to linger."

"Did you see anyone?" I ask, my heart racing
as I lean forward and examine my face in the mirror. Sure enough,
there's a bruise on my left cheekbone. I feel a shiver pass through
my body as I realize that I look absolutely terrible. Not just sick
or weak, but truly, irredeemably awful, and it's impossible to miss
the hint of death in my eyes. I've been avoiding my reflection for
so long, and now I see that I was right to do so. I look like I'm
dying.

"The place seemed to be empty," Dagwood says
after a moment.

"There must have
been someone there," I say, still transfixed by my reflection. "It wasn't
a gust of wind that knocked me over."

"There was no-one," he replies. "Not that I
could see, anyway. I suppose it's possible that some street-kid was
hiding out and took advantage, but..." He pauses. "Kate, I need to
ask you something. Have you noticed anything strange lately?
Anything... nearby? Like you're being watched or followed?"

I sit back and take stock for a moment.
"Sometimes..." I start to say, before realizing that I'm going to
sound like a complete fool if I tell him the truth. Then again, I
guess the time for worrying about that kind of thing is long over.
"Sometimes it's as if someone's standing right behind me," I
continue. "I feel someone touch my shoulder, or brush against me.
Sometimes I even think I hear someone breathing, but when I turn
there's no-one around."

"How long have you been feeling like
that?"

"Almost every day lately," I tell him. "And
before that... It's happened occasionally before."

"Going back how far?"

I pause. "All my life, I guess. Even when I
was a teenager."

"And it happened to you again today?" he
asks. "In the church?"

"Yeah, except this time it seemed more
persistent. More determined. Before, it was like it was nudging
against me by accident. This time, it really wanted me to know it
was there."

"Has it ever struck you before?"

"No."

"And you've only ever experienced this while
you're in or near the church?"

"No," I say again. "I told you, it was at
the hospital too. And before that, as far back as my
childhood."

"Are you sure?"

"It's been happening on and off for years,"
I tell him, "but definitely more often this year. What does it
mean?"

"It means you've attracted the wrong kind of
attention," he replies as he switches us into another lane. "Still,
I'm surprised it followed you into the hospital. These things are
usually a lot more cautious. They prefer to wait until there's no
chance of anyone else seeing them. For all their power, they're
pretty cowardly. They move in the shadows, but obviously something
spurred this one to be a little bolder."

"These things?" I ask, shocked by the way
he seems to know what's happening to me. "What are
they?"

"If I told you now," he replies, "you'd tell
me I'm crazy and demand to get out of the car."

"I'm almost at that point already."

"You'll understand when we get there," he
continues. "I know this must all seem kind of strange, but I
promise, it'll make sense soon. I thought I'd have time to explain
it to you properly, but your condition is worse that I'd
realized."

"Where are you taking me?" I ask, looking
out the back window and seeing the city in the distance. I can't
remember the last time I left New York; it almost feels as if I'm
leaving the whole damn planet. "I thought we were going to your
apartment?"

"Change of plan," he replies. "You need
help, Kate. Urgent help. I thought this part could wait until
tomorrow, but apparently I was wrong. Fortunately, I know some
people who can give you what you need, but you're going to have to
trust me for a little while longer."

"I never said I trusted you at all," I point
out.

"I got you out of the church, didn't I?" he
replies. "Twice, in fact. I got you out of the hospital, too. I
seem to be making a habit of getting you out of places."

"And I'm grateful," I tell him, "but that
doesn't mean..." I pause as a wave of nausea hits me.

"You okay?"

"Of course I'm not okay," I mutter.

"It'll take about two hours to get there,"
he continues. "You might as well try to sleep for now. I'll wake
you up when we arrive."

"I've spent the past six months asleep," I
tell him firmly. "I need a nap like I need a hole in the head."

"Now there's an idea," he replies.

I open my mouth to argue with him, but at
the last moment another powerful wave of nausea hits me, this time
forcing me to sit back and hold my breath. If I was at the hospital
right now, I'd be getting a shot of morphine that'd knock me out
for the next twenty-four hours; there was something nice about
being able to slip away when the pain became too great, and I'm
tempted to ask Dagwood to turn the car around and take me back to
Dr. Martindale. The only question is: if I asked Dagwood to turn
this car around, would he do it? Something tells me that if I push
too far, he might push back.

Feeling something warm and wet on my face, I
reach up and realize that I've got a nosebleed. I check in the
mirror and see that a steady trickle of thick, syrupy blood is
leaking from my left nostril. This happened once before, at the
hospital, and I'm pretty sure it's a reaction to the fact that I
suddenly stopped taking all my drugs.

"I'm not -" I start to say, before dizziness
takes hold. It's as if the car is spinning all around me, and
although I try to sit completely still, I end up grabbing the back
of the seat in an attempt to right myself. I'm aware of Dagwood
saying something, but somehow I can't break down the sound into
words that make sense. I try to reply, but my head feels heavy and
I slip down face-first onto the seat.

Dagwood is shouting at me, but I can't hear
what he's saying. I don't even care. All I know is that my
nosebleed is getting worse, and although my head feels heavy, my
body feels light. I close my eyes and listen to the gentle thump of
the speeding car, until finally I pass out again.


Twenty-five years ago

 


When I wake up, the whole world is filled
with pain.

"Kate," says a voice nearby, "can you hear
me?"

I try to reply, but I can barely move my
lips.

"Okay," the voice continues. "This is Dr.
Willis. You're out of the operating theater, and everything went
very well. We're going to keep you sedated for the rest of the day,
but we'll bring you out of it in the evening, okay? There's no need
to worry, though. We're certain we got all the cancerous tissue.
It's just about getting better now."

Although I want to talk to him, I can barely
even pull two words together. After a moment, I feel some kind of
liquid being pumped into my arm, and finally I slip back into
darkness.


Today

 


"Bring her straight though," says a male
voice. "We'll sort out the rest later."

"She lost about half a liter in the car,"
says another voice, which I vaguely recognize. "Maybe a little
more."

"It's okay," the first voice says. "Do you
know her type?"

"No idea."

"Don't worry. We'll -"

Before he can finish, I open my eyes and try
to sit up, only to find that I'm strapped to some kind of trolley,
being wheeled along a corridor. There are people all around me,
running alongside the trolley, and for a fraction of a second I'm
convinced that I must be back in the hospital; after a moment,
however, I realize that the walls of this place seem to be made of
stone, and the ceiling is high and curved. It's less like a
hospital and more like some kind of church or castle.

"Where am I?" I ask, immediately realizing
that my mouth is completely dry. I try to wet my lips with my
tongue, but it's no use. My whole body seems to be completely
dehydrated.

"There's no need to panic," Dagwood says,
reaching out and putting a hand on my shoulder. "You passed out in
the car and lost some blood, but we're going to fix you up, okay?
You're in good hands. The people here are professionals and they
won't let anything happen to you."

"Where am I?" I ask again, turning to see
the other people who are helping to push the trolley. Despite the
haze in my mind, I'm starting to panic.

"Hello, Kate," says an older man, wearing
some kind of surgical gown, his face partially obscured by a mask
over his nose and mouth. "I'm the doctor here. I'm going to be
dealing with your problem today, and I can assure you, there's no
need to worry. I've seen patients with the same complications
before, and I know how to help you. It's a condition that many
doctors don't understand, but we know about it here. We have
different methods, better methods, and we're going to help
you."

"Help me?" I try again to sit up, but the
leather straps are holding me down tight against the trolley. "Who
are you? What are you doing to me?"

"They're going to save your life," Dagwood
says. "Just stay calm."

"This isn't a hospital," I reply, turning to
him. "You said you were taking me to a hospital!"

"No," he replies, "I
didn't say that at all. But this is
a hospital, of sorts. It's just a little
different to the place you've been recently. The good news, though,
is that these people are much better equipped to help you. The
doctors who've been treating you so far are barbarians compared to
this kind of thing. You'll see soon enough, I promise."

"Help!" I scream, realizing that I've been
kidnapped. "Someone help me!"

"We need to hold her down," the doctor
says.

"No!" I shout, struggling with every last
ounce of strength to get loose. "Let me out of here!"

"Wheel her straight in," the doctor
continues, as they push my trolley through a set of double doors
and into some kind of large, well-lit chamber. "There's no time to
lose," he continues, "so we're going to dispense with the
pleasantries and get straight on with the job at hand. We don't
know the exact locations of the tumors, so there'll be an element
of diagnostic work as we go along. I need everyone to be on their
top game today."

"It's going to be okay," Dagwood says,
leaning closer to me as the trolley finally comes to a halt in the
middle of the room. "Trust me, I would never have brought you here
if I wasn't absolutely certain that they can help you."

"Who the hell are
they?" I ask, fighting
back tears as I turn and watch half a dozen men gathering equipment
from a nearby trolley. I turn back to Dagwood. "What is this place?
Where the hell have you brought me?"

"It's a kind of hospital," he replies. "The
people here are dedicated to helping people, but their methods are
a little far off the beaten path. They're not exactly orthodox
healers, but they know what they're doing and their work is steeped
in tradition and experience. They use methods and knowledge that
other people have forgotten over the years. Please, try to stay
calm, and I promise I'll explain everything to you once this
procedure is over. There's so much to tell you, and I should have
started sooner. It's just..." He pauses as the other men gather
around the trolley.

"Please don't hurt me," I say, turning to
look at the doctor. "Please, I don't want any more pain."

"We're going to help you,"
the doctor says. "There will
be some pain and discomfort, but I can assure
you, it's entirely necessary. We have extensive experience with
this kind of procedure, and although I know it can be scary at
first, the results are going to astound you. We can do things that
your normal doctors simply can't dream of."

Turning and looking over at the nearby
trolley, I see a range of blades, saws and scalpels.

"Oh God, no..." I whimper.

 

"The first stage," the
doctor continues, "is to get to the source, or in this case
sources, of your cancer.
We're going to literally cut them out, Kate. I know that might
sound primitive, but it's a technique that works very well. Once
we've passed that stage, we'll need to move on to some other steps,
but this is the first and most important part of our work. It might
seem a little old-fashioned, but you'll overcome that misconception
in time."

"Why are you doing this to me?" I shout,
turning back to Dagwood.

"To save your life," he says firmly.

"You can't save me!" I
shout, with tears in my eyes. "You're torturing me! Please, just
kill me! I do not give you permission to do this!"

"The procedure works," he replies. "You'll
see soon enough, Kate. It works, but there's just one problem. I
wish it wasn't the case, but..."

I wait for him to continue.

"What?" I ask eventually, seeing the look of
fear and concern in his eyes. "What are you going to do to me?"

"The operation will be a complete success,"
he continues. "I promise you that, but the techniques we use
here... There are certain things that can't be done. You have to be
awake. I'm sorry, Kate, but it's just how it had to be. You can't
be sedated in any way. No drugs at all."

Turning, I see that the doctor is
approaching with a set of scalpels.

"No," I whisper, filled with shock. "No way.
No..."

"The pain will be temporary," the doctor
says, setting down all but one of the scalpels. "It's also highly
unlikely that you'll remember the entire experience once it's over.
Unfortunately, anesthetics have a negative impact upon the body and
mind's reactions to this kind of procedure, but that's one of the
many, many things that modern doctors simply don't understand. They
numb their patients' senses, and at the same time, they make it
much more difficult for the procedures to succeed. This is one of
the most important aspects of the work we undertake here."

"No!" I shout, struggling desperately to get
loose as one of the other figures starts to cut my shirt open.
"Please," I cry, with tears streaming down my face, "don't do
this!"

"You'd rather die?" the doctor asks.

"Get me out of here!" I shout as my shirt is
pulled away to reveal my bare, scarred chest, with the leather
strap affording little modesty. Looking over at Dagwood, I can see
through the tears that he has turned away, as if he can't look at
me. As hard as I try to struggle, however, I can already feel the
leather belts being pulled more tightly across my body until they
start digging into my flesh.

"Help!" I scream.

"Look what they've done to you already," the
doctor continues, running a finger along my chest. "They hacked
away at you like animals."

"Help me!" I shout.

"The pain will be a sign that this is
working," the doctor says, holding the scalpel inches from my belly
as one of his colleagues tears my trousers away and cuts my
underwear, pulling the last threads away until finally I'm
completely naked. "It's your body's way of seeking to cleanse
itself, and it's a sign that the cancer is moving away from the
blade, seeking escape. Believe it or not, pain is one of the
healthiest things in the world, at least in this context. Pain is
as natural as breathing."

"Somebody help me!" I scream, barely able to
form words as I start sobbing. "Someone..." I whimper.
"Please..."

"You'll thank me later,"
the doctor says, rubbing some kind of gel onto my belly before
stretching the skin as tight as possible. "You will live, Ms. Logan."

"Help!" I shout, as I feel the tip of the
blade press against my skin with increasing pressure until,
finally, it slices through and dips down into my body. I let out an
anguished scream as the blade cuts slowly up the right side of my
torso, making a kind of tearing sound as the skin is split, and I
can already feel warm blood dripping down the side of my waist and
onto the trolley.

"Try not to struggle," a female voice
whispers into my ear. "It'll all be over soon."

As the doctor makes another incision, I try
to twist free, but the pain is so intense, I can barely even think.
I can feel his fingers pressing into my meat, parting the skin in
the process. It's as if this goddamn butcher is looking for
something, but as tears run down my face, all I want is for the
pain to end. If that means dying, then I don't mind dying, but I
have to get away from these maniacs.

"Please," I whimper, turning to look over at
Dagwood and finding that he's still turned the other way. "Please,
let me -" Before I can finish, a burst of pain rips through my
chest, and seconds later I hear an electric saw being started. I
look down and see the doctor holding the spinning blade, bringing
it closer to my exposed ribs.

"Hold her steady," he says. "I can't have
any sudden movements."

"No!" I scream, tilting my head back as I
feel the saw starting to cut through bone with a loud grinding
sound.

"Hold her steady!" the doctor says again,
more firmly this time.

Seconds later, I feel the straps being
pulled tighter than ever. The vibrations from the saw are juddering
all the way through my skeleton, all the way to my head, and my
teeth are chattering as I tense my body, trying to resist the pain.
The sound of the saw seems to be getting closer and closer, and I
can feel it grinding further up my body, as if my entire chest is
being opened up. I keep waiting to pass out, hoping desperately
that my mind will finally give up and refuse to process any more of
this horror. As I wait, however, I can feel and hear the saw moving
further and further through my chest, grinding through my
breast-bone as it comes closer to my neck.

Finally, it's the sound of the saw, rather
than the pain, that seems to wash through my mind and overwhelm me
completely.

And all I can do is scream.



Part Four

The Letting


Today

 


I'm not dead. I know I'm not dead because
somewhere, in the dark, I can feel a searing ache in my body.
Sometimes, it's as if pain is the only feeling I have left, and
it's pain that brings me floating back to the world from a deep,
deep sleep.

Opening my eyes, I find myself staring up at
a stone ceiling, its uneven surface picked out by a nearby candle
that casts constantly-changing shadows. The room is warm, and as I
shift my weight slightly, I hear the bed start to creak.

"Don't strain yourself," says a female voice
nearby. "You might rupture your stitches."

Turning, I see that a woman is sitting on
the other side of the room, just by the door. Setting a magazine
down on a small table, she gets to her feet and comes over to me
with a kind smile on her face.

"It's Kate, right?" she says with a faint
Irish accent, placing the back of her hand on my forehead. "No
fever. That's good. How do you feel inside? You'll have some pain
and discomfort, that's for sure, but apart from that... Do you feel
nauseous or confused in any way?"

"I..." I start to say, before wincing as I
think back to the sound of the saw grinding through my body. I try
to sit up, but my chest immediately tightens with such force that I
have to rest my head back down on the pillow.

"You really need to stay on your back for a
few hours," the woman continues. "It's for your own good. You might
still be a little drowsy, but don't worry. Everything'll become
clearer over time." She pauses. "My name's Winifred, by the way.
I'm a nurse here. If there's anything you want, anything at all,
you only have to ask."

"Winifred..." I whisper, still trying to
work out exactly what's happening. "How long was I out for?" I ask
eventually.

"Approximately five hours," she replies
calmly. "You lost some blood, and eventually the pain caused you to
black out. Don't worry, though. Dr. Mammone will be along very soon
to talk to you and answer any questions you might have about your
condition. As I understand it, the operation was a complete
success, and it's just a matter now of waiting for you to get back
on your feet so that the next phase can begin."

"Next phase?" I whisper.

"With Dr. Mammone," she continues, "I'm
afraid there's always a next phase. The man knows what he's doing,
but his treatment programs tend to be necessarily very long. Still,
his success rate is close to perfect, so it's probably best not to
argue too much, eh? Can I get you anything to drink? Water?
Juice?"

"What did he do to me?" I ask, trying but
failing to move my arms.

"He located your cancer and cut it out. It's
all gone now, or at least it should be."

I shake my head.

"I know it's difficult to believe," she
continues, "but you'll just have to wait and see for yourself. He's
so very good at finding these things. He has a kind of sixth
sense."

"He does, huh?" I reply skeptically. Once
again, I try to sit up; once again, the pain is too strong and I'm
forced to rest back down on the bed. "What's wrong with me?" I
grunt. "I want to see what that fucking butcher did to me!"

"He cured you."

"I want to
see!"

"Here," she replies, taking a small mirror
from the bedside table and holding it up so that I can see my face.
"If you don't mind me saying so," she continues, "you already look
healthier. Fuller in the cheeks and less hollow around the eyes."
She tilts the mirror to show my bare, flat chest, which now has a
thick red groove running down the center, held together by what
appear to be metal staples. "There'll be scarring," she adds, her
voice calm and authoritative, "but you already had some scarring
from your mastectomy, so I imagine the psychological trauma will be
minimized on this occasion."

"You imagine, do you?" I whisper, staring at
the reflection of my wrecked body.

"I believe you lost a rib," she continues,
tilting the mirror down to where the groove comes to an end just
above my crotch. "The doctor removed several, but although he tried
to put them all back, one proved to be rather troublesome. Rather
than force the issue, he -"

"What the hell did he do to me?" I ask,
feeling as if I've been opened right down the middle.

"As I said," she replies, "he cured
you."

"That's not possible," I whisper.

"Of course it is."

I shake my head.

"Why do you think that?" she continues.

"The cancer was everywhere," I reply. "Dr.
Martindale, my doctor back in New York, told me that it had spread
to my lymph nodes and liver, and he thought it was still reaching
through my body. It was a part of me!"

"That's right," Winifred says with a faint
smile. "Dr. Mammone performed a great service for you. The man is a
miracle-worker when it comes to chasing down the very last vestiges
of this horrible disease."

Closing my eyes, I try to order my
thoughts.

"Would you like to rest?" Winifred asks.

"This is some kind of pagan bullshit," I
reply, keeping my eyes closed. "Isn't it? It's some kind of voodoo
or something. You think you can cure me by cutting me open and
performing some kind of witchcraft garbage." I open my eyes and see
that there's a pained look on her face. "Do you know how long it
took me to come to terms with the fact that I'm going to die?" I
ask. "Do you really think it's right to start opening up those
thoughts again? False hope is a real bitch."

"There's nothing false
about this," she replies with a smile. "Dr. Mammone's the best one
to explain it to you, although he does tend to hold things back a
little. He'll be along to see you soon, but for now you need to
rest. If all goes well, you should be up on your feet in a few
days' time, once there's no danger of the stitches being ruptured.
For now, try to sleep -"

"It hurts," I say through clenched
teeth.

"Of course," she replies, putting the mirror
down and heading over to the door. "I'm afraid I can't give you
anything for it, though. The pain has a role to play in your
recovery."

"I want a phone!" I shout after her. "I want
to call someone!"

"I was under the impression that you had
no-one to call."

"Who told you that?" I ask. "John
Dagwood?"

"Yes," she replies. "He said you're all
alone in the world, with no friends or family."

"John Dagwood doesn't know me very well," I
say firmly, even though deep down I know that he's right.

"I'm afraid you can't have a telephone right
now," she replies. "Perhaps once you're up and about, but I'll have
to ask Dr. Mammone first. You're by no means being kept prisoner
here, but at the same time, we need to ensure that your recovery
isn't interrupted. If modern doctors got hold of you now, they'd
undo all of Dr. Mammone's good work."

"Good work?" I ask. "What good work?"

Without saying anything else, she turns and
leaves the room.

"Get back here!" I shout, before realizing
that I'm feeling a little breathless. Wincing as the pain throbs in
my chest, I finally manage to move my hands enough to grip the
sides of the bed. Closing my eyes, I tell myself that this has to
be a dream. There's no way any of this is real, no way someone
could be kidnapped and treated like this. The whole thing is
ludicrous. And yet, when I finally open my eyes again, I find
myself still staring up at that stone ceiling, still tied down and
naked, and still in pain.

This is no dream.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"Absolutely perfect," the doctor says with a
smile. "Frankly, it's been a textbook case and we couldn't have
wished for a faster or more complete resolution."

"Thank you so much," my mother replies,
before turning to me. "Thank the doctor, Kate."

I force a smile.

"Kate," she continues, "you need to -"

"It'll come back," I say, keeping my eyes
fixed on the doctor. "You know that, right?"

"The recurrence rate for this type of cancer
is an issue," he replies, "but -"

"It always comes back," I continue,
unwilling to take any more bullshit from anyone. "You haven't
gotten rid of it. All you've done is push it out of sight. It's
hiding somewhere in my body, waiting until you're not looking, and
then it'll try again."

The doctor pauses. "Kate -"

"I know what it wants," I say firmly. "It
wants to kill me, but it wants to do it in the most painful way
possible. It's sadistic."

"Do you feel as if your cancer has a
personality?" he asks.

"No," my mother interjects.

"Absolutely," I reply. "It's a cunt."

"Kate!" my mother says, obviously horrified
that I used such a strong word. Nevertheless, I chose it carefully
and I meant it; I knew she'd freak out, and that's exactly what I
wanted. "You're stressed," she continues, before turning to the
doctor. "She doesn't usually say things like that," she continues.
"She was raised very well -"

"It's going to come back," I continue. "A
few curse words aren't going to make any difference."

"We'll bring you in for regular check-ups
and scans," the doctor replies. "If it -"

"There's no point," I say, interrupting him.
"It's just dragging out the inevitable, and I don't know if I have
the strength to keep fighting. Next time it comes for me, I think I
might just let it do what it wants." I turn to my mother. "You can
tell Dimone Halifax Industries that, whoever they are, they don't
need to keep paying to keep me alive."

"You're upset," she replies, clearly
struggling to stay calm.

"Fine," I continue. "I'll
make you a deal. You tell me who these people are and why they're
footing the bill for all my treatment, and I'll consider more treatment
when my cancer comes
back."

She stares at me for a moment.

"We'll talk about it later," she says
eventually, before turning to the doctor. "Thank you so much for
your time today. We appreciate it so very much."

Sighing, I realize that there's no way she's
ever going to tell me the truth. Something's going on in the
background and, for some reason, no-one wants to tell me the truth.
At least it's something to live for; I'm going to get to the bottom
of this bullshit if it's the last thing I do.


Today

 


"You'll be up and about soon," Dagwood says,
sitting next to my bed a few hours later. "It's a lot better than
it looks, you know. Metal staples always seem rather melodramatic,
but really, they're extremely secure." He pauses, before smiling.
"Don't worry, Kate. You won't split open."

"I want to get out of here," I say firmly,
barely able to see him as I tilt my head.

"You will get out of here," he replies.
"Of course you will. No-one's trying to hold you here against your
will. You were dying back in the church, that's all. I had to bring
you here in order to save your life, and once Mammone had begun the
treatment, there was no way to stop it. One wrong move right now
and you could suffer terrible complications. You're not out of the
woods yet, Kate. Not by any means."

"What is this place?" I ask. "Who was that
butcher who cut me open?"

"This place is an old church," he replies.
"That's what it used to be, anyway. It was abandoned long ago, and
then eventually our founder moved in. I think he enjoyed the irony
of establishing his group on consecrated ground. Not that he
believed in any of that garbage, of course. Not back then, anyway."
He pauses. "We're a group of people who believe in using the
traditional methods," he continues eventually. "Life, science,
society... medicine. We look back at past generations, past
centuries, and try to find things that others have lost. We don't
allow the rush toward modernity to cloud our judgment."

"So that's why you hack people up?" I ask
bitterly.

"They hack people up in hospitals too."

"Not while they're still awake."

"No," he replies, "that's true. They
anesthetize them. They knock them out and numb them, and then they
wake them up and tell them that, no, the operation didn't work.
That's not how things happen here. Dr. Mammone is one of our
leading medical researchers. He's identified techniques and ideas
from as far back as the fifteenth century, techniques that have
been lost to modern science. Of course, a lot of the old ideas are
thrown away for good reason. They don't work. But just
occasionally, something useful gets lost."

"What exactly did he do to me when he cut me
open?" I ask, battling against the pain in my chest.

"He found the cancer," Dagwood replies. "He
found every one of its hiding places, and he removed it with expert
precision. The remaining cancerous cells will die away now that the
main problem has been removed, but there are still some issues to
deal with. You've suffered a great deal of pain and distress, Kate,
and -"

"I want to leave," I say firmly.

"As soon as you're able to do so."

"Now!"

"You can't walk," he points out.

"Then wheel me to an ambulance and take me
back to the hospital."

"Do you really want to go back to the
butchers who filled you with drugs and almost killed you?"

"I want -" I start to say, before realizing
that I have no idea what I really want at all. "I want to be left
alone," I say finally.

"To die?"

"I guess so."

"You're not dying now," he continues. "Dr.
Mammone has saved your life, Kate -"

"That's impossible," I reply firmly, angered
by his apparent willingness to play with my emotions like this.
"No-one can cure my cancer. It's a part of me, and you can't just
pick it out and leave the rest intact. If you really think that's
possible, then you clearly don't have a fucking clue what cancer is
or how it works."

"I know enough to have seen and understood
the results of Dr. Mammone's work," he replies, still calm, still
refusing to be ruffled. "Do you think I'd have brought you to him
if I thought he was just a butcher with a medical coat? I like you,
Kate, and I want to help you. That's what I've done. I've brought
you to a man who saved you. However..."

I wait for him to finish.

"However
what?" I ask.

"There are some supplementary treatments
that need to be tried," he continues, picking up a small box that
he carried in when he entered the room. Sliding the lid open, he
reaches inside and takes something out.

"What's that?" I ask, aware that whatever's
in his hand, it seems to be moving.

"You have certain toxins in your blood," he
continues, holding something small and black out toward me.
"Leeches can -"

"No fucking way!" I shout, trying and
failing to get up from the bed.

"You'll develop a fever if we don't do
this," he says, as the leech wriggles between his fingers. "They're
miraculous little creatures. Some modern hospitals still use them,
but we prize them above almost every other treatment. They'll
remove the toxins from your bloodstream and help you deal with the
damage inside your body." With that, he places the leech on my
bare, scarred chest.

"Get it off me!" I shout as I feel the cold,
wet little creature wriggling across my skin before, finally,
there's a tiny pinprick and I realize that it must have taken hold.
"Stop it!" I scream.

"Calm down," Dagwood says, taking another
leech from the box and placing it a little higher up on my chest.
"They're completely harmless. They're clean creatures, Kate.
They're going to do so many good things for you, and they only need
to be in place for twenty-four hours."

"I don't want them!" I shout as the second
leech attaches itself to me.

"The treatment has to be completed if it's
to be entirely successful," he continues calmly, placing two more
leeches on my chest and then one on my neck.

"No!" I scream, with tears in my eyes as I
feel the leeches attaching themselves.

"It's called hirudotherapy," Dagwood says,
adding a couple of leeches to my neck and then a few more to my
belly, crotch and legs. "Leeches have been used for more than two
and a half thousand years. Every major civilization has recognized
their usefulness when it comes to bloodletting. It's only modern
medicine, with its squeamish tendencies, that shies away from such
things." He places more leeches on my legs. "Traditionally, they're
said to balance the humors. That's one way of putting it,
certainly. You need them, though. Without the leeches, you might
end up with blood poisoning."

"Get them off me," I whimper, feeling the
cold, wet little things all over my naked body.

"In twenty-four hours," he replies. "Don't
worry. They'll stay in place. You'll be less aware of them after a
while."

"Please," I say, with tears in my eyes,
"I'll give you anything, but don't leave me like this. I can't take
it!"

"Just one day," he continues. "You'll thank
me later. Or rather, you'll thank the leeches. They're the ones who
are helping you. The ones in your wounds are doing a particularly
important job. Without them, you'd die. There's little doubt of
that. So just hold tight and try not to wriggle too much. You'll
only be wasting your strength."

"Why are you doing this to me?" I ask,
realizing that there's no way I can persuade him to stop. "What did
I ever do to you -"

"We're saving your life," he replies,
removing one final leech from the box. "You'll understand
eventually, but I know that it's difficult for now. Just try to
focus on the fact that everything we do here is for your own good,
even if it seems cruel or unusual at the time." With that, he leans
across and places the last leech on the side of my face.

"Get it off!" I shout as I feel a sharp
little pain on my cheek.

"Your reaction isn't uncommon," he says
calmly.

"I'll go to the police!" I shout. "I'll tell
them you kidnapped me!"

"If that's still how you feel when you leave
this place," he replies, "then no-one will stop you."

"There's something wrong with you," I
continue, spitting in his face. "You're sick!"

"No," he says, wiping his cheek clean.
"You've been brainwashed by the modern world. You're not the only
one, but fortunately you're going to be given a chance to see the
truth. Just be patient."

"Please don't hurt me," I whimper. "Just
kill me..."

"I'll come back and check on you in a few
hours," he replies as he turns and heads over to the door.

"Come back!" I yell, still struggling
against the leather restraints. "Let me out of here! I demand to be
let out of this place!" As tears rolls down my cheeks, I twitch
first one way, then the other, all the while trying to get loose.
Meanwhile, the leeches are starting work on my body, and there's
nothing I can do to stop them, even as I strain at the leather
straps and cry out in pain.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"Huh," I mutter, staring at the text on the
computer screen.

It's almost midnight, and I'm using my
father's computer to do some research. Because of his work at a
local technology company, he's got his computer hooked up to the
phone line, and we can access various information pages over some
kind of network. He says it's something called the internet, and he
thinks it's going to be hugely popular by the mid-90s, but I'm not
so sure. Right now, it seems to be almost completely useless.
There's certain no mention of Dimone Halifax Industries.

They're not in any
telephone catalog, either, and I spent a few hours at the local
library earlier, but I still can't come up with anything. It's
almost as if they don't exist, but I know they're out there somewhere.
They're paying millions of dollars to fund my treatment every time
my cancer returns, and no-one does something like that unless they
expect to get something in return.

They want something from me, and I figure I
at least deserve to know what's being promised.


Today

 


It starts with the sensation of a presence
touching my foot. Just a faint nudge, and then nothing for a few
minutes before it happens again, and then again a little while
later. I'm still half-asleep, but eventually I open my eyes and
stare up into the darkness for a moment, wondering whether I
imagined the whole thing.

Slowly, something takes hold more firmly,
gripping my ankle as if it's trying to pull me down off the bed.
And then, just as I'm starting to stir and realize that something's
wrong, it grabs the other ankle too and I realize that it's not
trying to pull me down at all; it's trying to pull itself up.

I try to move, but I can't. There are
restraints in place, and even if there weren't, my body would be
far too weak to struggle. I can barely even move my head, so all I
can really do is wait as I feel the creature moving further up my
body, grabbing my knees and then hauling itself up until finally it
grabs hold of my waist and drags itself toward my belly.

"Help!" I call out, trying not to panic.
"There's something in here with me!"

It keeps coming. Slowly, one of its hands
reaches up and grabs hold of my shoulder, and I feel it sliding
against my body as it pulls itself closer and closer. Its hot,
raspy breath makes the skin of my bare, scarred chest tingle, and
finally a dark shape appear in my field of vision. The room is
dark, of course, but I can just about make out the creature's
charred skin and burned red eyes.

"Help!" I scream, trying desperately to
move. "Someone help me! Get me out of here!"


Twenty-five years ago

 


It's like being reunited with an old
friend.

The camera feels pleasantly heavy in my
hands. The weight alone is strangely familiar, and I swear to God,
this is the first time in months that I feel even vaguely relaxed.
I know it's kind of freaky, but I'm getting more and more attached
to the camera, and all I care about is getting away from the house
and taking photos. I've even applied for a bunch of part-time jobs
so I can try to earn enough money to buy extra film.

I only feel like I'm really myself when I'm
looking at the world through the camera's viewfinder.

As I reach the end of the street, I spot a
small crowd of people up ahead, gathered on the sidewalk. An
ambulance is parked outside Mr. Hermann's house, and a couple of
paramedics are carrying a stretcher out, with a sheet covering
someone's body.

"What happened?" I ask as I join the
crowd.

"Poor Arthur Hermann passed away," says one
of the neighbors. "They think it might have happened weeks ago, but
no-one found him until this morning. He'd been partially eaten by
his cats."

Fascinated, I raise my camera and start
taking photos of the stretcher as it's loaded into the back of the
ambulance.

"Don't do that," the woman says, reaching
out and pushing my camera back down. "It's not respectful."

"What does that even mean?" I ask, before
turning and walking away. I got a couple of shots, which is all I
really need. I don't know why people are so funny about cameras,
though. They just record the truth, but oftentimes people act like
there's something dangerous about them. There are some cultures
that believe cameras steal souls, but I'm starting to think that
even here in the suburbs of America, some people feel the same way.
It's crazy, though. Cameras don't take anything from us. If
anything, they add to our souls.

I'm only really alive when I've got my
camera.


Today

 


"Don't push yourself too much," Winifred
says, untying the last of the leather straps. "Baby steps,
remember? Your body is still recovering from the surgery, so it
would be very wise to go slowly."

"I don't think I can move," I tell her.

"Of course you can. Just take your
time."

"I can't..." Taking a deep breath, I try not
to show my frustration. "I had that nightmare again last
night."

"Which one?"

"The one with the
thing on the
bed."

"It was just a dream," she replies. "Try to
put it out of your mind. There's no point torturing yourself. Just
try to focus on the positives and see if you can sit up."

Still flat on my back, I stare at her,
convinced that there has to be a catch. There's no way these
sadistic bastards would keep me tied up for days on end and then
suddenly decide to just let me go. I keep expecting some kind of
trap to be sprung, but as I slowly sit up and try to ignore the
searing pain running up my chest, I realize that there's a small,
old-fashioned wheelchair waiting for me over by the door, as if
these people actually care about how I feel.

"You don't have to use that thing," Winifred
continues, holding up a gown for me to wear. "It's just in case you
feel too weak. Dr. Mammone has been keeping you well-fed and
hydrated, but still, you might be a little dizzy after spending so
long on the bed. Whatever you need, just let us know and we'll try
to provide it."

I take a deep breath, trying to work out
what the hell is actually happening. I should be feeling like crap,
but instead I feel strangely strong and vital.

"Are you okay?" she asks after a moment. "If
you don't feel up to coming through -"

"How long?" I ask suddenly, interrupting
her.

She pauses.

"How long have I been here?" I continue,
looking down at my scarred, naked body and realizing that the
leeches have disappeared. "Where did they go?"

"Where did what go?"

"He put leeches on me."

She smiles. "That was five days ago."

"Five -" I pause. Having
been drifting in and out of a kind of fevered dream-state, I was
vaguely aware that I must have been in this bed for a while,
but five days is
a little hard to believe. Still, the wound on my chest has clearly
begun to heal, and although there are a few little red spots on my
skin from where the leeches were doing their work, I can't deny
that I feel... better. No, I actually feel good. For the first time
in many, many years, I feel completely healthy.

"Perhaps this is too soon -" Winifred starts
to say.

"No," I reply quickly, getting to my feet
but feeling a little woozy at the same time. "Just give me a
minute," I continue, as Winifred moves behind me and starts helping
me into the gown.

"There," she says as she ties it up at the
back. "You look a lot better already, Kate. There's some real color
coming back to your cheeks."

"Sure," I mutter.

"Look," she continues, grabbing the small
mirror from the bedside table and holding it up for me to see.
"See?"

"It's fine," I say, carefully avoiding
looking at the mirror.

"Go on," she insists. "Just take a
look."

"I don't need -" I start
to say, before spotting my reflection and realizing that Winifred
is right: I do look better. The shadow of death seems to have left my face
entirely: my eyes no longer look so small and sunken, and my cheeks
seem fuller; hell, my skin has regained some of its old color and I
even have a little vibrancy back in my cheeks. Licking my lips, I
realize that my mouth is no longer so dry, and although I still
feel slightly dizzy, overall I'm stronger than I've been for a long
time.

"See?" she says with a smile. "I told you
that you'd start to feel the benefits soon."

"That's not possible," I whisper.

"I assure you, you've made a complete
recovery. It's amazing how the body is able to recover so quickly
once it's given half a chance."

Taking a couple of steps forward, I try not
to let myself get my hopes up. Still, the absolute, honest truth is
that I feel more normal than I've felt in... six months, maybe even
a few years. It's no longer as if something is dragging me down;
instead, I feel as if I could actually keep walking and go do
something active. Hell, right now, I feel as if I could go run a
marathon.

"What happened to me?" I ask, turning to
Winifred.

"You've been cured," she replies calmly.

"Bullshit. What
happened to
me?"

She smiles.

"It's psychological, isn't it?" I continue,
my mind racing as I try to work out what's really going on. "He's
hypnotized me somehow, to make me feel as if I'm getting better, or
maybe this is just what happens when someone's about to die. One
last little flush of energy to make the body feel better before
it's all over."

"You're so keen to invent unlikely
explanations," she replies, "when the truth is much simpler. It's
not some kind of trick, Kate. How cruel would that be, and what
purpose would it serve?"

"I have cancer," I tell her firmly.

"Not anymore."

"There's no cure for cancer," I continue.
"Especially not mine. I'm dying. It's spread to my lymph nodes, my
liver, it's everywhere. There's no way to get rid of it. I've known
about it for months."

"No," she replies,
"you were dying,
until Dr. Mammone intervened, and now you're better. Well, almost.
I believe Dr. Mammone still wants to complete a few other minor
treatments, just to make sure that you're responding well, but the
main tranche is over now." She pauses. "Are you hungry? Thirsty? We
have a wonderful chef here, and he'll be happy to make almost any
meal you could possibly want."

"Meal?" I pause as I
realize that for the first time in months, I actually
do have an appetite. I'm
so used to feeling nauseous, I barely even recognize the pangs of
hunger in my belly. "Steak," I say cautiously. "Steak and fries and
salad."

"Steak's one of his specialties," she
replies.

"Of course it is," I mutter, making my way
slowly over to the door before looking out into the stone corridor.
It's like we're in some kind of old church, and I can feel a fine
layer of dust or sand against the soles of my bare feet. "Where is
this place?" I ask, stepping out into the corridor. "This doesn't
look like any hospital I've ever seen before."

"But it
is a hospital," Winifred
replies, wheeling the chair after me. "You accept that now, don't
you?"

"I'm not sure," I reply.

"This way," she continues, pushing the chair
past me. "I'll take you to Dr. Mammone, and he'll be much
better-placed to answer all your questions. Meanwhile, I can get
the chef to prepare your steak. How would you like it cooked?"

"Rare," I say, in something of a daze as I
shuffle along the corridor after her. I keep expecting the old
pains to return, but apart from a certain soreness running through
my chest and a slight throbbing sensation in my head, I feel
remarkably good. I honestly can't remember when I last felt so
energetic, and although I keep telling myself that miracles cures
don't happen and that the cancer is still coursing through my body,
I can't deny that deep down, in the depths of my soul, there's a
very faint voice that has started to shout out, with tears in its
voice, that I might just have been saved after all.

It's false hope; it has to be. And yet I
can't stop wondering whether there's any chance at all that this
might all be real. Logically, it has to be a lie, but there's a
part of me that's desperate for even the faintest hint of a chance.
Despite the pain in my chest from where I was cut open, I still
feel better than I've felt for a long time.


Twenty-five years ago

 


Sitting on a bench in the mall, I look
through my latest batch of photos.

Nothing.

He's not there.

Even after I've examined every shot in great
detail, I can find no sign of the man who appeared in the pictures
I took before my latest hospital visit. It's as if he's suddenly
lost interest in me, or maybe my camera can no longer pick him up.
I thought I'd be pleased to get rid of him, but I feel strangely
lonely now I know he's gone.

I was hoping to find a way to talk to him.
Instead, he's disappeared as quickly as he arrived.


Today

 


"We deal with spiritual as well as physical
ailments here," Dr. Mammone says, opening the glass door of a
cabinet in his office and carefully removing what appears to be a
long, thin metal drill. "Not that we really distinguish between the
two, of course. The soul affects the body, and vice versa. All of
it in a wonderful balance."

I watch as he attaches a small handle to the
drill. An elderly man with graying hair, Dr. Mammone has a kind
face and a calm, authoritative voice. He certainly doesn't come
across as a madman, even though I'm still not entirely convinced
that everything he says is true. The idea that this man could have
cured my cancer... It's just too crazy to take seriously, but I
don't see why else he'd be bothering with me, unless he's
completely out of his mind.

"Do you know what this is?" he asks, holding
the drill up for me to see. "Go on. Take a guess."

"Something for..." I pause. "Cutting
bones?"

"Not quite," he replies
with a faint smile. "It's a drill that was used many centuries ago
for trepanation. Now, do you know what that is?"

"Cutting holes in people's heads," I
reply.

"Most people would consider such a thing to
be primitive and barbaric."

"Something tells me," I continue, "that you
have a different opinion."

"Men were cutting holes in other men's heads
as far back as seven or eight thousand years ago," he continues.
"It's quite possibly the oldest surgical procedure in the world.
There are prehistoric cemeteries in parts of Europe and Africa
where up to forty per cent of the bodies show evidence of such an
operation. Of course, back then, no-one really knew how the body
worked, but they weren't stupid. Trepanation was popular because it
delivered results, or at least it did when it was done properly.
All the great civilizations in human history, from the Sumerians
and Akkadians of Mesopotamia to the people of pre-Colombian
Mesoamerica, they all practiced trepanation in one form or another.
It has been a part of every religion, every culture, every society,
stretching back thousands of years." He places the drill in my
hands. "Heavy, isn't it?"

I nod, surprised by the weight of the
instrument.

"Of course, today we use much lighter
tools," he continues. "The one you're holding now is more than two
hundred and fifty years old."

"Today?" I reply. "No-one still does this,
do they?"

"It's seen as a pseudoscience," he replies.
"Craniectomies still take place, but usually for some specific
reason. The idea of treating the humors as a distinct part of the
mind and body, however, is something that has quite gone out of
fashion. In some regards, this is a good thing, but in others..."
He pauses. "I don't just start using any old medical technique, you
know. I study them and determine their worth, or not, and then I
decide whether they have any kind of practical application. Most
old ideas are forgotten for good reasons, but occasionally one
comes across something that has been unfairly maligned."

"You're not using this on me," I tell
him.

He smiles.

"You're not!" I say again.

"Are you familiar with the concept of the
four humors?" he asks.

"I've heard of it," I reply cautiously.

"Hot, dry, wet and cold," he continues. "Or
fire, air, earth and water." He pauses. "Or, to be more specific,
blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile. The Ancient Greeks and
Romans believed that the human body was basically controlled by
these four types of bodily fluid, and that many ailments could be
treated by focusing on the balance between these fluids or humors.
I'm afraid it all sounds rather superstitious, and modern science
has very much shown that the human body is far more complicated.
Nevertheless, the idea of a balance existing within each of us is,
to say the least, rather interesting. Most modern doctors would
sneer at the mere mention of the humors, but I have chosen instead
to study them and see if they couldn't be twisted and changed so
that they became more relevant."

I stare at him.

"I'm sure I seem quite mad to you," he
continues, "don't I?"

"Let me guess," I reply, passing the drill
back to him, "you think this trepanation thing actually works."

"The learning process is long and complex,"
he replies with a smile, as he places the drill back into the
cabinet, "and my work is far from complete. Still, I believe I'm
making some significant advances, and I'm emboldened by successful
cases such as... well, such as yourself. You're not the first to
benefit from my work, and I very much hope that you won't be the
last. For now, though, I think we should focus on your case. Tell
me how you're feeling."

"I'm feeling... good," I reply
cautiously.

"Define that word for me,"
he says with a frown. "What does good feel like?"

"I'm sore," I tell him, "but the pain in my
torso, and in my side... It's gone. For now, anyway."

"How are your energy levels?"

"Not bad," I reply, which is something of an
understatement. The truth is, right now I feel as if I could do
anything, although I'm still convinced that it's only the adrenalin
that's keeping me going.

"You're making excellent progress," he says,
walking over to his desk and picking up a clipboard, the contents
of which he studies for a moment. "The leeches really seem to have
worked wonders. I thought they'd do a good job. They're from a new
strain I imported from South America and I must admit, their use in
this kind of situation is still a little experimental, but I'm glad
I tried them on you. Your blood toxicity levels have been brought
back into order. Things are definitely headed in the right
direction."

"You think the leeches made me feel better?"
I ask, trying to work out whether this guy is completely insane or
just a little crazy.

"No," he replies, still studying his notes,
"I think removing the cancer made you feel better. The leeches just
helped a little." He looks at me. "Leeches are used in your modern
hospitals too, you know. It's fairly rare, but leeches are a part
of twenty-first century medicine. It's one of the few areas where
we agree."

"What about my cancer?" I ask.

"Gone."

"It can't be."

"I assure you," he replies, setting the
clipboard back down, "the cancer is completely gone from your
system. This is where modern medicine and I have something of a
disagreement. Their methods for fighting cancer are brutal and
primitive. They blast your entire body with radiation, or they pump
you full of poison, and then they sit back and hope that the cancer
will die before the rest of you becomes too badly damaged. It's
utterly barbaric, and yet they dress up in nice white coats, they
use expensive equipment, and they put on a kind of pantomime that
makes everyone think they know what they're doing. At the same
time, they miss several far more effective ways of treating
cancer."

"Such as?" I ask.

"Instinct," he replies. "The cancer in your
body was deeply rooted. It had spread, as I'm sure you were aware.
Nevertheless, thanks to my instinct and experience, I was able to
track it through every muscle and organ, picking it out while
leaving the rest of your body intact. Imagine a man hunting a
single thread within the weave of a huge tapestry. Few would have
the skill, fewer still would have the patience. I don't mean to
sound egotistical, but this is one area where I believe I have a
great advantage over my so-called contemporaries. The proof,
meanwhile, is plain for us both to see."

"It is?"

"You're standing here now," he says with a
smile. "You're alive, Kate, and barring unfortunate accidents
you'll still be alive in a week, and a month, and a year and ten
years..." He pauses. "I know that nothing I say can entirely
convince you, so I must simply wait for you to realize on your own
terms. Believe me, I know the cruelty of false hope, and there's no
way I'd ever say these things to you if I wasn't absolutely
certain. You're free to go back to your previous Doctor in the city
and get him to check on you, although for obvious reasons I'd
rather that you didn't mention anything about me. I prefer to keep
a low profile."

I stare at him, still not quite daring to
believe that he could be telling the truth. After a moment, there's
a rumbling sound from my belly.

"I believe the chef has been instructed to
prepare a meal for you," Dr. Mammone continues. "It should be ready
very soon."

"This can't be real," I reply. "My cancer
-"

"You'll see," he replies with a faint,
self-satisfied smile. "Of course, there are still some other
matters to consider, such as the demon that plagues you."

"Demon?" I reply, raising an eyebrow. I
guess the guy is nuts after all.

"You've attracted the attention of some very
unfortunate creatures," he continues. "This is really Dagwood's
area of expertise rather than my own, but I think there might be
some ways in which I can help. Tell me, Kate, apart from the
barbaric treatment you received in that New York hospital, have you
been suffering headaches for any particular length of time?"

"Not really."

"But you
have been experiencing
the sensation of a certain presence, have you not?"

"On and off."

He pauses. "We need to perform some more
tests. We need to work out what, exactly, is happening to you.
Either these things are all in your mind, which I suppose could
still be possible, or you've attracted some very unwelcome
attention. I understand that you've spent many years taking
photographs of churches, looking for something."

"You've been talking to Dagwood," I
reply.

"Looking for what?"

"A figure," I tell him. "A man's face.
Maybe. I don't even know if it was there or not."

"And what came first?" he asks. "Did you
start taking the photographs and then see this face, or did you see
the face and then start looking for him?"

"I'm not sure I even remember."

"Try."

"I can't."

"Well then that, in itself, is significant."
He pauses again. "I want you to stay here with us, Kate. At least
for a few more days. Will you do that?"

"I don't even know
where here is," I
reply.

"Everything will be explained to you," he
continues. "We're really not into secrets, although obviously we go
to great lengths in order to avoid attracting too much attention to
ourselves. I'd really like to help you, though. I've already been
able to get rid of your cancer, and I'd like to help with your
other problem too, if you'll let me."

I pause for a moment. "Sure," I mutter, even
though I know it's probably a crazy idea. "I can stay another day,
but after that, I have to go back to the city. And nothing happens
without my consent. No more slapping leeches on me or -" Before I
can finish, I have a flash of memory: I'm on the operating table,
being ripped open by this man. The pain is indescribable, but at
the same time I feel I can forgive him because, right now, it's as
if he's helped me so much. Besides, the pain feels like a bad dream
now, and there's a part of me that worries that all the agony and
cancer will come rushing back once I return to New York.

"We'll see what we can do in a single day,"
he replies. "For now, I think I can smell your steak, so perhaps
you should go through to the cafeteria. I need to do some research
into your case, and we can talk later."

Heading over to the door, I still find it
hard to believe that I can be feeling so good. I swear to God, I
haven't felt this healthy and alive for many, many years. The
change is so remarkable, it's hard not to worry that it might be
some kind of trick. I desperately want to believe that it's all
true, but the voice of reason and common sense is urging me to
remain skeptical. I can't bring myself to believe in miracles, and
I don't dare to hope for the best. Sooner or later, this all has to
fall apart.

"Why me?" I ask, turning back to face him.
"Even if all of this is true, why's it happening to me instead of
someone else? I'm not special or unusual, I've never done anything
to attract this kind of attention, so... I don't get it. Why
me?"

"I don't know," he replies calmly. "I was
hoping that maybe you would be able to explain."

"It's like someone just targeted me
randomly," I tell him.

"I think we can be fairly certain that's not
the case," he says. "Still, have a little time. There's a reason
for everything, Ms. Logan. We just have to determine what that
reason might be."


Twenty-five years ago

 


"So have you thought about college?" my
father asks as he sits at the computer, checking some information
that's come down the phone line. He turns to me. "You're smart. You
should go to college."

"What's the point?" I ask. "I'll just get
sick and drop out."

"With that attitude," he replies, "why even
bother getting out of bed in the morning?"

"My point exactly," I mutter.

"Are you still interested in math?" he
asks.

"I was never interested in math," I tell
him.

"You used to enjoy solving problems."

"That doesn't mean I want to do it
full-time," I reply. "It was just something to do when I was bored.
I'd rather just get a job at the mall so I can buy stuff for my
camera."

I look back down at the photography book I'm
trying to read, but after a moment I realize that my father is
staring at me. Although I try to ignore him, eventually I have to
look over.

"What?" I ask.

"Why don't you study photographer?" he
replies.

"Where?"

"At college, dumb-ass." He waits for me to
say something. "If it's what you want to do, go for it."

"It'd cost too much," I tell him, keen to
cut the conversation off before I get my hopes up. "We can't afford
it."

"But if we could find a way -"

"We can't," I say firmly,
looking back down at my book. I know he's still looking at me, but
there's no way I'm going to acknowledge him this time. Going to
college would be great if I didn't know that the cancer was going to
come back, and if I wasn't sure that I'd be bankrupting my parents
in the process. Besides, everything I need to know, I can learn
from books and practice. College is for other people.


Today

 


Standing in the bathroom, I stare at my
reflection in the mirror.

I look good.

Not in a vain way, but in a healthy way. I
look like someone who's never been sick. When I was dying of
cancer, I caught occasional glimpses of my reflection; not enough
to really peer closely, but enough to get a general idea of the
fact that I was wasting away. And now, just a few days after coming
to this place, I look healthier than anyone I've ever seen before.
I just hope it's not one final, cruel trick.

I keep telling myself not to believe that
this can be true, and I keep waiting for the pain to come back. The
truth, though, is that the seed of hope in my heart has begun to
grow, and I'm starting to believe that maybe, just maybe, the
cancer has somehow been beaten back. All the pain of the operation,
which keeps coming back to me in waves and flashes, seems somehow
worthwhile if it really means I've got my life back.

Finally, tears of relief
fill my eyes and I can no longer hold back the sense of hope. I'm
not going to die. I'm really, truly not going to die. Not of cancer, at
least. Somehow, for some reason and in some way that I don't even
understand, these people have cured me. Sobbing, I look down at my
hands and realize that they're trembling. I've spent so long in the
shadow of death, I don't think I even remember how to live with
hope anymore.


Twenty-five years ago

 


"There's no way you can afford this," I say,
staring at the brochures.

"Let us worry about that," my mother says
with a smile. "We've gone through our finances, and it's all okay.
We can afford to put you through college, including living expenses
and some money for equipment. We wouldn't be offering if there was
any chance it'd put us into any real hardship."

Flicking through one of the brochures, I see
pages about different photography units. Despite my initial
reservations, I'm now fascinated by the idea of spending three full
years immersed in the subject, learning everything I could ever
need to know. The only problem is, when I look at photos of the
campus, I can't imagine myself fitting in with all the happy,
smiling students. I'd be a social outcast.

"Will you at least think about it?" my
father asks.

I stare at the brochure for a moment longer,
before looking over at him.

"We've been saving," he continues, a little
unconvincingly. "Come on, let us do this for you."

I want to make him tell me the truth. I'm
convinced that this sudden ability to pay for my education has to
be linked to the same people who miraculously paid for my medical
treatment. At the same time, the thought of studying photography at
college is extremely tempting, and I don't want to do anything to
jeopardize my prospects. Whoever Dimone Halifax Industries are and
whatever they want from me, I figure I might as well take their
money.

"Okay," I say eventually, feeling a
tightening sensation in my chest as I realize that I might actually
end up at college. "How do I apply?"


Today

 


"See?" Dagwood says. "I'm sorry, but it's
ruined."

We're standing in a small room at the
facility, and my wrecked camera is on the table. It's so weird to
see the damn thing in such a state of disrepair; for most of my
life, this camera has been my closest friend, and I don't mind
admitting that I hurts to see that it has been so badly
damaged.

"I might be getting ahead of myself," he
continues, "but to me, this doesn't look like an accident. I've
dropped cameras before, and sure, you can mess them up, but this
looks like someone took a goddamn baseball bat to it or
something."

"Why would anyone do that?" I ask. "And if
they did, why would they leave the film intact?"

"They wouldn't," he replies, "not if they
knew how it worked, anyway. We might, though, be dealing with more
primitive forces."

Picking up the smashes lens, I turn it over
in my hands. For a moment, I can't help but think back to the day,
so many years ago, when my parents gave me this camera. It's the
only thing I have left from that period of my life, and although
I'm by no means a nostalgic person, I'm suddenly struck by the
feeling that a connection has been broken. My parents couldn't even
afford to run a car, and yet they saved the money to get this thing
for me. I should never have let it out of my sight.

"So here's the film," Dagwood says, opening
a small container and showing me the roll of film inside. "I've
inspected it, and as far as I can tell it seems to be completely
undamaged, which is something of a miracle. By the time the camera
was smashed, the roll must have wound back to the start." He
pauses. "It's a good job you stuck with a traditional camera rather
than digital, or this kind of recovery probably wouldn't have been
possible."

"What do you think is on here?" I ask,
reaching into the container and picking up the roll.

"What do you remember from that night?" he
asks.

"I was taking a lot of photos," I tell him.
"It was dark, and I was using the flash. I saw -"

He waits for me to finish.

"I saw Amin Bell," I continue. "I remember
it clearly. He was there."

"Then he should be in some of the images,"
he replies.

"Maybe. Maybe not."

"If I develop this film,"
he continues, "it'll just be a load of images of the church's
interior. But if you develop it, the real images should become clear. That's why I
waited so long."

"It still sounds kinda crazy," I point
out.

"It is crazy," he replies, "but I've
been pursuing Amin Bell for a long time, and I'm convinced that
your images are the best way to find him, and that he'll only
appear if you're the one who handles the film."

I turn the little plastic cartridge over in
my hand.

"We could just destroy it," I say
eventually, feeling as if maybe, after everything that has happened
recently, it's time to move on. "What does it matter if this guy
keeps appearing? Apart from curiosity, there's -"

"It matters," he says firmly. "Amin Bell
isn't just any man, Kate. He wants something, and I need to know
what. Besides, it's no coincidence that he's been appearing to you.
Even if you try to ignore the whole thing, he'll still be near you.
He thinks you can help him."

"But why?" I ask. "Why me? There's -" I
pause for a moment as a brief flash of pain flickers in the back of
my head.

"What's wrong?" Dagwood asks.

"Nothing," I reply. "Just a bit of a
headache."

"I'll get Dr. Mammone -"

"It's just a headache," I say, grabbing his
arm as he turns to leave. "After everything you did to me, can't I
just have a goddamn headache?"

"He needs to know."

"Then we'll tell him when we're done," I
insist, setting the film on the counter and grabbing the various
bottles that we're going to need once we get started. "You've
waited long enough for me to develop these images. Let's just see
what we've got here, and then we can focus on trying to -" Before I
can finish, the pain flares in my head again, and I take a moment
to regather my thoughts. This isn't the same kind of pain that I
used to experience with the cancer; this is something else
entirely, lurking somewhere in my mind.

"Kate -"

"What?" I ask, turning as I feel him touch
my shoulder.

"I'm going to get Dr. Mammone," he says,
heading for the door.

"Did you touch me?" I ask, my heart racing
as I start to realize that something feels very wrong.

He turns to me. "Just now? No. Why?"

"I felt it again," I tell him. "The same
thing I felt in the church."

He looks across the room. "There's no-one
else here."

"I felt it," I say, hurrying over to him. "I
don't want to be here by myself."

"This way," he replies, grabbing my hand and
leading me along the corridor. "It's okay," he continues, even
though his voice sounds tense, "we anticipated that this might
happen at some point. Mammone knows what to do. You trust us, don't
you?"

"I guess I don't have a choice," I reply,
wincing a little as the pain continues to burn in my mind.

"It's not the cancer," he continues, pushing
open the door that leads into one of the operation theaters. "If
you're even thinking for a second that -"

"I know it's not the cancer," I reply,
trying to stay calm.

"Hang on," he replies, hurrying over to a
window at the far end of the room and banging on the glass. "He'll
be here in a moment," he adds, before turning back to me. "You're
going to be fine, Kate, but we need to fix this thing fast."

"Fix what thing?" I ask, as the pain
starts to build and build.

"There's a reason you keep seeing Amin
Bell," he continues as he starts to grab various surgical tools
from a nearby trolley. "It's not a coincidence, and it's not going
to stop, and you can't just ignore it. He burns through
people."

"Why's he so interested in
me?" I ask, staggering over to the operating table. "Why does he
keep following me?"

"You've got his attention," he continues.
"Kate..."

I wait for him to continue.

"What?" I ask, trying to ignore the searing
pain in the back of my head.

"I know what Dr. Mammone is going to
suggest," he replies, "and it's not going to be pleasant, but I
need you to think about it properly."

I stare at him.

"There's a technique that can be used on
people who have your kind of disorder, but it's not something that
can be done forcibly. You need to consent to it, otherwise it's
just not physically possible."

"He wants to drill a hole in my head," I
reply, suddenly realizing why Dr. Mammone went to all that trouble
earlier to show me the trepanation equipment. "That's what it is,
isn't it? He wants to drill through my skull -"

"It's a method of treating the humors -"
Dagwood starts to say.

"There's no such thing as the humors," I
reply, starting to panic. "You're just a load of butchers -"

"Butchers who cured your cancer," he says
firmly. "So, clearly, butchers who know what they're doing, don't
you think? And the same applies here. To us, your cancer was just a
small ailment to be overcome, but this thing in your head, this
connection to Amin Bell, is something far more serious."

"I won't let you do it," I tell him, taking
a step back. "You're not going to start cutting me up again."

"It'll help," he replies.
"Remember when we opened your chest? That helped, didn't it? You have to
start trusting us at some point, Kate, before it's too
late."

"Before what's too late?" I ask. "I don't
even know what's wrong with me!"

"Amin Bell is part of you," he continues. "I
don't know whether it's fate or bad luck or something else, but
Amin Bell has linked himself to you and he's not going to let go,
not unless we can find a way to force him out."

"I don't even know who he is," I reply,
close to tears. "No-one -"

"He's the Devil," Dagwood replies
calmly.

I open my mouth to reply, but no words come
out.

"Amin Bell is one of the earthly
manifestations of the Devil," he continues. "I know this is a lot
to take in, but it's all true. I don't know why he's chosen you,
and I wish I could just snap my fingers and make him disappear, but
I can't. He's not going to let go, not without a fight. Maybe your
photographs captured his attention, or maybe he's been a part of
you for a lot longer, but the important point is that we have to
get him out of you."

"By cutting open my head?"

"By rebalancing your
humors," he replies firmly. "I've seen it done once before. It's a
form of exorcism, really, except that the trepanation element means
it actually works. Dr. Mammone's an expert on this kind of thing
and he will save
you, just like he saved you from the cancer, but you need to trust
him." He pauses. "You need to trust me, Kate. If you don't, you'll end
up back in the city, and this thing will keep ahold of you until it
tears you apart."

Before I can answer, a nearby door opens and
Dr. Mammone enters, with Winifred and a couple of the other nurses
a few steps further back.

"I've been telling Kate about the
procedure," Dagwood says after a moment, keeping his eyes firmly
fixed on me. "She understands the situation and the risks, and she
knows that she has to agree to this otherwise it won't work at all.
I've filled her in on the whole thing. She just needs to make a
decision."

I stand in silence, painfully aware that
they're waiting for me to say something.

"Am I really cured?" I ask eventually. "The
cancer... Is it really gone?"

"Yes," Dr. Mammone says. "I'm sure you can
feel that for yourself. Deep down, at least. It's all gone."

"And this thing in my head," I continue,
trying but failing to keep my voice from trembling. "It's not going
to go away without... without the..."

"The trepanation?" Dr. Mammone replies. "No.
No, it's not. Your body has been cured, Kate, but we need to free
your mind from this thing. Amin Bell has resided in other people in
the past, and the result has always been fatal. His presence causes
certain complications that the human body simply can't withstand.
We have an opportunity this time to expel him, but we need your
permission. If you resist in any way, the procedure will fail and
your life will be in grave danger."

"I..." I start to say, before pausing.

"Trust us," Dagwood says after a moment.
"Please. After everything we've done for you so far, trust us
again."

I close my eyes.

Silence.

Slowly, I open my eyes and realize that I
have no other option.

"Okay," I say eventually, my voice
trembling. "Okay, but you have to promise me that it'll work and
that once this is done, there'll be no more. I can't go on like
this, having bits of my body hacked up and opened."

"We'll drive him out of your head," Dr.
Mammone says, heading over to one of the trolleys and starting to
gather equipment. Behind him, the other nurses get to work, as if
they were ready for this moment. "You've made the right decision,"
he continues. "Once we're done, you'll never have to worry about
Amin Bell again. Of that, you can be absolutely certain."

"Why me?" I ask, staring
at Dagwood with tears in my eyes. "After everything else that ever
happened to me, why has this thing
chosen me?"

"I don't know," Dagwood replies, "but it was
probably a very long time ago. All we can do now is try to get rid
of it. We can't destroy it, but we can make sure that it leaves
your mind. At least this way, you'll be free from his
influence."

"You'll need to take a seat," Dr. Mammone
says, indicating a large metal chair with several straps and
restraints attached. Holding a long, thin drill in his hands, he
steps over toward me. "It's okay, Kate. We're ready to begin."

"Let me guess," I reply, staring at the
drill as it glints under the harsh lights. "I have to be conscious
for this too, don't I?"



Part Five

The Promise


Today

 


"There's no need to be scared," Dagwood says
as he sits next to me. "This is one of the oldest surgical
techniques in history. There's evidence of trepanation being
carried out in prehistoric cultures as far back as eight thousand
years ago. Of course, things have moved on a little since those
days, but while the method has fallen out of favor, evidence has
been accumulating to show -"

"It's fine," I reply, staring straight ahead
as I wait to feel the drill against my scalp. Having shaved a small
patch of hair away, Dr. Mammone has begun to apply a swab, and I
know it's only a matter of seconds, perhaps a minute at most,
before he starts the procedure.

"What would your regular doctor say if he
could see you now?" Dagwood asks.

"I'm sure he'd have a few choice words," I
reply as the head brace is adjusted, fixing my head more firmly in
place.

"Who's your regular physician?" Dr. Mammone
asks.

"Dr. Martindale," I tell him.

"Martindale?" He laughs. "That guy's a
goddamn butcher. He's always hacking bits off his patients. The man
should have been struck off years ago."

"You're in good hands here," Dagwood says
with a faint smile, as if he's amused by Dr. Mammone's little
outburst. "It's easy to get blinded by the theatrics of modern
medicine, but at least when you're here with us, you're being
looked after by people who really know what they're doing and care
about the outcome."

"Even when they're drilling into people's
head?" I ask nervously.

"I've had it done," Dagwood continues. "Just
once, but it was a profoundly moving experience that changed my
life forever, for the better."

I glance over at him.

"It was a long time ago," he adds. "When I
first came to see Dr. Mammone, I was confused and conflicted. I'd
been carrying out so much research into this type of procedure, but
I had no first-hand knowledge. To me, trepanation was just another
example of pseudo-science. I was having a crisis of confidence, and
I was just about ready to throw all my work in the trash and go do
something else with my life. And then I came here and saw the work
that Dr. Mammone was doing, and I realized that the world makes a
lot more sense if you just look at it from a different perspective.
It's as if..."

I wait for him to continue, but he seems
lost in his own thoughts for a moment.

"There's pain," he says, with a hint of
caution in his voice, "but the key thing is to not focus on the
nature of the surgery. Really, it shouldn't feel like much more
than a small cut, but the human mind is capable of exaggerating
such things by several orders of magnitude if it's allowed to run
out of control. That's part of the battle, Kate. Keep your mind in
order, and the pain will be absolutely bearable. There's a certain
degree of discipline involved, and I'm afraid that modern life
doesn't really teach most of us how to control our thoughts. Still,
there's something about you that makes me think you'll be more than
capable."

I nod, but the truth is, I'm starting to
wonder if I made the right choice by agreeing to this operation.
Then again, Dagwood and the others have already shown me that
they're more than just a bunch of amateurs, and I figure I've put
myself into worse situations at the hospital. Dr. Martindale has
sliced and diced me many times over the years, always in those
sterile rooms accompanied by hordes of assistants; this situation
with Dagwood and Dr. Mammone seems so primitive by comparison, but
at the end of the day there's something primitive about any
operation that require flesh to be cut open. Perhaps there's not
really such a big difference between these methods after all.

Clutching the chair's armrests, I take a
deep breath and wait for the drilling to start.

Dagwood looks past me and nods.

"Okay," Dr. Mammone says quietly.

I try not to flinch.

Damn it, I swear I can hear my heart beating
louder than ever.

Moments later, I feel the head of the
drill-bit being pressed firmly against my bare scalp. I shudder as
I consider pulling away, but somehow I manage to force myself to
stay in place.

"Should I close my eyes?" I ask, shocked by
how much my voice is trembling.

"It's really up to you," Dagwood
replies.

"What did you do?"

"I don't remember."

"But is it better to -"

"It's your choice," he says, taking my hand
and giving it a gentle squeeze. "Try not to panic."

I open my mouth to reply to him, but
suddenly I feel the drill being turned. Dr. Mammone is using an
old-fashioned device from several centuries ago, so there's nothing
electrical about the procedure; he's simply grinding through my
skin and then, if all goes to plan, through my skull. I brace
myself for the pain, and it comes slowly but surely as the drill
cuts through my flesh. A couple of seconds later, I feel a bead of
blood trickling across the shaved patch and then into my hair; more
blood follows soon, slowly making its way down toward the top of my
left ear. I take a deep breath and force myself to stay still as
the pain gets worse, and finally I realize that I can hear the
drill starting to grind against my skull.

"You're doing great," Dagwood says, still
holding my hand tight.

I force a smile, but tears are starting to
gather in my eyes.

"You might notice -"

Before he can finish, I let out a gasp as I
hear a loud, deep cracking sound from inside my own head. It's
almost enough to make me try to pull away, but I force myself to
stay in place as a kind of thin, sharp pain arcs over my scalp.
Tears are rolling down my cheeks and my bottom lip is trembling,
but I know it's too late to panic. I try to smile again, but
there's another cracking sound at the top of my skull.

"Is that normal?" I ask, my voice filled
with fear.

"It's going really well,"
Dagwood says firmly. "Really
well."

"But is -" I stop speaking as there's
another crack, a little quieter than before but no less alarming.
There's a rumbling sound deep in my head, and I can't help
imagining how I must look right now. The whole situation feels
alarmingly primitive, and if it wasn't for Dagwood's reassurances,
I'd probably have told Dr. Mammone to stop by now. Still, I figure
I have to stick this through, so I turn my hand over in his and
squeeze his fingers in a vain and probably foolish attempt to let
him know that I'm okay.

"Don't try to speak," he says calmly. "Just
remember what I said earlier. Experience the pain for what it is,
not for what it might be. It'll be over soon and I promise you,
you'll feel so much better."

I force another smile.

Another bead of blood runs down the back of
my head, eventually reaching the end of the hairline and dribbling
down the back of my neck. I want to reach up and wipe it away, but
arm restraints are holding me in place; besides, I'm starting to
become aware of a deep bubbling sound coming from inside my head,
as if a rush of water is surging through my brain. It's a
disorientating sensation, and after a moment I realize that it's
getting harder and harder to link my thoughts together.

"It's okay," Dagwood says again.

I take a deep breath.

Seconds later, I feel the
drill being removed. The wound hurts like hell, but I feel as if it
could hurt more if I allowed myself to start imagining the horrific
image of my skull being opened up; forcing myself to stay calm, I
try not to panic as I feel Dr. Mammone's fingers reaching into the
small hole that he's drilled. After a moment, one of his fingertips
brushes directly against my brain; it doesn't hurt, exactly, but it feels strange
and uncomfortable, and I swear I'm starting to see weird, shifting
patterns of light in front of my eyes. They're beautiful, almost as
if some other world is breaking through, but at the same time I
know that they're just illusions created by the disturbances in my
brain.

Finally, I feel a piece of bone being lifted
from my skull, followed by the sound of it being dropped into a
metal dish.

"Three-quarters of an inch by one and a
half," Dr. Mammone says quietly.

"Are you sure it needs to be that big?" asks
Winifred, the nurse.

"I know what I'm doing," Dr. Mammone
replies, sounding a little angered by the question.

"It's all going according to plan," Dagwood
continues, looking deep into my eyes. "You're doing a great job,
Kate, and now you just have to be patient. The next part of the
procedure is simply to let the pressure drop and allow air to reach
the wound. The idea is that certain elements that have been trapped
inside your head are going to be allowed a chance to escape." He
pauses. "Amin Bell is a dangerous man, and the longer he stays in
your body, the more damage he'll do. He's already caused you a lot
of pain and misery, but at least this way we're going to be able to
get rid of him."

"You -" I start to say, before taking a deep
breath. The pain is getting worse, and I'm starting to feel a
little dazed. There are gaps between my thoughts, and I'm not sure
how long they're lasting. "You make it sound like an exorcism," I
manage to say eventually.

"I guess it is," he replies. "In a way. But
I can see that you're starting to feel weak, so maybe I should just
let you sit here for a while and -"

"Don't leave me," I say suddenly.

"Kate -"

"Please," I continue, somehow mustering the
energy to talk. I squeeze his hand, hoping that he'll realize how
much I need him here. "Please," I say again, much more quietly this
time. "I want you to stay."

"The nurse will -"

"I want
you," I tell him.
"Please, stay with me."

"Of course," he replies, even though I can
see from the look in his eyes that he's uncertain. "I won't go
anywhere. You can count on me."

As Dr. Mammone leaves the room, I stare
straight ahead and try to focus on the need to remain calm.
Dagwood's presence helps, of course, but the sensation of having
part of my brain exposed is too strange to ignore, and every second
I have to fight the urge to start pulling the straps from around my
wrists so that I can get free. At the same time, I know that there
can be no more half measures; now that I've decided to trust these
people, I have to follow through and let them complete their work.
If there's even the slightest chance that they're right about Amin
Bell being in my head, I have to get him out before it's too
late.

After staring at Dagwood for a moment, I
make the mistake of blinking.


Twenty-three years ago

 


"As I'm sure you all know," Denise says,
grinning at us from the stage, "Mark Harris is one of the world's
foremost photo-journalists. His images have appeared in all the
major newspapers and magazines, and he's won numerous awards for
his depiction of war zones in almost every continent. So without
further ado, I'd like to ask you to welcome him to the stage."

Everyone claps as Denise stands aside and an
attractive man makes his way to the lectern. I clap too, just so
that no-one stares at me, but I'm more interested in the guy's
appearance. He's tall, with a thin, athletic frame and a hint of
stubble that makes it look as if he only just got out of bed. His
clothes are casual and a little faded, but there's something about
him that seems to have caught my interest. I thought today's guest
lecture would be another waste of time, and I almost skipped the
session entirely, but now I'm glad I came.

"The idea of war photography is something of
a lie," he says once the clapping has died down. "It implies that
there are places on the planet where wars are happening, and places
where they aren't. In reality, there are wars everywhere. Walk down
every street, and if you look at the world in the right way, you'll
find conflict. Two neighbors, fighting over a parking space. A man
trying to get a refund from a store. A couple, arguing about some
imagined slight that's blown up out of nowhere. These are all wars,
in a way, and the great thing is that you can take photos of them
without having to travel to Sudan or Afghanistan or one of the
other official wars. There are wars all around us. Traveling vast
distances to find a particularly obvious one is, in a way,
cheating."

There's a faint ripple of laughter from my
fellow students. I lean forward, squinting a little as I try to get
a better view of this guy.

"Here's an image I took in Nigeria," he
continues, pressing a button on his laptop. "This was about ten
years ago, in the north of the country."

Behind him, a black-and-white photo appears
on the projection board, showing a terrified woman running past the
camera. Her face looks torn, as if she's been beaten, and it's
clear that whatever she's running from, it's something that has
inspired true fear in her heart. The whole room falls silent for a
moment as we're given time to contemplate the image. No-one seems
to know quite how to react, and there are some nervous glances
among my fellow students.

"It's a very powerful image," Denise says,
as if she feels the need to make sure that we all understand how we
should be responding.

"What you can't see," Mark continues after a
few seconds, "is the gunman who was chasing her. I couldn't get him
in the frame. It was a very spur-of-the-moment image. I'd been in a
small town, taking photos of water pump installations, when I heard
the woman screaming. It was probably an incredibly foolish and
dangerous thing to do, but I went to see what was happening. My
instinctive reaction was to raise the camera and take a photo, and
that decision has always haunted me. But by the time I took the
photo, the gun had already been fired. In fact, if you look at the
right-hand-side of the image, you can see the faintest blur." He
pauses for effect. "That's the bullet."

The silence in the room is palpable now. We
all know that we're staring at an image of the final second of that
woman's life.

"It's my theory," he adds, "that the gunman
pulled the trigger at the exact same moment that I hit the button
on my camera to take this photo. By the time the aperture opened,
the bullet had almost reached its target, and within a fraction of
a second the woman was dead. I suppose it would be somehow symbolic
if I told you that her blood sprayed onto the camera itself, but
that didn't happen. Perhaps it should, though. By the time I
lowered the camera and realized what had just happened, the gunman
had come over to check that the woman was dead. He kicked her body
over, and then he turned to me, and..."

He pauses.

"What do you think happened next?"

Silence.

"Come on," he continues. "Someone must have
a guess. This guy knew I'd just photographed him murdering an
unarmed woman. I was standing there, with just a camera in my
hands, completely defenseless. There was no-one around who was
going to help me. So what do you think the gunman did next?"

Again, silence.

"I'll give you a clue," he adds. "He'd
definitely noticed me. I wasn't hiding, and I certainly didn't have
armed guards with me. I guess you could say I was very naive being
out there without protection, but this was the best part of a
decade ago, when I was barely in my twenties. I thought I was
invincible."

"Come on," Denise says after a moment,
clearly a little embarrassed by the fact that no-one has made a
suggestion yet. "Someone must have a guess."

"I'll give you another clue," Mark
continues. "He didn't kill me."

Nervous laughter fills the room.

"He threatened you," someone calls out.
"Like, with his gun. He threatened to shoot you if you showed the
picture to anyone."

"No," Mark says with a faint smile.
"Thankfully, that's not what he did. Try again."

"He ran away!" someone else suggests.

"No," Mark continues, "he didn't run
away."

"He asked to see the photo?" asks another
voice.

"No," Mark says. "He didn't ask to see the
photo." He waits for another suggestion. "Anyone else got any
ideas?" he asks. "I'll be honest with you, I ask this question
every time I speak to students, and no-one has ever guessed the
right answer. When I tell them, they always smile, but they never
guess."

As the other students start offering various
guesses, I find myself unable to stop staring at the image on the
screen. It's hard to believe that the faint blur on one side of the
picture is a bullet, and that less than a second later the woman
was dead. For a moment, I feel almost as if I'm being drawn into
the image, as if I'm imagining what it must have been like to have
been the one standing in that Nigerian town, staring through a
viewfinder and watching as a woman was killed. Finally, feeling a
strange sense of nausea in the pit of my stomach, I get to my feet
and hurry toward the door at the back of the room.

"Kate!" Denise calls out. "Are you
okay?"

Once I'm out in the corridor, I hurry along
to the bathroom and finally lock myself in one of the stalls. I
take a series of deep breaths, but something deep in my body seems
to be very wrong. Lifting the lid of the toilet, I kneel and stare
down into the water, and somehow the smell of the bleach makes me
feel a little better. I don't know what it was about that photo,
but it seemed to eat away at me and slip into my soul, and now it
seems to be a part of me. I just don't understand how other people
can look at images and not feel the same way.

It's as if there's something wrong with
everyone else.


Today

 


Suddenly the room seems darker and quieter,
and Dagwood is gone.

Someone is pacing about nearby, but I can't
turn my head to look. I can hear footsteps, though, and a voice
muttering on the other side of the room. I try so hard to turn my
eyeballs to the right, eventually they start to hurt. The footsteps
come closer for a moment and the muttering becomes louder, and I
become aware of someone moving around behind me.

I try to speak, but it's as if my mouth no
longer exists.

"This isn't how it was supposed to be," the
voice says suddenly.

Seconds later, a figure shuffles into view
and walks over to the nearby workbench. From behind, I can already
recognize him as the same figure that appeared in some of my
photos. It's Amin Bell, and he's muttering away to himself as he
leans over the workbench, his hunched back bulging beneath a
tattered gray business suit. For a moment, he seems preoccupied by
something on the bench, but finally he turns and stares at me with
wide, bulging eyes.

"Can you hear me?" he asks, before putting
the tips of his fingers in his mouth. After a moment, I realize
that he's biting his nails, and as he hurries over and leans close
to stare at me, he tears of a strip of fingernail and flicks it to
the floor. "Give me some kind of sign," he continues, sounding
nervous and agitated.

I try to say something, but I still can't
find my mouth.

Leaning over me, he seems to be examining
the hole in my scalp. As the fabric of his jacket brushes against
my face, I smell tobacco and freshly-cut wood. For a moment, I'm
reminded of something that happened when I was much younger; I was
standing in my father's workshop and...

My father's workshop...

The memory is in my mind, but it's scrunched
up and I can't find the edges.

My father's workshop...

"The human brain is a
marvelous thing," Amin Bell continues, still leaning over me.
"No-one understands it fully, and if anyone says they
do, they're either lying
or they're so ignorant, they've allowed themselves to believe that
they've solved a puzzle that's -"

I wait for him to finish.

"Interesting," he adds.
"They removed a lot of material around the edges of the wound. Sometimes I wonder
if this guy maybe knows what he's doing after all. I guess he was
worried about infection, but he's really gone to town, almost as if
he's desperate to make sure that something comes out of there... or
gets in. Then again, I guess that's what he wants us all to think,
isn't it? All these fly-by-night doctors are very good at making
themselves seem professional, but when push comes to shove, can they really
perform miracles?"

He crouches in front of me and stares
straight at my face. His eyes, wide and bloodshot, seem to be
peering into my soul, and although I want to push him away, all I
can do is wait as his hot, foul-smelling breath fills my
nostrils.

"Why did you let them do this to you?" he
asks. "I've seen you before, haven't I? You were taking photographs
of me. Don't try to deny it, I remember your face. You were
stumbling around in the dark, hoping to get a shot of me, and then
later in your darkroom you'd stare at the images as they developed
and hope... The bulb would flash and I'd try to hide, but you just
kept coming. Always in churches, wasn't it? That's where you found
me. Most people wouldn't have even noticed, but you wanted to
distract yourself from the reality of your impending death. You
were so goddamn desperate from the start, weren't you?"

Again, I try to speak, and this time I feel
as if I'm getting closer. My lips move, but no words come out.

"You've fallen in with the wrong people," he
continues. "The devil has a smooth tongue and he can persuade
anyone, even someone who's supposed to be smart, that black is
white, or right is wrong, or up is down. You get the idea. I heard
what he said about me, and it's lies, all of it. The thing you have
to remember, though, is that..." He pauses. "Here's the thing about
pure evil," he says after a moment. "It has to hide its form, or it
becomes infinitely horrifying. Whatever they tell you about me,
they're lying. Do you understand? They're lying."

"You're going to be fine,"
Dagwood's voice says suddenly, and although I can't see him, I can
feel someone squeezing my hand. It's as if he's here but not here
at the same time, and I'm not certain but I think someone has fiddling with the
hole in my skull, breaking away new pieces of bone and... It's hard
to stay focused, and I'm worried that the gaps between my thoughts
are getting longer.

"Who -" I manage to say.

"Who?" Amin Bell asks. "I don't know what
you want. Why did you let them cut your head open? Huh? Some kind
of misplaced faith in the medicine of yesteryear? Are you a goddamn
fool? There's a reason people don't go around drilling holes in
their heads anymore. Then again, I guess desperation is common
among those who fear they're going to die soon. Some of them take
herbal pills, others visit faith healers, and you let a bunch of
savages start carving your body up. It's all the same in the end,
though, isn't it?"

"They cured me," I reply.

"You really think so?"

"I can feel it."

"Are you sure?"

"It's gone," I continue, even though I'm
aware that I probably sound naive. "I swear, it's gone..."

"Well, maybe..." He pauses. "Right or wrong.
Life and death. These things are almost interchangeable. Almost..."
His voice trails off for a moment. "It's a shame you lost that
book. It would have explained everything eventually, but..."
Another pause, as if he's desperately trying to think of a way to
explain things to me. "You'll see me again," he adds. "All this
bullshit about splitting your head open, it's just their way of
distracting you from the truth. Don't let your fear of death cloud
your judgment. It's coming, you know."

"What is?" I ask.

"The thing I've been trying to hold
back."

"What?"

He smiles.

"You are going to die," he says after a
moment. "Maybe not how and when you think, but soon. There's no
escaping it. I can see your entire life right now, right in front
of me, and there's a hell of a lot more in the past than the
future. You're almost at the end, and there's nothing you can do
about it. It's so nearly over for you." He smiles. "Oh, and the
Devil is definitely around, but he's better at hiding than you
could possibly imagine."

I open my mouth to ask what he means, but
instead I make the mistake of blinking again.
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"Are you okay?"

Glancing over my shoulder, I see that Mark
Harris is standing outside the library, smoking a cigarette. I
guess I must have walked right past him without noticing.

"Sorry," he adds with a faint smile. "You
were in my lecture earlier, right? I noticed you running out near
the beginning. I hope it wasn't anything I said."

"No," I reply, feeling distinctly
uncomfortable. "I just... I was sick."

"You didn't make a suggestion," he
continues. "Everyone else came up with an idea about what the
gunman did once he'd shot the woman in the photo, but you left
before you could offer something."

"I..." I pause for a moment. "I have no
idea."

He takes a long drag on his cigarette. "This
guy had just murdered a woman in cold blood," he says after a
moment, fixing me with a calm, measured stare. "I'd caught it on
camera, and she wasn't the first person he'd killed. Hell, he was
known throughout the region as a cold-blooded bastard with a
tendency to shoot anyone who even looked at him the wrong way. I
mean, he really was evil. I hesitate to use that word about a human
being, but in this case it seems appropriate. You could see it in
his eyes. I barely even had time to think, but I remember feeling,
as I lowered the camera and we made eye contact, that I was about
to become his latest victim."

I wait for him to continue.

"Obviously that didn't happen," he adds with
a faint smile. "Do you know what he did? He swung his gun over his
shoulder, smoothed down the creases on the front of his shirt, and
then he took off his cap and fixed his hair. And then... he asked
me to take a photo of him. He stood there, smiling like a young boy
having his first school photo, and he waited while I took the
photo. Then he smiled, thanked me, and wrote his address on a piece
of paper. He said he wanted a copy. And then he turned and walked
away." He takes another drag on the cigarette. "It was by far the
creepiest thing that's ever happened to me."

"Did you send it?" I ask.

"The photo?" He nods. "I developed that
particular roll of film a few weeks later while I was staying in
Jos. The picture of the gunman was pretty good; not my best work,
but not bad either. I made an extra copy, slid it into an envelope,
and wrote the guy's address on the front before posting it. I have
no idea if he received it, or what he thought of it, but yeah, I
sent it. Maybe I shouldn't have indulged him, but somehow I felt
obliged. I swear, though, when that photo was being developed the
first time, I almost expected to see the Devil's face. It was the
one and only time I've ever photographed someone who I felt had
pure evil in their heart."

Although I can tell that he's waiting for me
to say something, my mind is blank. I just want to get into the
library, but I know I should make some kind of comment.

"I'm here for a few
weeks," he continues, stubbing his cigarette out on the wall before
dropping it into the trash. "I hope you feel better in time for my
next lecture. I've seen your fellow students' work and frankly, it
was all garbage. Maybe I can see your work some time and you can
rescue the reputation of this college. Next week's project is a
self-portrait. It'll be good to see what you can bring to the
table."

Once he's headed inside, I pause for a
moment, hoping to let him get far enough ahead so that I don't
accidentally bump into him again. I've always avoided taking a
self-portrait, but now I guess I don't have any choice. Making my
way into the library, I try to tell myself that everything's going
to be okay, but in the pit of my stomach there's a growing feeling
that I'm being watched. Finally, convinced that someone's standing
right behind me, I turn to look.

Nothing.
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Opening my eyes again, I realize that
everything has changed. My whole body is trembling and I'm staring
up at some kind of fabric, and after a moment I turn to see that
I'm in the back seat of a car.

"It's okay," Dagwood says
from the driver's seat. "You can
sleep if you want. We're still about half an hour
from your apartment."

"I..." Pausing, I stare out the window and
see that we're heading back to the city. For a few seconds, nothing
makes sense and I can barely even remember who I am. I blink a
couple of times, and finally a set of vague impressions start to
blossom in my mind. "What happened?" I ask. "Where are you taking
me?"

He smiles. "You're suffering from
intermittent memory loss," he says. "It's a very common side-effect
of the procedure. Don't worry, it'll pass, but you might be a
little confused for a while. I'll stay with you until you can cope
on your own. It might take a few hours, maybe even a week before
the healing process is over, but you'll see a gradual improvement.
You're already a lot better than you were yesterday."

"My head," I reply, reaching up and running
my fingers through my hair until I reach the bald spot, which seems
to have begun to grow over with a layer of stubble. After a moment,
I realize that I can feel a faint ridge, as if the skin is
healing.

"Don't pick at the scab," he says
suddenly.

I run my fingers along a piece of crusty
skin.

"It's been three weeks since the operation,"
he continues, watching me in the rear-view mirror. "Three weeks of
rest and recovery, mainly, but Dr. Mammone was also very careful to
ensure that there was no risk of infection. As you can imagine,
that's one of the main dangers with an operation of this type, but
fortunately there are some modern methods that can be very useful.
Alongside the leeches, of course." He pauses. "You don't remember
any of it, do you?"

"Any of what?" I ask, still struggling to
pull my thoughts together.

"You've been staying with us at the
facility," he continues. "You spent a lot of time sleeping, but you
were up and about for a while too. We talked, we discussed the
situation, Dr. Mammone told you about some of the other procedures
that he carries out from time to time. You started to become very
interested in the way that the hospital works, but it was difficult
to get anything done since..." He pauses. "Well, to be honest,
Kate, every morning you'd wake up and have no memory of the
previous day. It became a little frustrating after a while, because
we had to explain everything over and over again. Some mornings you
were easier to persuade than others. You panicked occasionally, and
you even tried to escape at one point. For your own safety, we had
to come after you and force you to stay with us. It wasn't very
easy for any of us, but we got there in the end."

"That's not possible," I
tell him, even though somewhere in the back of my mind I can feel
that maybe a great deal of time has
passed. "There's no way I could forget three
weeks of my life."

"Why not?" he asks. "You endured a very
invasive surgical procedure. In fact, you've been lucky. Some of
the other subjects have experienced much more severe side-effects,
but yours were limited to memory issues, and they've begun to calm
down. Dr. Mammone and I eventually decided that you'd be better off
at home, surrounded by familiar things and people, so that's where
I'm taking you right now. A few hours ago, you completely agreed
with us, but I guess you don't remember at all, do you?"

I shake my head, still feeling the scar on
my scalp. I guess there's no denying the fact that the wound seems
to have healed over remarkably well, and the stubbly growth of hair
is definitely a few weeks old. Looking out the window, I realize
that there also seems to have been a subtle change in the world, as
if we're on the cusp of one season giving way to another.

"The hole was left open for three days and
three nights," he continues. "You seemed agitated some of the time,
but that's fairly normal. You were talking for a while, even when
there didn't seem to be anyone else in the room, but we figured you
were experiencing some mild hallucinations. I'm sorry the procedure
lasted longer than we expected; it's just that Dr. Mammone wanted
to be absolutely certain that it would be a success. You'll be
pleased to know, however, that so far it seems Amin Bell is
completely out of your system."

"He's gone?" I ask.

"Over the past few weeks,
we've conducted various tests. Obviously it's a little difficult to
be absolutely certain, but we have certain methods we can use to
detect that kind of presence and so far there's been no sign of
him, not even once. That doesn't mean he's disappeared completely,
but it does mean
he probably won't bother you again. He's moved on. You're
free."

I smile awkwardly, but the truth is, none of
this quite makes sense to me. I remember Amin Bell appearing to me
while I was undergoing the procedure, and I have a faint memory of
him leaning close to my face and talking; after that, however,
everything is kind of blank, although I have the impression of
various other memories jostling for position at the edge of my
mind. I try to relax, to let the memories flood my consciousness,
but something seems to be holding them back.

"You're going to be okay, Kate," Dagwood
continues after a moment. "I know it must be hard to believe, but I
swear to you, you're going to be okay. It's all over."

I try to reply, but suddenly I'm overcome by
a powerful wave of nausea. For a moment, I feel as if I'm about to
vomit, but finally it passes and I simply sit back and try to take
a series of deep, slow breaths. As we get closer and closer to the
city, however, the feeling of nausea continues to bubble away in my
stomach, and finally the car heads across the bridge and I start to
feel an ominous sense of impending doom. Whatever Dagwood says, I
know this isn't over. Somewhere deep in my body, something is still
very wrong.
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Once the camera is ready, I take a step back
and realize that there's no point delaying things any longer.

I've arranged a stool over by the window of
my cramped little bedroom, and I figure I should just get this over
with. I set the timer for one minute before sitting on the stool
and waiting. I hate taking self-portraits, and this is the first
time I've turned the camera on myself since I was out by the
trestles a couple of years ago. Still, the last thing I want is to
end up in an argument at school, so I just patiently and wait.

Finally, the timer reaches zero and the
camera lets out a brief click, followed by a whirring sound. Glad
that the experience is over, I remove the film and head to the
dark-room.
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"Complete remission," Dr. Martindale says as
he examines my latest test results. "This is..." He pauses, as if
he has to read them again just to be certain. "This is remarkable,
but all your numbers are more or less normal. Hell, you're probably
one of the healthiest people in this hospital right now." He turns
to me. "How did you do it? Did you make a deal with the devil?"

"I guess I was just lucky," I reply,
shifting uncomfortably in my seat.

"This isn't luck," he continues, setting the
print-outs down before typing his password into the computer on his
desk. "Kate, the way your body has reacted to treatment is
unprecedented. In all my time here at the hospital, not only have I
never seen this kind of recovery, I've never even heard of a
patient responding so well. Believe me, I keep up to date with all
the latest developments in the medical world, and your recovery
over the past couple of months has been nothing short of
miraculous." He types something into the system. "I don't use that
word lightly, either," he adds. "I'm not a religious man,
but..."

I wait for him to finish.

"So I'm clear?" I ask eventually, still
finding it hard to believe that this could really be happening. I'm
scared to latch onto hope too soon, but at the same time, the
astonishment in Dr. Martindale's voice is hard to ignore. "I'm
cured?"

"Let's not get carried
away," he replies. "I'll be honest with you; I had your numbers
re-done three times, just to be sure that they were accurate. Now
we need to find out how
your body managed to beat the cancer."

"You thought I was dying," I reply.

"I thought..." He pauses. "Yes," he says
eventually. "To be blunt with you, I was convinced we'd lose
you."

"So it's over?" I ask. "I can just walk out
of here?"

"Not so fast," he replies. "Kate, whatever's
happened to your body, we need to understand it so we can try to
replicate the effect in other patients. Somehow, our treatment
managed to trip some kind of deep physiological defense system,
almost as if we fumbled around in the dark until we accidentally
hit a switch we never even knew existed. Although I'd like to take
full credit for your recovery, I can't. My best guess right now is
that we inadvertently triggered some kind of dormant biological
process that acted to fight the cancer. If we can understand how
that happened... Well, I don't need to tell you that the
implications for cancer research could be profound."

"Are you sure something else couldn't have
helped?" I ask, wondering whether I should mention the procedures I
underwent with Dr. Mammone.

"Such as?"

"I tried some alternative therapies," I say
cautiously. "I wanted to cover all the bases."

"What kind of therapies?" he asks.

"I saw another doctor," I continue, choosing
my words with care, "and he used some techniques that were kind of
unorthodox."

"Go on."

I pause for a moment. "Leeches," I say
eventually.

"Leeches?"

I nod.

"Right," he continues with a faint smile.
"Kate, I think you should be very cautious about ascribing your
recovery to some kind of new-age nonsense. Leeches have a role to
play in modern medicine, but I'm afraid that role has nothing to do
with cancer. I hope you didn't pay too much to this charlatan."

"I didn't have to pay anything," I
reply.

"Still," he continues, "I really don't think
leeches cured your cancer."

"What about trepanation?" I ask.

He raises an eyebrow.

"Drilling a hole in the -"

"I know what it is," he replies,
interrupting me. "Kate, please tell me you didn't consider
something like that. It's pure savagery."

"I might have... considered it," I tell
him.

"This is what I hate about alternative
therapies," he replies. "These people pray on the vulnerabilities
of people who are terrified. They make all sorts of bogus promises
and offer false hope, but the whole thing is really just a form of
shamanism. Unfortunately, even intelligent young women such as
yourself can fall for such things. I'm not against them as a form
of entertainment, but sometimes I have patients who want to eschew
proper medical treatment in favor of the kind of bullshit that's
peddled by these dangerous fools." He pauses. "Leeches are
harmless, but I'm very glad you didn't let anyone drill a hole in
your head."

I smile politely.

"I want to run a series of tests," he
continues, "to -"

"No," I say, getting to my feet as I'm
filled with a sudden urge to get the hell out of this place. "No
tests. I'm sorry, but it's just not going to happen."

"Kate, we have to -"

"No tests," I say firmly, before grabbing my
bag and heading to the door.

"Kate, be reasonable -"

"I've been reasonable," I continue, stopping
and turning to him. "I think I've been more reasonable than anyone
could possibly have expected, but I'm done with it now."

"Kate, this could help us find a cure for
cancer that would help billions of people." He pauses, as if he
expects to be able to change my mind. "I shouldn't say this," he
continues, "but in my opinion, it would be absolutely indefensible
for you to walk away and refuse to let us study your body's
responses to the treatment."

"I'm sorry," I tell him. "I can't help
you."

Ignoring his continued protestations, I turn
and head out of his office. I know he's right, but there's no way
I'm going to let him start poking around in my body again. I'm sure
Dr. Mammone is going to make the results of his work available to
the public soon, as it's not as if the world will be denied a
chance to benefit from his work. As for me, however, I'm done with
hospitals and doctors. I just want to get back to my old life.
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"Hang on," I mutter, as my phone continues
to ring in the other room.

I'm almost done developing the film, but
someone keeps trying to call me, and they don't seem to understand
that I'm busy. The ring-tone stops eventually, but sure enough it
starts up again a moment later. Once I've hung the last of the
images to dry, I slip out of the dark-room and find that, as
expected, it's Bella who seems desperate to get in touch.

"I'm busy," I tell her as I answer.

"Too busy to come and watch me get a new
tattoo?" she asks.

"Kinda."

"Whatever it is," she continues, "just put
it on hold. I had the most amazing idea last night, and I wanna get
it inked before I forget it. You have to come, Kate. I don't wanna
go into too much detail, but let's just say that I might have
trouble walking for a day or two."

Sighing, I realize that this is one of those
situations where she's never going to accept that I'm too busy.
Figuring that I might as well leave the photos hanging for now, I
tell her I'll meet her at the studio. I'm sure her 'amazing idea'
is going to be something scruffy and embarrassing, but it's not my
place to talk her out of another dumb decision. Besides, it'd be
good to get outside. I haven't left the apartment for days and,
even by my usual standards, I'm turning into something of a
hermit.
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"No," I say as I hold the camera up and look
through the viewfinder, "definitely not digital. It has to be real
film."

"Do you know how many customers come in here
every week, saying exactly the same thing?" asks Angelo, the owner
of the camera shop I've been frequenting ever since I moved to New
York. "They get all up on their high horse, telling me how film has
more soul and digital photography is just a bunch of pixels, and do
you know what I say to them in return?"

Lowering the camera, I turn to him.

"Nothing," he continues
with a smile. "I just let 'em splash out thousands of bucks more
than they need. The film models give me a much better margin,
especially when you start adding the fact that I sell all the
peripherals as well. I love
it when a customer insists on buying a film
camera, 'cause I know they'll be back soon for chemicals and God
knows what other equipment. The truth, though, is that I know I
should push digital on 'em a little more. It's the
future."

"I don't care about the future," I tell him.
"I just care about the camera." Looking down at the camera in my
hands, I can't help but wonder if I've chosen the right one. None
of the models I've tried in the shop today have felt quite right,
but I guess it's only natural that it'll take me some time to get
used to whatever I choose. There's no way I could be lucky enough
to make an instant connection. "The camera's everything," I say
quietly. "The camera's the most important thing."

"Even though you're gonna be paying about
fifteen hundred dollars more than you would if you just sucked it
up and went digital?"

"Even though," I say with
a faint smile. "If I bought a digital camera, I'd just end up
putting it on a shelf and staring out the window, imagining all the
photos I could be taking if I had a proper camera."

"What happened to your old one?" he asks,
heading back behind the counter.

"There was an accident."

"What kind of accident?"

"It doesn't matter," I reply, hoping that he
won't press me too hard. "I put that old thing through a hell of a
lot over the years, so I guess it was inevitable that one day I'd
go too far and something would happen. It lasted a lot longer than
most."

"That's a shame," he continues as he starts
ringing up the new camera I'm buying. "You always seemed so
attached to that thing, like it was a part of you. I swear, I'd
given up on the idea of you ever walking through my door and
telling me you needed a whole new unit. Then again, over the years
I guess you spent a hell of a lot on repairs, right? I don't mind
telling you, Kate, you're probably the best customer I've ever had.
You know what you want and you don't get wrapped up in silly
arguments."

"Arguments are a waste of time," I tell him
as I set the camera down on the counter. "That's why I like
cameras. They never argue with you. If you use an unusual
technique, they don't ask if you're sure. They just do what you
want them to do. When you turn the focus ring, they don't push back
and try to overrule you."

"Spoken like someone who had a bad time at
school," he says with a smile.

"I studied photography for a while," I
reply, "and it definitely wasn't for me. I mean, obviously the
photography itself was for me, but the teacher was an asshole and I
ended up just wanting to knock a brick over the back of her head.
She was too focused on technique, but she didn't make allowances
for the soul of each camera."

"You think a camera has a soul?" he asks as
he puts the camera in its box and scans the tag.

"I don't think," I reply. "I know. Every
camera's different."

"So when your old camera finally died -"

"It was like losing a friend," I tell him.
"I know I probably sound pretentious and overly sensitive, but
honestly, that's how it felt. It's how it still feels, in a way.
It's going to take me a long time to get used to a new one, but I
figure I just need to bite the bullet and get on with it. The
world's not going to wait for me, is it?"

"And you're okay?" he asks, with a slightly
cautious tone in his voice. "I mean, in terms of your
health..."

"I'm fine," I tell him as I pull my wallet
out from my pocket. Once I've paid, I grab the camera and turn to
walk away. "I've never better, actually," I add. "I've been -"

"Mark Harris was in here last week," he says
suddenly, almost as if he's been bottling the sentence in since I
walked through the door.

I pause, as the words hang in the air
between us.

"I don't know why I mentioned that," he
continues, evidently feeling a little uncomfortable. "I just...
Yeah, he came in to buy some of that old Kodak stock I have out
back. You remember the consignment I got right before they stopped
selling that particular batch. Harris is crazy for 'em, so I keep
the whole lot back and he comes to buy some every six months or
so." He pauses. "Sorry, I just -"

"It's fine," I reply, determined not to let
my nerves show. "How is he?"

"Good. I guess." He pauses again. "He asked
if I'd seen you, and I said I hadn't. 'Cause, you know, it's been a
while since you were in."

"That's nice of him," I reply, turning and
heading out the door. As soon as I'm sure that Angelo can't see me
through the window of his store, I stop and lean against the wall.
I feel like I've just run a marathon, and it takes a couple of
minutes before I'm able to fully get my breath back. The thought
that I could some day bump into Mark Harris again is enough to
drive terror through my soul. Still, I guess maybe we'd barely even
recognize each other after all these years. It's been a long time
since we used to hang out, and I'm pretty confident that the cancer
has changed my appearance a little, making me look older and more
gaunt, and maybe taking away the last of any puppy fat I might have
still had back in college.

Once I've got my head together, I turn and
make my way along the sidewalk. I need to distract myself from
thoughts of Mark Harris, and there's only one method that'll
definitely work.
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"That guy keeps looking at you," Bella says,
leaning toward me across the table. "Over in the corner, by the
bar. I swear, he's interested."

"I think I'll pass," I reply, taking a sip
of beer.

"Aren't you even going to check him out?"
she asks. "He's got that hot older guy vibe going on."

It's late afternoon, and having sat with
Bella while she got her ass tattooed, I'm now being repaid with
beer. I don't particularly feel like drinking, but it's better than
sitting around mindlessly waiting or my photos to be ready, and
besides, I'm not particularly keen to see the results of my
self-portrait. I hate looking at myself.

"He saw me," Bella hisses suddenly, with a
hint of panic in her voice. "Crap, he knows I saw him!"

"Just ignore him," I say firmly.

"He's coming over!" she whispers.

Sighing, I realize that it was mistake to
come to the bar with her.

"Kate, right?" says a voice nearby.

Turning, I'm shocked to find Mark Harris
approaching the table, with a bottle of beer in his hand.

"Hi," I stutter, barely able to work out
what to say. "I... Yeah."

"Sorry," he continues with a faint smile, "I
wasn't sure if it was you. I'm afraid I'd usually terrible at
recognizing people, but..." He pauses, and a certain degree of
awkwardness seems to be filling the space between us. "You know
what?" he adds. "I should just leave you two alone -"

"Nonsense," Bella replies, schooching over
and patting the seat next to her. "We were bored stiff anyway.
Maybe you can entertain us." She turns to me, while simultaneously
nudging my leg under the table. "Kate, aren't you gonna introduce
me to your friend?"

"I'm not sure he's..." I pause, and as Mark
sits down, I can't help thinking that he's already regretting the
decision to come over. "Bella, this is Mark Harris. He's a
photographer, he's doing some work at my school. Mark, this is my
friend Bella from back home."

"Pleased to meet you," she says, shaking
Mark's hand. "So what do you think of Kate's work, huh? She's a
future star, right?"

"Actually," he replies, "I haven't see any
of it yet."

"You're missing out," she continues with a
big, fake grin. "Kate's got a total knack when it comes to taking
photos. Me, I usually cut off the tops of people's heads, that kind
of thing. Good job I work in fashion, right? But Kate knows what
she's doing. She's into all that technical stuff like real film and
development fluids and..." She pauses as she runs out of words.
"She knows her fluids," she adds finally, clearly trying to stir
things up a little. "That's the one thing I can guarantee you about
Kate. She definitely knows her fluids."

"You prefer film to digital?" Mark asks
me.

"Digital's so primitive," I point out.

"Give it twenty years," he replies, "and it
might just catch up. Then again, I don't think it'll ever really be
able to rival the unpredictability of film. The whole point of
digital is that it's bound by rules concerning the way things
should happen, whereas film is a beast that can never fully be
wrangled. It's the difference between riding a well-trained pony or
riding a thoroughbred. No matter how well you train the
thoroughbred, you can never be certain it won't rear up and give
you a shock." He pauses, and finally a broad smile spreads across
his face. "And now I've just made myself sound like a pretentious
ass!"

"Nonsense," Bella replies, giving him a
playful, slightly drunk punch on the arm. "You sound like Kate when
she's had a few beers and starts boring my tits off about
cameras."

"I really should see some of your work," he
tells me. "As I said the other day, most student work is dull, and
I haven't seen a single worthwhile photo since I arrived here. I'm
counting on you to show me that I haven't accidentally turned up at
the most talentless school in the whole country."

"I'm not that good," I reply.

"Ignore her," Bella says, grabbing her beer
and clinking it first against Mark's bottle, and then against mine.
"Kate's a great photographer," she adds, nudging my leg under the
table again. "Trust me on this. When she finally shows you her
stuff, you're gonna be blown away."


Today

 


It takes a while to set the room up, but
finally I'm ready.

It's late afternoon, and the sound of city
traffic drift in through the open window. I'm in my bedroom, since
the light is better in here around this time of day, and I've got
various reflectors positioned so that they'll cast light on a stool
next to the bed. Over by the wall, my new camera is set up on the
old tripod I've been lugging around for years, and although I'm
still fussing with the lighting, I know deep down that everything's
been in position for a few minutes now.

There are no more excuses.

With a tightening sensation in my chest, I
head over to the camera and start fiddling with the timer
mechanism. This is going to be the first photo I ever take with the
camera I bought earlier today at Angelo's, so I figure it's the
perfect time to break my rule about never taking a self-portrait.
There's a part of me that knows this is going to be a huge mistake,
but another part of me thinks that after everything that has
happened lately, I should probably take the leap.

I guess there's a chance that nothing will
happen.

Once the timer is set for one minute, I head
over to the stool and take a seat. I intentionally didn't change my
clothes or fix my hair for this photo, since I want it to be raw
and authentic; besides, making myself look good is hardly the
point, so all that kind of crap is completely superfluous. Taking a
deep breath, I stare at the camera lens and continue the countdown
in my head. It should be down around thirty-five by now, so all I
need to do is wait another half a minute or so, and finally this
burden will be off my back forever.

That's the theory, anyway.

"Twenty," I mutter, still staring at the
lens. "Nineteen, eighteen..."

As I continue to count out loud, my mind
inevitably drifts back to the last time I tried to take a
self-portrait. The events of that day are not something I ever like
to contemplate, but right now I feel as if I'm poised to drive out
the demons that took roost in my head all those years ago. I always
knew this day would come, and that I'd eventually find the courage
to go through with another self-portrait, but still... It's hard to
contemplate the fact that this might go horribly wrong.

"Ten," I whisper.

It's crazy, really. I should have done this
a long time ago. Instead, I let myself get worked up to the extent
that I was no longer able to step in front of a camera. All this
worry and fear has probably been for nothing.

"Five," I continue. "Four, three -"

At the last moment, a surge of panic roars
up through my body. I try to fight it, but in the end I get up from
the stool and rush toward the camera. I almost make it, before the
flash goes off and the image is recorded. By the time I get over to
the tripod, my mind is racing as I try to work out whether I got
out of the shot in time. With trembling fingers, I open the side of
the camera and pull out the roll of film. It's a total waste, of
course, since there's only one exposure, but despite my confidence
earlier, I'm suddenly convinced that taking a self-portrait today
would be as dangerous and damaging as it was all those years
ago.

Setting the roll of film aside, I take a
deep breath and try to stay calm. I can never develop that picture.
If there's even a chance of the same thing happening as last time,
I can't take the risk.


Twenty-three years ago

 


"Eyes," Mark says as we stand in the chamber
and wait for the elevator to reach the fourth floor. "Does that
surprise you?"

"I'm not quite sure what
you mean," I reply. The truth is, I'm starting to regret inviting
him back to my apartment. Hell, I didn't invite him, not really; Bella
set the whole thing up, and after drinking a few beers during the
afternoon, I was just drunk enough to let her. Now I feel like a
complete fool, and I know he's just going to politely leave once
he's seen a few of my crappy photos.

"I can always tell a good photographer by
looking at their eyes," he continues. "When I came to speak to your
class the other day, I looked out at the students and saw a lot of
plain, empty eyes staring back at me. I wasn't surprised when all
their work turned out to be lacking. But your eyes really caught my
attention, Kate, and that's why I'm excited to see your work." He
pauses. "Sorry, I hope I'm not putting you under too much
pressure."

I smile politely, as the chamber stops and
the doors slide open. Leading him toward my door, I keep trying to
think of an excuse that might get him to turn around.
Unfortunately, I can't come up with a damn thing, and finally I
have no choice but to unlock the door and let him into my small,
cluttered apartment.

"Nice," he says, clearly being diplomatic.
"It reminds me of my student place when I first came to the
city."

"Sorry about the mess," I mutter, grabbing
the sheets from the floor and shoving them back onto the bed, along
with a pile of dirty clothes.

"I don't care about the mess," he replies.
"Show my your photos. Not your best work, either. Show me
everything."

"I keep most of it in a locker at school," I
tell him as I head over to my desk. Picking up the nearest folder,
I open it up and find that it's full of a bunch of landscape images
I took a few weeks ago. I grab another folder, but this one is just
a study I did for class, and I sure as hell can't show it to
Mark.

"You're already trying to filter things," he
says, coming over and grabbing a random folder from the desk.
"You're over-thinking the process."

"No, I -"

Before I can say anything, he opens the
folder, and to my surprise I see that it's some of my oldest work:
photos of the railroad trestles back home, including the shots of
the mysterious man who appeared in some of the images. I feel as if
I should explain what happened, but I don't want Mark to think that
I'm losing my mind.

"Those were the first pictures I took when I
got my current camera," I tell him, trying not to panic as he
flickers through them. "I was still learning how to use it, so I
really wasn't sure about the focal lengths or any of the other
technical stuff. It's quite immature work, really -"

"I like it," he says, stopping as he reaches
the blurry photo of my face. "That's an interesting one," he says
after a moment, before taking a look at the next image, which shows
the unnamed man. "Who's he?" he asks.

"I don't know," I reply.

He turns to me.

"It's complicated," I add. "He was just out
there when I was taking the pictures, and he didn't seem to
mind."

"You don't worry about pushing your camera
into people's faces?" he asks.

"It wasn't quite like that," I tell him. "It
was more... I didn't really expect him to be there. I mean, he
wasn't, not really, he just..." I pause as I realize that there's
no way I can explain this properly. "Here," I say, grabbing the
photos and sorting through them until I find the images of Mr.
Hermann. "That was my neighbor, I explain. "Not long after these
pictures were taken, he came to the house to complain about me.
Then while I was in hospital, he had a heart attack at home and
died. By the time they'd found him, his cats had eaten half his
face."

"Fascinating," Mark replies. "It's always
interesting to see an image of someone who doesn't want to have
their photo taken. Absolutely unethical, of course, and you could
leave yourself open to legal action. I'm sure they warn you against
this kind of thing at school, but personally..." He holds the photo
up. "The only reason to learn the rules is so that you know how to
break them," he continues. "It seems to me, Kate, that you have an
innate understanding of the rules, and you can break them
spontaneously rather than trying to think up ways to be edgy or
different."

"So do you think any of my photos are good?"
I ask.

He pauses, before closing the folder and
putting it back on the desk.

"It's okay if you hate them," I reply,
starting to panic. "I was just -"

"I think they're all extremely interesting,"
he says, interrupting me. "You've restored my faith in photography
students. I guess I was right again. As soon as I saw your eyes, I
could tell you'd be producing good work." He pauses, as if he might
be about to say something else. "And now I should leave," he adds
finally. "I'm sure you've got a lot to do, but I look forward to
seeing you at school on Monday. And don't worry, I'll try not to
embarrass you by praising your work too highly in front of the
other students."

Once he's left, I realize that my hands are
trembling.


Today

 


"There he is!" Bella hisses, elbowing me in
the ribs. "Stage left!"

It's getting late, but
Bella insisted on dragging me to the theater tonight so I could
finally see her latest boyfriend in action. The play,
The Devil's Touch, has
been gaining decent reviews since it opened earlier in the year,
and particular attention has been paid by many critics to the
performance of Horatio Adaje, the seven-foot Haitian actor who
wears a huge head-piece and appears in the background of many
scenes until finally launching into a monologue during the final
act.

A biological tour de
force, one of the city's leading
theatrical reviewers has called it, while another hailed Horatio's
performance as being: Perhaps the finest
display of masculinity that has ever been put on the New York
stage. Needless to say, it's not Horatio's
acting that has really caught the eye of the city, but at least the
show is a sell-out every night.

"Look at that body," Bella continues,
keeping her voice down but still sounding like an excited teenager.
"Even from here, you can see what I mean, right?"

"He looks very fit," I reply, which is
something of an understatement. Part of the controversy and fuss
surrounding Horatio's performance is the fact that while his head
is covered by a mask, the rest of his body is completely naked.
Critics have argued over whether his regular erections are a key
part of the narrative, timed to coincide with the important plot
points, or just a series of random events that add nothing to the
play's meaning. It has been kind of surreal to see such intimate
and unusual arguments playing out in the broadsheets, while online
writers have generally tended to favor Horatio and his
'performance'.

Whoever
knew, I seem to recall one writer
saying, that the Devil could be so
hot?

"He's not hard yet," Bella adds, her eyes
fixed on the distant figure, "but I guarantee, it'll happen at some
point. He always gets stiff before the half-hour mark. Plus, you
know, I told him I'd be in the audience again tonight, so he knows
my eyes are fixed on him. He can probably feel my gaze boring into
his crotch right now. Damn it, I bet he's having to fight so hard
to avoid an erection right now. One night, I came to see him and he
was aroused almost all the way through the performance. We had fun
once the show was over, I can promise you!"

"What a lovely relationship," I mutter.

"Oh, hush!" she replies, elbowing me in the
ribs again. "You know your problem, Kate? You take things too
seriously. You're like those fuddy-duddy reviewers at the old
newspapers, carping on about the sight of a hard cock in a play.
You should read the reviews by bloggers, they get it! They
understand that this is a once-in-a-lifetime cultural phenomenon!
Do you realize that? I'm fucking a cultural phenomenon! There's -"
She pauses to squint for a moment. "Hang on," she adds, sounding as
if she's absolutely fascinated, "I think he might be getting hard,
he's..." She pauses again, before letting out a sigh and turning to
me. "No. I think it was the shadows. Just wait, though. It'll
happen!"

"There's more to the play than an erection,
right?" I ask, watching as a group of women dressed as angels
continue some kind of interpretative dance, the meaning of which
has completely eluded me. "I mean, what's actually happening right
now?"

"They're angels," she replies.

"I guessed that from the wings and halos," I
tell her. "But they've been running around like this for a while
now -"

"They're tempting Satan," she continues.
"They want to get him hard, but he's fighting back! It's a reversal
of the usual depiction of sexuality and sin, with the Devil being
the one who's trying to be pure while the angels spend all their
time tempting him. There's a big orgy scene later that'll really
make your eyes pop out on stalks. He needs to get hard first, so
the scene can continue. Seriously, those angels won't stop dancing
until they get what they want. It'll happen, though! Horatio's cock
is vital to the whole play!"

I can't help but smile, even though
something about this whole situation is vaguely pathetic. It's
typical of Bella to start having an affair with a guy who's ten
years younger than her, and whose claim to fame is that he gets
very important erections eight times a week while packed audiences
stare in awe. To his credit, the guy is fast making a name for
himself as one of Broadway's biggest new stars, although right now
it's not difficult to reach the conclusion that his talents might
be somewhat one-dimensional.

"God," Bella continues, "I'm getting wet
just waiting for it to happen. I swear, the anticipation of a great
erection is sometimes greater than the feeling you get when the
damn thing appears. I know it's basically just blood rushing into a
sponge, but when you really think about it and apply, like,
philosophical ideas to the whole thing, you really start to
appreciate the way a good hard cock can say so much about the
world."

"How's Dominic, by the way?" I ask, unable
to hide a hint of sarcasm at the mention of her long-suffering
husband.

"Huh?" She turns to me, as if she's
genuinely a little confused by the question. "Oh, Dominic, yeah,
he's fine... He's off in Asia or Africa, somewhere like that,
sorting out a bunch of deals."

"What kind of deals?" I ask.

"Business," she replies flatly.

"What kind of business?" I continue,
enjoying the fact that I'm distracting her.

"Who gives a fuck?" she asks. "I sure as
hell don't. Dominic just gets on with things and everything's
fine."

"And he knows about all of this?" I ask,
still finding it hard to get over the extremely open relationship
that Bella and Dominic seem to enjoy.

"Not the details," she replies, squinting
again as she returns her gaze to the stage. "I don't usually bother
him with the ins and outs, although on this occasion I think he
might find it funny. I think maybe I'll email him a review, but it
has to be one that really highlights Horatio's -"

She pauses, and finally a broad smile
spreads across her face.

"It's coming," she continues, with hushed
tones that make her sound like someone in church who's about to
witness a miracle. "Look, can you see? It's quivering!"

Figuring I should humor her, I watch as
Horatio's penis does, indeed, start to rise. I want to look away,
but something about the scene just grabs my attention and forces me
to keep looking. Within half a minute, Horatio has a very large and
very full erection, and everyone in the audience seems to be
absolutely stunned; the dancers, meanwhile, finally bow down before
him while light flute music plays over the scene. I honestly don't
think I've ever seen a scene that's quite so unusual and
memorable.

"Isn't it fantastic?" Bella whispers,
perhaps to me or, equally likely, to herself. "To think, I get to
climb on that thing later tonight..."

"We all have to keep ourselves entertained,"
I mutter, checking my watch and seeing that there's still another
ninety minutes of this mess to endure. Fortunately, I've got a plan
for the rest of the evening, and at least getting rid of Bella
shouldn't be too difficult. It's been a while since I took a camera
out on a night shoot, but I figure I need to get back to some of my
old work. Deep down, I guess there's a part of me that still thinks
the churches of New York are hiding a dark secret.


Twenty-three years ago

 


It's getting late, but finally I realize
that I can't delay the moment any longer:

I have to take a look at the self-portrait I
shout earlier today.

The truth is, I've spent the entire evening
in a kind of daze. Mark's words were the first proper encouragement
I've received since I started college; most of my teachers have
tended to dismiss my work as too abstract and vague, and they've
been pushing me to focus more clearly on a particular discipline.
I've been told to try photo-journalism and portraiture and wildlife
studies and a hundred other things, but nothing has quite managed
to entice me. Lately, I've been thinking about packing the whole
thing in, but Mark has really turned things around.

I'm starting to think that I might be able
to follow my dream.

Heading through to the dark-room, which is
reality is the bathroom with a different bulb and some boards over
the window, I start checking the prints I developed earlier. Most
of them are just abstract architectural shots from around the city;
I've become fascinated by some of the old church that are tucked
away in New York's darker corners, and I feel drawn to photograph
them. My teachers keep nagging me to define my project, but so far
it just seem to be an instinctive thing. I guess the intellectual,
academic side of things will come later. That's the plan,
anyway.

When I reach the last photo, I'm immediately
struck by the fact that there seems to be some blurring.
Un-clipping my self-portrait, I stare at it for a moment. Most of
the image is fairly clear, but there's a smudge over my face. I
can't imagine what kind of technical failure could have caused
something like this to happen, but it seems very focused. I run my
hand across the surface of the print, but it seems to be dry.
Looking more closely, however, I realize that the smudge actually
has a little more definition than I'd originally realized. With a
sense of horror rising through my chest, I start to make out a
vague, howling face, its features locked in an expression of pure
anger. It's as if some other creature is rising up from my body and
staring straight at the camera.

Dropping the picture, I turn and run from
the room.


Today

 


Once I've ditched Bella, I make my way
through the dark streets. It feels good to be out here again. This
is where I belong.

I could take the subway, but I decide to
walk instead. It's been a long time since I made my way on foot
through the city, and I feel as if I need to re-acclimatize myself
before everything starts to feel too strange and too dangerous. I
used to feel as if I belonged out here in the night air, but lately
my life seems to have been changing and I'm having to force myself
to stay out here.

And then suddenly I see it.

St. Abraham's church looks dark and
foreboding as it comes into view. A lot of work has been carried
out on the property lately, and various newspaper reports have been
noting that money seems to be no problem for whoever has been
funding the project. Now that the scaffolding has been removed,
however, the church looks as good as new, although it's noticeable
that there are very few lights on the building, almost as if it's
trying to sink into the night.

Stopping on the opposite street corner, I
raise my camera and take a moment to focus the lens. I'm still not
quite used to this new camera, but at least it allows me to zoom in
on the door at the front of the building, which looks to be covered
by some kind of new metal grille. For an old, under-used church,
St. Abraham's sure seems to spend a lot of money on security, and I
can't help but wonder if there are a few more secrets lurking in
the building. Although I know that I should stay away, I eventually
lower the camera and make my way across the busy street.

In a way, it feels as if I'm being reunited
with an old friend. In fact, as I wander along the side of the
building, I reach out a hand and run my fingers along the stone
wall, just to feel the place again.

When I get to the foot of the steps, I
glance over my shoulder to make sure that no-one is watching me,
and then I quickly make my way up toward the main door. The metal
grille is held firmly in place, so I make my way along to one of
the nearby side doors. To my surprise, I find that the handle turns
easily and the door clicks open, which seems like a strange way to
deal with security. After checking once again that no-one is
nearby, I slip through the door and into the dark interior, and I
take a moment to listen out for any sign of life.

Silence.

My heart is racing as I make my way forward.
I reach out to make sure that I don't accidentally walk into a
stone pillar, and finally I stop and take out the torch I brought
for the occasion. Once the beam has been switched on, I shine it
straight ahead and see rows of empty wooden seats, arranged facing
the altar at the far end. Someone certainly seems to be trying to
make this place look as if it's a proper church, but it's still
hard to believe that anyone ever comes here to worship. In fact, as
I make my way slowly toward the central aisle, I'm tempted to
believe that I might be the first person who has come to disturb
the air here for a very long time.

When I reach the altar, I run a finger along
the edge and find that there's no dust. I guess someone must come
in to clean the place, but as I turn and shine the torch back
across the seats, I feel a shiver pass through my body as I try to
work out why someone would keep this place up and running while
never bothering to hold services.

Figuring that I need to get on with the task
at hand, I raise my camera, activate the flash, and start taking
photos. Every time I hit the button, the place is momentarily lit
up, while the low whine of the flash unit punctures the silence. I
keep my eye to the viewfinder, just in case the light happens to
pick out anything in the shadows, but after a few minutes I start
to realize that whereas I used to feel some kind of presence when I
was taking photos of churches, now I just feel a kind of palpable
absence.

I guess Amin Bell
really is gone.

For the next few minutes, I make my way
around the edges of the room, taking photograph after photograph. I
have to stop a couple of times to change the rolls, but gradually
the whole endeavor starts to feel less like a dangerous journey
into an unknown world and more like an ordinary shoot in an old
church. In fact, there's a -

Suddenly I freeze as the flash lights up and
then fades away again.

I stare ahead into the darkness.

I guess I wasn't really paying attention,
but for a fraction of a second I thought I saw a figure standing in
the central aisle, staring straight at me from about twenty feet
away. It wasn't Amin Bell, though; it was someone wearing some kind
of robe, with a hood obscuring their face. I take a deep breath,
listening out for any hint of movement, and after a few seconds I
take another photo, this time showing no sign of anyone nearby at
all. I pause, letting my mind race as I try to think of possible
explanations. It could have been a trick of the light, like some
random set of shadows that happened to come together from one
particular angel and give the vague impression of a figure. Still,
all my old fears have returned, and I'm suddenly overwhelmed by the
desire to get the hell out of here.

Turning, I pull the torch from my pocket and
use it to light my way back around the edge of the room, heading
for the door. I feel and overwhelming sense of relief when I get
there, but this is quickly lost when I turn the handle and find
that somehow the door has been locked. I try again and again, but
there still doesn't seem to be any way out, and finally I turn and
shine the torch back across the room, just in case someone is
watching me.

Nothing.

No-one.

I try the door again, but it still won't
budge. I guess there's a possibility that for some reason it can
only be opened from the outside, although deep down I know that
this explanation is unlikely. Forcing myself to stay calm, I make
my way along the edge of the room, hoping to find some other door
that maybe I missed earlier. As I walk, I keep shining the torch
back over my shoulder, just in case anyone appears, but so far I
seem to be alone. I keep telling myself that the figure I thought I
saw earlier was just a brief illusion, and that there's no reason
why anyone would lock me in here. Still, as I get to the far corner
and realize that there are no other doors, I feel a crushing sense
of fear starting to weigh on my chest.

Heading to the altar, I make my way around
to the area in the back. It's hard to keep from panicking as I
shine the torch around in the darkness, but finally I spot a small
door set into the stone wall. I hurry over and find that it's
unlocked, although when I get through I realize that it leads only
to a set of stone spiral steps leading down into the bowels of the
building. The last thing I want is to go down, but at the same time
I figure that there might be some kind of exit below street level,
perhaps a service door at the rear of the building. Silently
cursing myself for having not scoped out my options properly before
I came inside, I start making my way down the steps.

When I get to the bottom, I realize that I'm
in a large, low-ceilinged room that seems to run the entire length
of the building. I shine the torch ahead, but there seems to be
nothing down here. Making my way forward, I have to keep my head
down a little to avoid banging my scalp against the ceiling, and
it's starting to become increasingly clear that there's not going
to be a way out if I keep going this way. Stopping after a moment,
I turn to head back to the stairs.

I stop dead in my tracks.

There's a hooded figure standing by the
door, and this time there's no way it's a trick of the light. I
keep the torch shining straight at him, but his face is hidden.

I open my mouth to say something, but no
words come out.

Suddenly the figure steps forward, moving
slowly but surely toward me.

I want to turn and run, but I'm pretty sure
that the only way out of here is to get to the steps, and right now
the figure is in the way.

"I'm sorry," I say eventually, taking a
couple of steps back. "I know I shouldn't be here..."

Instead of replying, the figure keeps coming
closer.

"I was just taking photos," I continue,
figuring that I need to wait until he's far enough from the door
for me to have a chance if I try to make a run for it. "I'm a
photographer, and the door at the front of the building was open,
so I figured you allowed people to come in at night..." I take some
more steps back, keen not to let the figure get too close. "You can
have the film," I add. "I mean, if you don't want anyone taking
pictures in here, I totally understand. I can leave them here with
you..."

The figure stops and seems content to just
stare at me.

"Please," I say, trying not to let the fear
enter my voice. "I don't mean any harm, I just -"

Before I can finish, the figure reaches up
and pulls his hood back, revealing his face. With my torch still
shining straight ahead, I don't immediately recognize him as the
light casts strange, angular shadows over his features. Finally,
however, I realize that this person is all too familiar. In fact, I
figure I should have guessed right from the start that he'd be
here.

"Dagwood," I whisper, trying to stay calm.
"What the hell are you doing here?"


 Part Six

The Touch


Today

 


"You're lucky I was onto you," Dagwood says
as we walk through the main part of the church, having come up from
the crypt a moment earlier. "I knew there was no way you'd be able
to leave this place alone, so I made sure to keep an eye out for
you. Frankly, you held out a few days longer than I
anticipated."

"So you broke in?" I ask.

"No," he replies, holding up an old, rusty
key. "I should probably come clean at this point, Kate. There's a
small but very active congregation that worships here at St.
Abraham's, and I'm one of them. We meet at night, mostly, and as
you might have guessed, we try very hard to make sure that our
activities don't become public knowledge. There have been a few
incidents lately that have attracted attention, and we're all
rather jumpy as a result. We don't want people poking about in our
affairs. We just want to be left in peace to worship in our own
way."

"A kind of secret church?" I reply.

"Something like that," he says with a faint
smile. "Maybe I should have told you about it from the start, but I
wasn't sure whether I could trust you. I'm sure you'll understand
that I felt the need to be a little cautious. When you came to the
facility and submitted yourself to our procedures, I began to
realize that you understood more about the world than you were
letting on, but I still wasn't sure how much I could tell you.
While you were recovering, I'm afraid I took advantage of your
amnesia to let you in on a few secrets and test how you'd react.
Once or twice, you became very angry, but I always knew that the
next day you'd have forgotten."

"I don't remember any of that," I tell
him.

"It was a difficult period," he continues.
"Every time we made an advance, we ended up going backward almost
immediately. It was tiring and I have to admit, after a while I
began to lose faith in the process. That was my failing, not yours,
and I'm not proud of it. I just couldn't get you to remember."

"Not this time," I reply, feeling as if I've
been manipulated. "My memory's back to normal."

"I'm glad to hear that," he says as we reach
the side door and he starts to unlock it. "I'd like the opportunity
to explain things to you properly, but there isn't time right now.
The rest of the congregation is due soon for a midnight service,
and I need to get the place ready. There are certain procedures
that have to be followed, and I'm afraid they're going to take
time. I came early in case you showed up, but now I'm going to have
to ask you to leave." He opens the door and steps aside. "I'll tell
you everything, but you can't stay, not tonight."

"Can't I just watch?" I ask.

He shakes his head.

"I won't get in the way," I continue,
feeling a little irritated by his refusal to be more open with me.
"I won't even take photos. I'll just watch and keep quiet."

"I'm sorry, Kate, it's just not
possible."

"Why not? What's the big secret?"

"That's the thing about secrets," he
continues. "Sometimes you just have to trust that there's a good
reason for them." He smiles awkwardly, and it's clear that he's
struggling to find a way of answering my questions. "I hope you
feel you can trust me," he says eventually, "and that maybe this
goes some way toward showing you that it's okay to wait twenty-four
hours before I fill you in. I promise, it's for your own good as
well as ours. Perhaps you'd like to meet me for dinner tomorrow
night?"

I pause for a moment, trying to work out
whether it's a good idea to accept his invitation. This whole
situation feels very wrong somehow, and I can't help thinking that
Dagwood seems to be the kind of guy who's hard to pin down. He has
an explanation for everything, and I'm worried that by agreeing to
meet him tomorrow, I'm just giving him the chance to come up with
more lies. Then again, even lies can reveal aspects of the
truth.

"Or perhaps not," he adds, clearly sensing
my discomfort. "I can -"

"No," I tell him, "it's fine. I can meet you
for dinner, I just..." I pause again, leaving the end of the
sentence hanging in the air. I feel as if I'm making a mistake, but
right now I can't come up with a better plan.

"Obviously this is a very unusual
situation," he continues. "I understand that, but I hope you
realize that if I meant you any harm, I'd have had plenty of
opportunities in the past to get at you. I recognize that you must
have some very considerable concerns about what's happening here,
but I hope you know that I'm not a monster."

He waits for me to reply.

"You do know that, don't you?" he asks
hesitantly.

I nod.

"That's not the most convincing response,"
he adds.

"You have to explain everything, though," I
tell him. Stepping out into the night air, I turn to him, and for a
moment I feel as if I'm on the verge of something that's going to
change my life. "Trust me, I'll know if you're bullshitting."

"The truth's going to be hard for you to
take," he replies, "but I guess I owe you the full story. I should
have filled you in right from the start, and I apologize for my
mistake in not doing so. Just... Tomorrow, not tonight. There's too
much at stake here. Go home, get some rest and I'll be in touch.
And Kate, please try to be patient. I've handled this situation
rather badly, but I think you'll understand once you know the full
story."

As soon as I've reached the bottom of the
steps, I glance over my shoulder and see that Dagwood has shut the
door and headed back inside. I might have told him that I was going
to go home, but that was just a ploy to get him to leave me alone.
There's no way I'm going to just head off and wait for him to tell
me what's happening whenever he feels like it, so I hurry across
the street and take up position in the shadows of a shop doorway,
from which I have a great view of the church. It's after midnight
now, and the city's getting cold, but I figure I can handle a few
hours' exposure. With my new camera in my hands, poised for the
moment when something happens, I wait.

And wait.

An hour passes, then two, and no-one goes
into or comes out of the church. I don't even know what I'm
expecting, but it's clear that Dagwood was planning something. It's
hard to imagine him spending so long in the church alone, so I'm
still convinced that sooner or later there'll be some other people
showing up.

I check my watch and see that it's 3am.

There's still time.

As 4am rolls around, I feel my resolve
starting to flag. Dagwood explicitly asked me not to hang around,
and I can't rule out the possibility that he knows I'm standing
here. I'd like to think that he knows me well enough by now to
realize that I'm not the kind of person to meekly obey order and go
home, so I guess it's possible that he's called off whatever was
supposed to happen in order to ensure that I don't see it. An hour
later, with the first light of dawn starting to lighten the night
sky, I'm forced to accept that no-one's going to arrive.

And that's when the door opens.

I watch as a figure emerges from the church.
My first assumption is that it must be Dagwood, but when I zoom in
with my camera, I find that it's actually an older, balding man.
Instinctively, I take a photo of him as he heads down the steps and
makes his way to a nearby car. Seconds later, a few more people
come out of the building, so I take a photo of them as well. The
process continues for several minutes, until upwards of a hundred
people have poured out of the church. Almost on auto-pilot, I
manage to get photos of them all, and finally Dagwood appears, deep
in conversation with another man. They seem to be the last to
leave, and I take several photos of them as they head away along
the street, apparently oblivious to my presence.

Eventually, I lower the camera and stare at
the church. I just saw a hundred or so people coming out, but I
didn't see them going in, which can only mean one thing. They must
have been there all along, even when I was inside.


Twenty-one years ago

 


"Are you sure?" Mark asks, leaning across
the bed and holding the cigarette out for me. "Might help you
relax."

"Given my history with cancer," I reply,
turning my back on him as I sit on the edge, "I think I'd better
not." Looking down at the floor, I start gathering the clothes I
threw off earlier with such abandon.

"Hey," he continues, reaching around and
clutching my bare left breast. "You don't have to leave, you
know."

"There's a subway strike," I remind him. "I
should -"

"I mean you can stay the night," he says,
interrupting me.

I pause, not quite sure how to react.

"You've graduated," he continues. "You're
not a student anymore, so it's not a problem. We can stop
pussy-footing around, Kate." He pauses, as if he's waiting for me
to say something. "I'd like you to stay," he adds. "There, I said
it. Call me a fool if you like, but I'd like you to spend the night
in my bed. Maybe we can go get breakfast together in the morning.
I'd like that."

I look down at his hand as he gently
squeezes my breast.

"Would you like that?" he asks.

I open my mouth to say something, but the
truth is, I'm torn. There's a part of me that would definitely like
to stay and get closer to Mark; after all, we've been sleeping
together for almost six months and we should be getting to know one
another better by now. Then again, the thought of getting closer to
him - to anyone - makes me worry. It's been four years since my
last battle with cancer, but I'm still convinced it's going to come
back.

"I'll take your silence as a sign that you'd
rather not," he says, pulling his hand away.

"It's not that," I reply, turning to him and
seeing the disappointment in his eyes. "I just..." Pausing again, I
try to work out how to phrase my concerns. "I'm not sure I'm
ready," I explain eventually.

"Do you think you'll ever be ready?" he
asks.

I pause.

"I'm not asking you to move in," he
continues, "or to marry me or have my kids. I just thought you
might like to stay the night instead of rushing off as soon as
we're done. Is my pillow-talk really so awful?"

"No," I reply with a faint smile. "I just
like sleeping in my own bed."

"I guess I can understand that," he replies,
taking another drag on his cigarette. "The offer's open, though, if
you want to take it up some other time."

"I will," I tell him as I grab my panties,
stand up, and start getting dressed. "I promise, just not tonight.
I need to plan ahead a bit, you know?"

"You never do things spontaneously, do you?"
he asks.

"Sometimes," I reply as I put my bra back
on. "Not all the time, admittedly, but..." I pause as I realize
that I'm probably pushing him away, which isn't what I want. "I
came over tonight pretty spontaneously," I point out. "You called
me, I said I'd be here in half an hour... That's not bad, huh?"

"Not bad at all," he replies.

"Besides," I continue, stepping into my
jeans, "I've got work to do tomorrow morning. I need to get those
pictures ready for the exhibition."

"Have you thought any more about a
self-portrait?" he asks.

"No," I say firmly, bristling at the mere
suggestion of such an idea. "I don't like them."

"But you did one once," he continues. "I'd
like to see it."

"I think I destroyed it," I say, gathering
the rest of my things as fast as possible. "I have to dash," I tell
him, hurrying to the door, "but I'll give you a call some time
before the weekend, okay?" Without waiting for him to reply, I head
out of the room. Whenever Mark mentions self-portraits, I worry
that he's trying to dig into my past. It's been a couple of years
since I took a photo of myself, and the screaming face on the print
still haunts me. I can't help thinking that maybe that thing is
still inside me, still screaming in my mind.


Today

 


He runs his hands across my naked body,
pausing for a moment as his fingers explore the scars on my chest.
I flinch, but I let him examine me more closely. I guess most
people never sleep with someone who suffered this kind of
disfigurement, so I should let him take a proper look.

Still, I feel hideous.

Like a monster.

"You're beautiful," he whispers.

I force a smile.

"All of you," he adds, brushing his
fingertips along the line of the main scar before kissing my belly.
He moves back up my body and starts to kiss me, and I let him; it's
a long, slow, passionate kiss, and after a moment I feel him
starting to position himself between my legs. Finally, he enters
me, and the kiss becomes firmer and more urgent as he slides deeper
and deeper into my vagina. I reach around and put my hands on his
bare buttocks, encouraging him to keep going.

We continue to kiss as he
starts making love to me. It's been a long time since I was with
someone I actually cared about, or at least someone I
thought I care about.
Not since Mark... Then again, I guess I shouldn't start thinking
about Mark right now. Dagwood deserves my full attention, so I open
my legs a little wider, hoping that he might be able to penetrate a
little deeper.

I close my eyes for a moment, focusing on
the slow build-up of pleasure.

He whispers something, but I don't quite
catch it.

"What was that?" I ask.

He whispers again, but I still can't make it
out.

"What did you say?" I ask.

"You won't remember this," he says quietly,
leaning close to my ear. "Not until it's too late, anyway."

I open my eyes and turn to him, but he's
gone.

Sitting up in bed, I find that I'm alone in
my apartment. I look over at the other side of the bed, but the
sheets are neat and it's clear that no-one else has been here.
Checking my watch, I find that it's almost 8am, and the morning sun
is trying to break through the blinds that cover my windows. I look
down at my bare chest and I swear to God I can still feel the
sensation of Dagwood's hands on my skin. Still, I should have
realized it was a dream all along. There's no way I'd ever let a
man into my bed again, not on those terms.

Rolling onto my side, I quickly realize that
there's no way I'm going to be able to get back to sleep. I keep
telling myself that the dream was meaningless, that I have no
sexual interest in Dagwood at all, but at the same time I can't
stop thinking about the feel of his hands on my body. It might have
been a dream, but it was the most vivid dream of my life.

I can't let anything happen, though. Dinner
with him tonight has to be strictly platonic. I'm no longer the
kind of person who can consider anything more serious. Not after
everything that happened all those years ago with Mark.


Twenty-one years ago

 


"Hey, it's me," I say as I walk along the
sidewalk. It's late, and I figured I should call Mark and apologize
for leaving so abruptly. Unfortunately, I've gone straight through
to his voicemail. "I just wanted to say that I'm sorry."

Stopping at the crossing, I wait for a
moment as traffic flashes past.

"I'm an idiot," I continue. "I should have
stayed, but it's too late to turn back now. I just don't want you
to think that it was anything to do with you, okay? It takes me
time to get used to things, that's all, but I'll try harder. I'll
give you a call in the next few days."

Ending the call, I put my phone back in my
pocket. Seconds later, the light goes green and I step forward,
along with a couple of other pedestrians.

The next couple of seconds are a blur. I
hear someone screaming, and I turn just in time to see something
huge and dark racing straight toward me. Although I know I should
get out of the way, my feet suddenly feel as if they're far too
heavy to move, and the last thing I see is the shocked face of the
bus driver as his vehicle slams straight into me, and then another
face, one of the passengers -

Before I can react, the bus slams into me
and I'm instantly knocked out.


Today

 


"Some people are lucky," Dagwood says as we
sit in the restaurant. "They can practice their religion freely, in
open, and they can talk about it. We live in an age that's supposed
to be free of religious persecution, and yet that's not really the
case at all. If you know where to look, you can still find plenty
of examples of people who are pushed into the margins and sometimes
even punished for their beliefs."

"To be fair," I reply, taking a sip of wine,
"those beliefs are usually pushed to the side for a reason. They're
usually fanatical or extreme."

"But not always," he
points out. "Sometimes propaganda is used to discredit people who
want nothing more than to go about their business. It's the oldest
trick in the book. If you can persuade people that your enemy is a
danger to the rest of society, you can do anything you like to him.
I know that might sound paranoid, but I've seen it first-hand,
Kate. Whole religions, whole cultures have been marginalized,
demonized and finally eradicated. Most people don't pay enough
attention to even notice it. Not unless it suddenly starts
happening to them, anyway."

He pauses, and it's clear
that he's finding it difficult to be so honest. Then again, I can't
be entirely certain that he is
being honest. Despite his obvious anger, I still
get the feeling that he's holding something back and that he's not
being honest about his motives. For one thing, I don't quite
understand how I fit into all of this.

"Some people fight back,"
he continues, "and others choose to accept their place in the
shadows. It can be hard, always having to hide and pretend that
part of your life doesn't exist, but after a while it becomes
second nature. Unfortunately, that can be both a blessing
and a curse. It seeps
into your soul and makes you a different kind of person, someone
who finds it harder to trust other people. I guess that's why I've
been twisting myself into awkward shapes in an attempt to avoid
telling you the truth. I'm sure you noticed eventually that I
seemed evasive."

"The thought
had occurred to me," I
tell him, carefully making sure not to mention that I'm still not
convinced that he's telling the truth.

"I guess it's a habit," he adds. "Our people
have spent so long in the shadows, avoiding any kind of contact
with the mainstream world, I sometimes think secrecy and deception
have become hardwired into our DNA. I guess it's a kind of group
memory."

"Your people?" I ask. "When you say that,
you almost make it sound like you're part of some kind of grand
tradition -"

"That's how it feels sometimes," he replies,
cutting me off. "My parents were involved in the church, as were
their parents before them. Most of the members of our congregation
are second or third generation members, and some even go as far
back as two hundred years. It's actually a fascinating story, and
we've been very careful to write it all down. We have people who
are dedicated to recording the history of our people." He pauses.
"I know what you're thinking. You're thinking we're more like a
cult than a religion, and I understand that sentiment but it's
completely inaccurate."

"That's not what I was thinking, actually,"
I tell him.

"You've seen how the world works," he
continues. "All through history, groups of people have been
persecuted and victimized purely because of their religion, or
their appearance, or the color of their skin. There's something
about humanity that just makes us group together and attack others.
There's safety in numbers, but there's also a danger of being
outnumbered. Some people are willing to be martyrs, but not us. You
won't find us strung up in public somewhere, or being burned in
wire cages. We prefer to survive, to keep moving even if we have to
remain in the shadows. One day we'll find a way to get what we
want."

"Which is?" I ask.

"Freedom. The right to worship openly."

"And who do you worship?"

He pauses.

"Like you said," I continue, "some groups
get pushed to the margins and labeled as extremists, so I can't
help wondering what part of your activities might cause people to
be suspicious. If you were just worshiping the same god as everyone
else, you wouldn't need to be quite so paranoid."

He stares at me for a moment, as if he
wasn't quite ready to answer this question yet. Just as he seems
ready to say something, however, the waiter brings our food, and we
sit politely until he's gone again.

"We believe in a man," Dagwood continues
eventually, lowering his voice a little. "Not a god, a man. Well, a
human. He changes bodies from time to time, and we believe he might
even have taken female form occasionally. He's a figure who has the
potential to change the world. He's been here before, and he's
going to come back. We've found traces of him in all the main
religious texts around the world. He's never the central figure,
but he appears very briefly in Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
Hinduism... He goes by different names in each of his appearances,
and at first glance you'd never think to connect these different
names, but once you do..." He pauses again. "When the scales fall
from your eyes and you realize the link, it's astonishing."

"So you have proof?" I
ask, before correcting myself. "I mean, you think you have proof?"

"We're scholars," he replies. "We've all
studied the texts. One of the things that makes our group so
powerful is the fact that we use the religious texts of all the
other main religions. We bring them together, and we show that this
one man was threaded through everything, like an observer
or..."

I wait for him to finish.

"Or what?" I ask eventually.

"I'd have to show you," he continues.
"Later, maybe. The problem is, there's another figure that also
appears in most of the texts, and he pursues his prey with ravenous
intent. No-one knows exactly where he came from, but his dedication
to the cause is incredible and his appearances always become more
frequent in advance of a great event. The fact that he's been seen
so often in recent years is a clear indication that we need to be
ready for some kind of schism." He pauses again. "That man's name
is Amin Bell, at least in his current incarnation. He's lost, and
he struggles to break through and communicate with the world, but
he's out there and he's dangerous. That's why we had to drive him
out of your head. Your photography had captured his interest, but
beyond that we've been struggling to work out exactly what he
wanted with you. Have you seen him at all since the operation?"

"No," I say cautiously. "I keep expecting
him to appear, though. I don't know if I'll ever quite get over
that."

"He's gone, though. That's the important
thing."

I smile awkwardly.

"I thought you'd be more relieved," he
continues.

"It's not that," I reply. "It's just..." I
pause as I try to decide whether to tell him about my attempt
yesterday to take a self-portrait. I want to ask him if he thinks
I'm insane, but finally I realize that this is one thing that I
should probably just try to forget. "I've just been having a busy
time lately," I say finally. "Until very recently, I believed I was
going to die soon. I threw myself into my work because I needed to
distract myself, and now I find myself constantly wondering if
there's been some kind of huge mistake."

"There's no mistake," he says with a smile.
"Your death sentence has been lifted and you're got a whole life to
plan for. Scary, huh?"

"Kind of," I admit.

"So what are you going to do?" he continues.
"Travel? Work?"

"I guess I need to find a job," I tell him.
"I've been living off the money I was awarded following an accident
a few years back, and I thought I could eke it out until the cancer
killed me. Now I've got to actually think about a career."

"I'm sure you'll do fine," he replies.
"Whatever you end up choosing."

I smile politely, but I still feel uneasy.
Dagwood's explanations don't entirely make sense and I'm convinced
that he's holding something back. I know I should just let it go
and be grateful for everything he's done, but I still want to see
exactly what goes on in that church, and I can't shake the feeling
that one day, when I'm least expecting it, Amin Bell is going to
appear again.


Twenty-one years ago

 


"Can you tell me your name?" the doctor says
calmly, as he takes a seat next to my hospital bed.

I stare at him. Why's he asking me such a
dumb question?

"Do you remember your name?" he
continues.

"Kate," I reply.

"That's good," he says, making a note on his
chart. "And can you tell me the name of the current president of
the United States?"

I pause for a moment. "Bill Clinton," I say
eventually.

"That's right," he says, making another
note. "Now, can you tell me what you remember of the accident?"

"What accident?" I ask.

"The accident that led to your
hospitalization," he replies.

I stare at him as I try to remember exactly
what happened. I have a vague memory of being on the phone to Mark,
and then I think I started to cross the road, and then... I
remember something slamming into me, and after that, I think I
remember someone shouting into my ear, asking if I was okay.

"You've been here with us for five days,"
the doctor continues.

"Five days?" I reply, shocked by the idea
that so much time could have passed.

"There was some swelling on your brain," he
explains calmly, "so we kept you in an induced coma while we waited
for it to ease a little. There were also a few other complications,
but you're out of danger now. I just want to assure you that even
though you're undoubtedly in pain, you're going to be okay."

"Where's..." I pause for a moment as I try
to remember his name. "Mark," I say after a moment. "Where's
Mark?"

"You've had people sitting with you," he
replies. "Mark Harris was here, and a woman named Bella, and a few
other friends. You're quite a popular person, Kate. We barely had
room for all the flowers." He smiles, and I can't help thinking
that he's trying to cheer me up. "I should add that you've been
very lucky," he continues. "It was a serious accident and we're
still not entirely sure how you escape with relatively few
injuries."

"Was anyone else hurt?" I ask.

"We'll talk about that later -"

"Tell me," I continue, feeling a sense of
panic start to push through my chest. "Was anyone else hurt?"

"The bus had a brake failure," he replies.
"There were a number of people on the crossing at the time."

"Did anyone die?" I ask.

"Kate -"

"Did anyone die?" I ask again, more firmly
this time.

"Four people," he says after a moment. "One
other person was injured."

"Four?" I stare at him. "I thought I was hit
first."

"You were."

"Then how the hell did I survive when four
other people died?"

"That's something we're still trying to work
out," he replies. "Some police officers and accident investigators
are going to want to talk to you, Kate. There's very little
surveillance footage of what happened, and eyewitness accounts are
somewhat contradictory. Don't get too stressed, though. There's
plenty of time for you to recover first."

As I try to sit up, I find that I'm being
held down by various pipes and tubes. I know I shouldn't panic, but
I can't help it; I'm starting to remember the final moment before
the bus hit me, and although I can clearly see the bus driver's
horrified face in my mind's eye, I can also see another face. There
was a man sitting near the front of the bus, and he was also
staring at me.

It was the man from my photos. After all
these years, he came back.


Today

 


"I had a really great evening with you,"
Dagwood says as he walks me back to my apartment. "It's been a long
time since I spoke so openly to an outsider. Honesty feels pretty
good."

"So now can I come and observe one of
your services?" I ask, finally getting to the question that I've
been circling since we left the restaurant. I know it's kind of
bold, but I hate the idea of just walking away.

"It's complicated," he replies.

"So I can't come?"

"It's complicated," he says again.

"But what if you tell the others that I want
to join?" I ask. "I mean, you have a leader, don't you?"

"There's someone in charge, yes," he
replies.

"So can people only attend if they were born
into it?"

"It's more complicated than that," he
says.

"You're going to have to come up with a
better excuse," I reply. "I know where the church is, and now I
know roughly what you're doing there. I already managed to get in
once, and I think you owe it to me to let me see one of these
ceremonies?"

"You think so, huh?"

"Absolutely."

"So we cure your cancer,"
he continues with a faint smile, "and yet you still feel
that you're the
one who's owed a favor?"

"Maybe I'm a little needy," I reply as we
reach the door to my building and I turn to him. "You knew I was
going to ask," I continue. "I mean, what else did you think was
going to happen tonight after you told me all about it? You can't
give someone all the juicy details of some big mystery and then
suddenly slam the shutters down. Besides, this Amin Bell guy seems
to have been very interested in me, so obviously -"

"Forget about Amin Bell," he says suddenly,
interrupting me.

"But -"

"Forget about him," he says firmly. "He's
been driven out of your body and I doubt he'll be back. You can get
on with your life." He pauses; not for the first time tonight, I
feel as if there's something else he wants to tell me, but he can't
get the words out. "Kate," he says eventually, "I guess I should
come clean. I didn't invite you to dinner just so I could tell you
about the church. Frankly, I'd have preferred not to have done that
at all, but I figured it was a necessary evil that I'd have to
endure in order to..."

I wait for a moment. "In order to what?" I
ask eventually.

He opens his mouth, as if he's going to say
something, but then finally he steps forward and kisses me. I'm so
taken aback, I let the kiss continue for a few seconds as I think
back to the dream I had. I know I shouldn't be doing any of this,
but it takes a moment to summon the nerve to end it; I try to say
"No," before pulling away from the kiss.

"Was that okay?" he asks.

"I'm..." I try to work out what to say, but
memories of my dream are flooding into my mind, almost as if it's
something that really happened. "I wasn't expecting it," I add,
playing for time while I wait to work out what to do next. It's
been so long since a guy made a move on me, and I swear I didn't
give Dagwood any signals tonight. The kiss just came out of
nowhere.

"I've been wanting to do it all evening," he
continues, leaning closer and kissing me again. I let him, but
something feels wrong about the whole situation, and I'm just about
to push him away when he grabs my waist and pulls me against his
body. His hands move up to my chest for a moment, before slipping
down to the top of my pants and then under the fabric. I wait for a
moment, feeling his fingers slipping into my underwear, before
finally I pull back and grab his wrist, forcing his hand out.

I wait for him to say something.

"Did I misunderstand?" he asks
eventually.

"I think you should go home," I tell him,
fumbling in my pockets in an attempt to find my key.

"I was hoping I could come inside," he
replies.

"No," I say, glancing at him briefly before
turning to unlock the door. "I don't think that'd be a very good
idea."

"Why not?"

"I just don't want to do anything like that
right now."

"Are you scared?" he asks.

I manage to get the door
open, before stepping inside and turning to him. The truth is, the
thought of sleeping with Dagwood does turn me on, but at the same
time it feels wrong. I've always prided myself on being able to
control myself, and there's no way I'm going to let this guy into
my bed right now. I'd rather be alone.

"Have you been with a man since you had the
operation?" he continues.

"Yes," I tell him. "Thanks, I have."

"Sorry," he replies. "That was probably
pretty crass of me."

"A little." I wait for him to get the
message and leave, but he's still loitering on the step, almost as
if he expects me to change my mind and decide to invite him up.
"Thank you for dinner," I tell him after a moment. "I hope I didn't
encourage any false expectations. I'd be happy to give you
something to cover my share -"

"No," he replies, taking a step back.
"Absolutely not, Kate. Dinner was a pleasure. I'm sorry I made a
move on you, but obviously we were operating on very different
wavelengths."

"Obviously," I say nervously, with my hand
on the side of the door, ready to push it shut. "It's late," I add,
"and I should get to bed. We'll speak soon, okay?"

He nods, but it's clear that I've
disappointed him.

Once I've shut the door, I turn and head up
the stairs. I keep imagining him still out there, but I guess it's
not my job to cheer him up. As I get to the door to my apartment, I
start racking my brain, trying to work out if I did or said
anything tonight that might have given him a false impression. It's
not as if I wore anything particularly special for the night, and I
sure as hell don't have the kind of figure to be seductive. I
thought we were meeting to talk about everything that's happened
recently, but obviously Dagwood just saw that as a pretext for a
date. I should probably be flattered, but I just feel
disappointed.

Entering my apartment, I
quickly realize that I'm way too wired to go to sleep. I dump my
bag in the hallway before heading through to the kitchen, where I
start making a pot of coffee. For some reason, my hands are
trembling, and after a moment I glance through to the dark bedroom.
There's still a part of me that think I made a mistake when I
turned Dagwood away, but I barely know the guy and there's
something about his story that doesn't add up. The basic problem is
that I don't understand why he bothered to meet me tonight and tell
me all about the church if he knew he couldn't let me see a service
first-hand. Then again, I guess maybe I'm looking for broader
patterns when the truth is more sordid: is it possibly that he just
wanted to get me into bed, and that's what tonight was all
about?

Once I've made the coffee, I head through to
my bedroom and stand at the window, looking out at the city. It's
dark in here and I like the fact that I can barely see my own
reflection. Sometimes, I feel it would be nice to just
disappear.

And then I spot it.

Something moving, reflected in the
window.

Turning, I find that there's a hooded figure
standing by the bed, barely visible in the darkened room.

I stand completely still for a moment, my
mind racing as I try to work out what the hell's going on. Just as
I'm about to say something, however, I realize there's movement
over by the closet; glancing across the room, I realize that there
are two more of these hooded figures. Seconds later, one steps into
view from the hallway.

I try to run, but one of the figures grabs
me and pushes me down onto the bed, quickly putting a hand over my
mouth to ensure that I don't scream. Although I struggle to get
free, I'm quickly overpowered, and I feel a sharp pain in my neck,
as if I'm being injected with something. As I try to push the
figures away, my whole body starts to feel unbearably heavy, and
finally I slump down against the sheets.



Part Seven

The Fall


Today

 


"Kate," he says, nudging my arm. "You have
to wake up now. Kate, it's time."

I open my eyes, and for a moment I have no
idea where I am. There's cold, hard stone under my body, but when I
try to sit up I find that my wrist are bound together by thick
chains. I turn to look across the dark room, and after a moment my
eyes start to adjust to the low light and I realize that there's a
figure standing nearby. When I look up at him, I can't see his face
but I still know exactly who it is. I just don't understand what's
happening.

"If it's any consolation," Dagwood
continues, his voice sounding much calmer than before, "we've been
preparing for this moment for many years. It should go smoothly,
and any pain..." He pauses. "Well, I know this isn't exactly going
to sound encouraging, but you're used to pain, Kate. You've built
up a certain level of tolerance over the years, and that's good.
It's useful. Hopefully it means..."

His voice trails off.

Despite the chains, I manage to sit up. I
glance over at the door and see that the corridor outside has stone
walls. If I didn't know better, I'd say I'm in the church.

"I should explain what's going to happen,"
Dagwood continues. "First, we're -"

"Did you kidnap me?" I ask, still staring at
the door as I try to work out if I could use the chains to somehow
incapacitate him. In my mind's eye, I imagine wrapping the metal
around his neck and pulling tight, knocking him out so that I have
enough time to get away. I'm sure there are other people here, but
at least I'd have a chance.

"You can use the word kidnap if you want,"
he replies. "I prefer to think of it as bringing you home. You were
always destined to be in this place at this time, Kate, and if we
hadn't brought you, some other force would have done the job. Your
whole life has been leading to this moment."

I turn to him. Although I still can't see
his face in the darkness, I can tell that he's not quite his usual
self.

"My whole life has been... cancer," I tell
him. "Cancer and a traffic accident."

"And you think that's a coincidence?"

I feel a shiver pass through my body.

"It was always anticipated that there would
be physiological complications," he continues. "Your parents were
warned before the initiation ceremony, but they accepted the risks
and -"

"This hasn't got anything to do with my
parents," I say firmly, interrupting him.

"I think you should probably face the
truth," he replies. "It might help. Your parents offered you for
this purpose. They understood the risks, and they were fully aware
that there would be certain difficulties. Their concerns were
somewhat eased by the promise that the church would stand by you
throughout your adolescence and offer any practical and financial
support that was necessary. It was through a charitable trust,
Dimone Halifax Industries, that we were able to pay for your
medical care and, later, your education."

I want to tell him that he's wrong, but deep
down I can sense that he's telling the truth. I was never able to
find out about Dimone Halifax Industries, but I guess they just
covered their tracks too well.

"Your parents are here tonight," Dagwood
continues. "Do you want to -"

"Why are they here?" I snap at him.

"Because they're members of the
congregation," he replies, "and because they're proud of you."

"Proud of
me?"

"They knew there were risks, and that you
might not make it this far. Your body was certainly tested to its
limits. Even Dr. Mammone was worried. That's why we had to bring
you in for some rather extreme treatment programs toward the end.
You were falling apart, Kate, and we couldn't let you fail, not
when we were so close."

"So close to what?" I ask.

"Close your eyes," he says.

"Fat chance."

"Close them. Just for a moment. I promise,
you'll start to understand."

Figuring that I might as well play along, I
close my eyes.

"Now put two fingers on the side of your
neck," he continues. "Feel your pulse."

Doing as I'm told, I find my pulse, but
seconds later I realize that something's wrong. It's almost as if
there are two pulses in my body, existing side by side, one weak
and one strong. I feel the other side of my neck and find the same
thing. Opening my eyes, I watch in horror as Dagwood steps closer,
and finally I can see the look of concern in his eyes.

"It's been getting stronger for years," he
says, reaching out and feeling my pulse for himself. "It's now
stronger than your own, which means it's ready."

"What's ready?" I ask, trying to keep his
attention as I get ready with the chains.

"He needed a vessel," he continues, with his
fingers still pressed against my neck. "He needed to hide, and to
wait, and to recover. He's ready to come out now, though.
Fortunately, the gestation period is far, far shorter than nine
months. After we -"

"What gestation period?" I ask, trying not
to panic.

"Don't you remember?" he replies, leaning
closer. "Maybe it's not a memory, maybe it felt more like a dream,
but don't you remember when we were together?"

I shake my head, even though I can't help
but think back to that vivid dream I had a few nights ago. It
seemed so real, and now I'm starting to wonder if it was rooted in
something that really happened.

"He hid in your body since
you were a child," Dagwood continues, "but when it was time for him
to leave, he needed another vessel. That's why we..." He keeps his
fingers on my neck for a moment, before running them slowly down
toward my collarbone. "I want you to know that I really
am attracted to you," he
says, and for the first time since I woke up there's a hint of
emotion in his voice. "It's important to me that you understand
that. When you were at Dr. Mammone's facility, all the times we
made love -"

"We never did that," I say, pushing his hand
away.

"We did," he replies, "and I know you
remember. Or if you don't remember, then at least you've got a
sense of it. You had to become pregnant, Kate, and now there's a
child growing in your belly. The child is going to serve as the
vessel -"

"You keep talking about a vessel," I reply,
"but I don't know what the hell you mean."

"A body," he continues. "Flesh and blood. A
means by which he can escape from you. He's grateful for everything
you've done for him, and he understands the sacrifices you've made.
Every moment of pain you've felt has been shared, and he's screamed
and cried along with you. I'm sure you've changed him, just as he's
changed you, but this symbiotic relationship has to end some time,
Kate. I'm sure you understand that you just can't go on. Your body
would never survive."

I stare at him, and although I want to tell
him he's insane, there's a voice deep in my heart that seems to
recognize a hint of logic in the things he's saying.

"Who?" I ask eventually.

He doesn't reply.

"If everything you're
saying is true," I continue, trying not to let my voice tremble too
much, "then who are you talking about?"

"You don't strictly need to know," he
replies.

"Tell me."

"Kate -"

"Tell me," I say firmly.

He pauses.

"The Devil wants to walk the earth," he says
after a moment. "For that, he needed a body."

"My body?"

"No. His own body, but he
needed a man and a woman to create a body for him. That's
was our job,
Kate. Your parents allowed him to enter you when you were a child,
and he waited until you reached the right age to carry your own
baby. For years, we all assumed you'd eventually become pregnant as
a part of your normal life, but that never happened. Finally, we
had to take steps to ensure that a child began to grow inside
you."

"So you kidnapped me and forced me to sleep
with you?" I ask, trying to keep my anger under control. I feel as
if there's a great sense of panic and rage building in my body, but
I need to harness these feelings and use them against him.

"You weren't forced to do anything," he
replies. "You enjoyed it. Sometimes, you even initiated it."

"Bullshit," I spit at him.

"Just because you don't remember, don't
think that you did anything against your will."

"You're insane," I reply.

He sighs.

"That's okay, though," I continue.
"Whatever's wrong with you, it's clearly deep, so I'm not going to
try to help you. I just need you to let me go."

He shakes his head.

"Why not?" I ask.

"We've worked to hard for this moment," he
replies. "You have no idea how much time and money has -"

Before he can finish, I reach up and wrap
the chain around his neck before pulling him down onto the bed. He
lets out a gasp, but I pull the chain tighter before he can call
for help. Crossing my arms, I try to cut off his air supply
completely, and although it's difficult to stay in the right
position, I manage to straddle him and pull tighter and tighter.
I'd hoped to just knock him out, but I know I can't risk letting
him recover so I figure I'll just pull and pull, and if that means
I take his goddamn head off, I guess I'll just have to -

Suddenly I'm grabbed from behind and pulled
away from him. I land hard on the floor as a woman grabs my arms
and pulls them apart, freeing Dagwood from the chain. As he gasps
for breath, I try to get back up, but the woman is holding me down.
I struggle to get free, but she's holding me down too firmly. Just
as I think I might be able to break loose, she leans close and I
realize with a sense of horror that I've seen her before.

"It's okay, sweetheart," she says with a
faint, sad smile. "Almost there. Don't fight it."

"Mom?" I reply, barely able to believe what
I'm seeing.

"We're so close now," she replies. There are
tears in her eyes as she reaches down and brushes the hair from
across my face. "This is what you were always destined to do, Kate.
It's your reason for living."

I want to tell her to go fuck herself, but I
can't get the words out. All I can do is stare at her with a sense
of mounting horror in my chest as, slowly, something starts
twisting and turning deep in my gut.


Twenty-one years ago

 


"Stop fussing," I say as Mark places a
steaming cup of tea next to me. "I'm fine."

"Forgive me," he replies with a smile. "The
doctors said you need to rest -"

"And I am resting," I tell him, watching as
he hurries back to the kitchen. I guess it's kind of cute, in a
way, that Mark is so keen to look after me now that I'm home from
the hospital. Still, I'm used to taking care of myself, and it
feels wrong to have someone running around after me, fetching
things and carrying things and asking me every five minutes if
there's something I need.

"You've never tried my homemade tomato soup,
have you?" he calls from the kitchen. "I'll bet you a hundred
dollars you can't guess the secret ingredient."

Sighing, I try to get up
from the sofa. Although I escaped from the accident with very few
injuries, I still had to have a few metal plates inserted to deal
with broken ribs, and I'm constantly sore. Every time Mark asks how
I'm feeling, I tell him I'm fine, but that's not quite true.
I will be fine,
eventually, but right now I feel like a goddamn cripple.

"I need to call the insurance company," I
tell him as I limp over to the desk. "I got a message. They want me
to fill in more forms before they can release the first
payment."

"Hey," he says, hurrying through and rushing
over to me. "Don't push yourself."

"I'm not an idiot," I reply, pushing him
away. "I don't need people waiting on me."

"The doctors said -"

"I know what the doctors
said," I point out. "I was there, remember? Hell, it was
me they were talking to,
not you. I didn't even need to let you in the room."

"Have you called your mother?" he asks. "She
wants you to -"

"I'll deal with that when I have time," I
say firmly, feeling as if I'm about to explode if he doesn't give
me some space. "I need to call the insurance people."

"I'm fussing too much, aren't I?" he
replies.

"What tipped you off?" I ask.

"Fine," he says with a sigh. "I'll try to
back off. Just promise you won't love me any less if I let you
carry your own stuff."

"Who says I love you at all?" I reply,
reaching down to sort through some papers. After a moment, I glance
at him and see the stunned look on his face.

"I didn't mean it like that," he says. "You
know what I meant."

"Sure," I reply, feeling
my heart hardening. "And you
know what I
meant." I pause for a moment. "I don't want to
have this conversation right now," I tell him eventually. "Don't
you have soup to make?"

As he heads back to the kitchen, I start
searching through my various folders, looking for the form that has
the number I'm supposed to call. After a moment, however, I stop
and turn toward the kitchen. Dealing with my injuries is hard
enough, but I don't think I can do it with Mark around, especially
when he starts saying dumb things about loving me. I'm not the kind
of person who can deal with a proper relationship, and I'm starting
to think that I'd rather just be alone. Other people just cause
complications.


Today

 


"There's no point fighting it," my mother
says as I'm led in chains along the narrow stone corridor. "Please,
Kate, it pains me to see you struggling when you should just accept
the inevitable."

Barely even able to walk, I try to stay
calm. Three men in robes are holding the chains that remain wrapped
around my arms, and some more men are behind me. I know there's no
way I can get free, at least not yet, and I'm still struggling to
cope with the fact that my mother is part of this. She seems
ethereally confident, as if somehow this all makes sense to her,
but I keep expecting the whole thing to be nothing more than a
dream. At the same time, my mind seems to have frozen, as if I can
no longer accept the things that are happening around me.

Up ahead, I can hear voices.

Chanting.

"This is going to be much harder if you
remain resistant," my mother continues. "I know you can feel it in
your body, Kate. You know deep down that everything we've told you
is true, even if you don't want to admit it." As she reaches a
large wooden door, she stops and turns to me. "I just want you to
know that your father and I are so proud of you. All through your
illnesses, you were so brave and strong. Your body was fighting
back, trying to destroy itself, but we knew you'd be able to
resist."

"I should have let it win," I reply. "I
should have let the cancer take me."

"You were selected specifically for your
fighting spirit," she replies. "Please, Kate, just be happy that
you did such a good job. Future generations will look back on your
sacrifices and know that you were so strong and brave. There will
always be a special place for you in the prayers of our order, and
that order will in turn only grow stronger once our master is in
our midst."

"You're out of your mind," I tell her.

"No," she says, turning and pushing the
wooden door open. "It just seems that way because our order has
been pushed to the margins for so long."

As I'm dragged after her, I find myself
being taken into the main hall of the church. There are thousands
of candles burning all around the room, and hundreds of robed
figures stand watching as I'm led to the altar, where my chains are
attached to thick metal hoops that jut out from the stone surface.
I try to pull free, but there are too many people around me, and
after a moment I turn to stare at the chanting figures who seem to
be waiting for something.

"Give me a moment with her," my mother says
to the other figures, who quickly move away.

"You're not my mother," I say firmly as she
steps closer.

"I am," she whispers
softly. "Please try to understand, Kate. For centuries, our people
have been castigated and persecuted because of our beliefs. We've
been pushed to the margins and forced to live in the shadows, but
some of us eventually decided that enough is enough. Our generation
chose to be the ones who push back, and for that we needed to make
some sacrifices." She reaches out and brushes her hand against the
side of my face, and although I flinch at her touch, the chains are
holding me in place. "Do you think your father and I
wanted to lose our only
child? Do you think we were happy to watch you suffer?"

"Go fuck yourself," I spit back at her.

"We sacrificed a part of our lives," she
continues, "so that our master could be born into a human body.
There were other candidates, of course, but we knew we needed a
strong girl, and you were always so strong as a child. Eventually
we accepted that you were the best option, so we performed the
ceremony that invited our master to enter your body. He accepted
that invitation gladly and ever since then, for most of your life,
he's been sleeping inside your soul. Now that you're carrying a
child, he has entered that child and now he waits to be born in a
body of his own."

"I'm not pregnant," I tell her.

"You are," she replies. "The child is yours
and Dagwood's. He was chosen for his physical perfection, and the
child is now almost a month old. If we left it inside your belly
for nine months, it would rip you apart, but fortunately it needs
nothing more from you. We have to remove it, and your sacrifice
will be over."

"Please," I continue, hoping to persuade her
to recognize that this whole situation is madness. "Don't do
this..."

"I wish you could live to see the result of
your hard work," she replies, as tears start to run down her
cheeks, "but there's just no way to sustain your life once the
master has been removed. We've looked into ways, and Dr. Mammone
has carried out experiments, but it was hard enough keeping you
alive all these years. Now, we have to accept that it's time for
you to leave us. I just want you to know that we're so proud of
you, and that your contribution to our order will never be
forgotten. I love you, Kate -"

Before she can finish, I spit on her
face.

"I'm sure you'll understand," she replies,
wiping her cheek clean. "At the final moment, when death is upon
you and the child is emerging, you'll realize. It might only be for
a fraction of the last second of your life, but truth and knowledge
will be your ultimate reward, and you'll die happy." Reaching out,
she places a hand against my belly; deep inside my gut, something
seems to be moving. "It's ready," my mother adds, before turning to
the nearby figures. "Prepare her."

"No!" I shout, as she steps away and the
robed figures approach. I try to get free, but there's nothing I
can do to stop them as they start removing my clothes. Finally,
once I'm completely naked and my scarred chest is exposed for the
whole congregation to see, I stop struggling. Candlelight light
flickers over my flesh, exposing every cut and dent, every scar.
I've been through so many operations over the years, so many
procedures designed to combat my cancer, I look awful. Looking down
at my naked body, I feel all the anger start to fade away, and
tears begin to gather in my eyes.

I'm a monster.

"Look upon her," my mother
says, turning to the congregation as the chanting stops. "When God
sent his son down to walk the earth, he chose a virgin mother.
When our master
chose to come down and walk among us, he cared not for purity or
chastity. He sought a strong woman, someone who could contain him
while he waited to be born. Her body fought back, trying to destroy
itself in the process, but she fought bravely and now she has
reached the point at which we must remove the child from her
belly."

Nearby, several robed figures approach and
set several large knives on the altar. One of the figures removes
his hood, revealing himself as Dr. Mammone.

"Stop!" I shout, pulling at the chains.

"Try to stay calm," Dr. Mammone replies.
"None of this would be happening if it were not strictly
necessary."

"If you come any closer," I reply, "I'll
kill you. I don't know how, but I'll find a way."

"There's no need for threats," says a voice
nearby.

Turning, I find that Dagwood is
approaching.

"You've put up with so much pain and
suffering," he continues. "You're right at the end now, Kate. There
are just minutes to go, and you need to stay strong. He's
coming."

Feeling something warm against the inside of
my thighs, I look down and see that blood has started to leak from
between my legs. There's no pain, but something seems to be
stirring in my chest, moving further down my body. I close my eyes
as I try to force it back, but finally I realize that I can feel
small nails scratching against the inside of my belly, as if it's
trying to claw its way out.

"You can feel him, can't you?" Dagwood says
after a moment. "He's ready to leave you."

As the pain starts to build, I try not to
cry out. Whatever's inside me, it's clearly desperate to get out,
but after a moment I feel cold hands being placed on my belly.
Looking down, I see that my skin is being stretched by several of
the hooded figures, while Dr. Mammone comes closer with a scalpel
in his hand. All I can do is struggle and try to kick out at him,
but I'm being held down and finally the scalpel presses against my
belly.

"It's okay," my mother says, reaching out
and brushing her fingers against the side of my face. "Don't fight
it, Kate. This is how it always had to end."


Twenty-one years ago

 


"You're not in the right frame of mind to be
making big decisions," Mark says, with a hint of desperation in his
voice. "Kate, please -"

"I need to be alone," I reply, forcing the
rest of my clothes into the bag and then struggling to get it
zipped shut.

"Then take a few days and -"

"Not a few days," I hiss, finally getting
the zip to close before putting the bag over my shoulder. "I can't
be in a relationship, Mark. Not now, and maybe not ever."

"I'm willing to work on things with you," he
replies, trying to stay calm.

"And what happens when you want children?" I
ask, hurrying to the door before turning back to him. "I know
that's what you want, but I can't give it to you."

"Can't or won't?" he asks, staring at me
from the other side of the room.

"Both," I say firmly. "I can't explain it,
but I just know deep down that I should never have a child. With my
genes, and my history, it'd be cruel to bring a life into the
world."

"But that doesn't mean -"

"Yeah," I say, interrupting him. "It does. I
have to go, Mark. I'm sorry." Opening the door, I heard toward the
elevator. Moments later, I hear Mark running after me. I'm just
about to tell him to leave me alone when he grabs my arm and pulls
me back.

"Kate -" he starts to say, before stepping
back in horror.

"What?" I ask, trying to stay calm. "Can't
you just let me go?" I wait for him to answer, but there's a look
of absolute terror in his eyes. "What are you staring at?" I
ask.

"Your face," he replies, taking a step back.
"Just for a second, just... for a fraction of a second when you
turned around..."

I wait, but he seems to be in total
shock.

"What?" I ask impatiently.

"Never mind," he continues, turning and
hurrying back to his apartment.

As the elevator doors slide open, I'm left
wondering what the hell just happened. Mark has always been a
level-headed kind of guy, but something clearly spooked him. I step
into the chamber and hit the button for the lobby, before turning
to look at my reflection in the metal panel that runs along the
back of the wall. I look perfectly normal, but I can't help
wondering what Mark saw.

Sometimes, I feel like there's another voice
in my head.


Today

 


I've never heard myself scream before.

Not properly.

Not like this.

I sound like a wild animal. My throat is
burning as I desperately try to call out for help. It's hard to
believe that no-one outside can hear me, but as tears flow down my
face I feel a fresh wave of pain start pulsating through my body,
spreading out from my belly.

And I can feel his hands reaching
inside.

I don't know how much time has passed.
Drenched in sweat, and with my wrists and ankles held down firmly
by a combination of chains and robed figures, I try to break free,
but it's hopeless. Dr. Mammone's fingers are gently easing
something out of my belly, and I feel a moment of tension before
the umbilical cord is sliced. To my surprise, I feel a series of
small stabbing pains a moment later, and when I look down at my
blood-soaked body I realize that they've started to sew me up
again. I assumed they'd just leave me to bleed out, but they're
actually trying to keep me alive.

"You've done so well," my mother's voice
whispers in my ear.

Somewhere nearby, there's the sound of a
baby crying, except it sounds more like it's screaming. I turn and
look over at Dr. Mammone, and for a moment I can't make out the
small dark shape in his hands. It's barely bigger than a finger,
but finally I realize that it's the baby: only one month after
conception, it has already grown so fast, but it's clearly not
ready to be out yet. Through blurry, tear-stained eyes, I stare in
horror at the blackened husk as it wriggles, and I swear to God it
looks as if its whole body has been burned to a crisp.

"The hard part's over," my mother says
calmly, as one of the nurses continues to sew my belly closed. "You
can hold it in a -"

"Something's wrong," Dr. Mammone says
suddenly, placing the baby on the altar. "It's dying!"

"It can't be," my mother replies. "It's too
strong to -"

"It's not breathing," Dr. Mammone continues,
grabbing a surgical bag and pulling out various pieces of
equipment. The baby, which I can barely see, is making a kind of
rasping, gurgling sound, like some kind of wild creature, and I
watch in horror as Dr. Mammone prepares another scalpel.

"What are you doing?" I gasp, fighting
through the pain. I know it's insane, but even though the creature
looks horrific, I can't help but feel defensive. It grew in my
body; it's a part of me, and I don't want it to suffer.

"It can't die," my mother says firmly,
hurrying over to Dr. Mammone as he works on the baby. "It should be
strong. You said you'd know what to do once it was born!"

"I don't understand," Dr. Mammone continues
as he examines the child. "Everything was going perfectly until
this moment. I consulted all the texts, but none of them mentioned
anything like this. The birth should have been straightforward once
we'd made the first incision, but it's almost as if..." He pauses
for a moment, and it's clear that he doesn't really know what to do
next. "It's almost as if we've been tricked," he continues
eventually. "It just doesn't make sense!"

"Do something!" my mother shouts, clearly
starting to panic. "We've waited too long to have it all fall apart
now! Maybe we cut it out too soon! Is there any way we can put it
back inside her? Cut her open again, put the child back, and then
let her carry it to term! It's worth a try, isn't it?"

Dr. Mammone looks over at me, and for a
moment he actually seems to be considering the idea.

"Save it," I whisper, even though there's a
part of me that wants the creature to die. My rational, logical
mind knows that there's no way such a hideous thing should ever be
allowed to live; then again, my heart is telling me that no matter
where it came from, that creature is my child and I can't allow
anything to happen to it. Trying to sit up, I reach out toward the
altar, desperate to make contact.

"If the child dies," my mother continues,
"we'll have to start again."

"Please," I whisper, straining to reach the
baby.

"Stop it," my mother says, pushing my hand
away. "There's nothing you can do for it now."

I watch as Dr. Mammone continues to work on
the baby. He's clearly struggling to stay calm as he uses a variety
of instruments to assess the child's status, but after a moment
there's a high-pitched gurgle from the creature's mouth.

"If you let it die," my mother hisses at
him, "I'll make sure that you suffer a thousand deaths!"

"I'm losing him," the doctor replies,
working increasingly frantically.

"Let me hold him," I whimper, as tears run
down my face. "Please, let me hold him..."

"Stop whining," my mother snaps, turning to
me with pure anger in her eyes. "This is your fault. We thought you
could carry such an important child, but you turned out to be
weaker than any of us realized. There's -"

Before she can finish, screams erupt nearby.
Turning, I see that somehow the thousands of candles and torches
have fallen onto the congregation, setting their robes on fire.
Burning bodies rush toward the door, but as the stampede builds
they start trampling one another. Someone cries out that the door
is locked, but more and more of the figures drop to the ground
every second as the flames consume their bodies.

"This can't be happening," my mother says,
staring at the horrific scene.

"It's dead," Dr. Mammone says, stepping back
from the altar. "I don't know how or why, but -"

Above us, there's a loud, ominous creaking
sound, as pieces of the church's stone roof start to crumble. It's
as if the entire building is being shaken apart, and finally large
chunks fall down all around us. Dr. Mammone turns to run, but a
stone block drops straight onto him, crushing him against the steps
that lead up to the altar.

"Let me see!" I shout, reaching out toward
the spot where my child's corpse has been left. "I might be able to
-"

"There's nothing you can do," my mother says
calmly, leaning over me. "You had a job, and you failed. Now we'll
have to start again. Your father and I can't have any more
children, but we'll find another, and this time we'll make damn
sure that it's one who can carry a child to term." She reaches down
and starts tearing at the stitches in my belly, sending waves of
pain through my body. "You're a failure," she adds, smiling as she
rips each stitch away. "What's the point of a woman if she can't
even carry a child?"

"Please," I gasp, as the pain floods my
body. "Stop!"

"I'm just going to leave you right here,"
she says, finally letting go of me and taking a step back. "You
could have had it all, Kate. You could have been remembered as one
of the most important women in the history of the world. Instead,
you -"

Stopping suddenly, she looks up just in time
to see part of the ceiling arch crashing down straight on top of
her; large pieces of stone smash into the wall before sliding down
to the floor. I try to sit up, and although the chains are holding
me down, I can just about make out a patch of blood where my mother
was standing, as if her body was crushed and then smeared across
the floor. Seconds later, I feel someone loosening the chains
around my wrist, and I turn to find that Dagwood is trying to get
me free.

"There's still time to get out of here," he
says as he finishes freeing my arms and moves on to my legs.

"What's happening?" I ask, as the building
continues to shake.

"I don't know for sure," he continues, "but
I've got an idea. We have to get you out of here. They were wrong.
They all misunderstood what was really happening."

As soon as I'm free, I hurry over to the
altar and stare at the tiny, twisted dead body that was cut out of
me a few minutes ago. It barely even looks like a child, but after
a moment I realize I can see the beginning of a face beneath the
burned, charred skin. I reach down to pick it up, but Dagwood grabs
my arm and pulls me away.

"Don't touch it," he says, leading me behind
the altar and down the stairs that lead to the basement.

"Where are you taking me?" I ask, stumbling
as blood flows from my torn belly.

"This whole place is going to come down," he
replies as we get to the bottom of the stairs and he pulls me into
a side-room. "We must have misunderstood the text in the ancient
books. We thought it'd be enough to cut the baby out of you, but
something happened that changed everything." He leads me to the far
end of the room and pulls the door open, and a cold draft
immediately hits me. "This passageway leads up to street-level," he
explains, turning to me. "Just keep running and you'll be safe. I
have to go back and get the books. Without them, it'll be
impossible to work out what to do next."

"That was my child," I tell him. "I can't
leave him here! I have to go and get him!"

"You'll die if you go back inside," he
replies, pushing me through the door. "Now run! I'll be right
behind you as soon as I've got the books, Kate, but you have to
run!"

I stare at him.

"Run!" he shouts, pushing me away.

As the building continues to shake, I turn
and run along the passageway. Sure enough, a couple of minutes
later I emerge from a small doorway across the street from the
church. Police cars and ambulances are already filling the area,
but all I can do is watch as the entire stone church collapses in
on itself, sending up a huge cloud of dust as the neighborhood
seems to shake for a moment. I step back into the doorway of a shop
and try to cover my mouth as a wall of dust slams into me, and
finally the carnage seems to subside.

I wait a moment, and finally I step back out
of the doorway. The dust is starting to clear, and police officers
are everywhere. I turn to look at the passageway, but after a few
minutes I realize that there's no way Dagwood can ever have made
it. Taking a couple of steps forward, I stop and look down at my
legs, and I realize that blood is now pouring from the wound in my
belly. I try to turn again, but this time I'm too weak. As a couple
of police officers hurry over to help me, I drop to my knees and
then finally I roll onto my side. The pain is too strong, and all I
want now is to die.

At least once I'm dead, there'll be no more
pain.


Twenty-one years ago

 


It's late, and I'm out alone.

Again.

Raising my camera, I look through the
viewfinder and take a moment to compose the shot, before taking a
photograph and then making my way along the sidewalk. I've come
downtown to get some shots of a church. Lately, churches have
really caught my attention, and since I'm going to be getting a lot
of money from the insurance company following my accident, I figure
I've got plenty of time to work on a few private projects. Besides,
I need to distract myself, and to make sure that I stop thinking
about Mark.

The best part of taking pictures at night is
the fact that I can let my mind drift away. The noise of the city -
all the cars and people and thousand of other sounds - becomes a
kind of wail that replaces all my thoughts, allowing me to operate
on instinct alone. Tonight, there's a very faint pain in my side,
but for the most part I'm able to just focus on what I can see
through the camera's viewfinder ignore everything else. If I can
just live like this for the rest of my life, with no-one else to
worry about, I'll be happy.

I spend hours wandering the city, and by the
time I get back to my apartment I've got half a dozen used rolls of
film in my pocket. It's almost 3am, but I'm too buzzed to sleep so
I head straight into the dark-room I've rigged up in my bathroom.
Now that I've got no-one else in my life, I can just focus on doing
whatever I want; if that makes me selfish, I don't care, because
all I want to do is develop my photos and maybe work toward an
exhibition. I know I should feel guilty for kicking Mark out of my
life, but the truth is, I'm finding it surprisingly easy to live
without him.

Seeing that there's a message on my phone, I
hit the button.

"Hey, sweetheart," my mother says, "just
checking in on you. Can you give me a call some time? Your father
and I just want to make sure you're doing okay. Love you!"

I can't help but smile. My mother still
fusses over me, even though I've been cancer-free for a few years.
I guess she's never going to relax.

A few hours later, however, everything
changes. When the first of tonight's photos are developed, I stare
in stunned horror at a figure standing on the steps of one of the
churches. He wasn't there when I was taking the photos, but he's
there now. It's the man from my earlier images, the man I first saw
at the old railroad trestles near my parents' house. I thought he
was gone, but now he's back, and once again he's staring straight
into my camera. I thought that by coming to New York I'd be able to
get away from him, but now it's clear that he's followed me.

I don't know what he wants, but I figure
it's time to start doing some digging. Heading out, I figure I need
to resume my old project. I wander the streets for a few more hours
until finally I spot the building I've been looking for. I get a
few quick snaps from various angles, and somehow, deep inside, I
can tell that I've found the right place. Taking a step back, I
raise my camera and take a couple more shots of the church's
columns.


Epilogue

 


Many years later

 


"Sorry I can't be there," Bella says. "You
know I wouldn't miss your birthday for anything, right? Especially
not when you're turning sixty-five!"

"You can't help the plane being canceled," I
reply. "Don't stress. The last thing you want to do is start
rushing and end up breaking the other hip. Pop by when you can. You
know I'm fine. It's not like I'm alone."

"I'll be over with your gift as soon as
possible," she says. "Hang on, I've got to go. Dominic's maid keeps
trying to wave me over!"

Once the call is finished, I can't help but
smile as I put the phone down. I ease my tired, aching old body up
from the chair and start shuffling toward the kitchen, although I
stop when I pass the mirror in the hallway. It's hard to believe
that I've somehow managed to live to the age of eighty-five,
especially after everything I went through as a child. I can't even
remember how many times I was diagnosed with cancer, and yet I
always pulled through. Then there were the events in the church
twenty years ago, but again, I recovered. Since then, life has been
strangely calm, but eventually I stopped looking over my shoulder
all the time.

I make my way through to the kitchen.
Everything's so calm and peaceful.

A few minutes later, as I'm stirring the
stew, I hear the front door opening and closing. As my daughter
Sebastiane comes through to greet me, I can't help but notice the
large gift she's carrying.

"You didn't have to get me anything," I tell
her.

"Nonsense," she replies, setting the gift on
the table before coming over and kissing the top of my head. "Happy
birthday, mother. I hope you're not too depressed about your
birthday."

"There are worse things," I point out.

It takes me a few minutes to get the gift
open, since my trembling hands aren't quite as strong as they used
to be. Sometimes, I even struggle to hold my camera. Finally,
opening the box, I discover that Sebastiane has bought me an old
film camera, just like the one I used to have as a little girl.
Lost in my memories, I examine the device, and eventually
Sebastiane takes over the cooking as I sit at the kitchen table and
try to remember how to use the camera properly.

It's been so long since I touched one of
these things.

After dinner, Sebastiane helps me get the
camera ready, and we go out into the garden to take some shots. I
can tell that something seems to be on her mind, but she's a
thoughtful girl and she's always been so good to me. She keeps
encouraging me to take up photography again, although in truth I've
lost much of the passion that I once had. Being a single mother for
so many years, I struggled to raise her on my own, but I developed
other interests. Today, however, as I hold this old camera in my
hands, I can feel the fire reigniting in my soul. I might be old
now, but that doesn't mean I can't get out and about.

"Do you mind if I ask you something
personal?" Sebastiane says eventually, as I watch her through the
viewfinder and prepare to take a picture.

"I suppose not," I reply.

She pauses. "Why didn't you tell me about my
twin?" she asks eventually.

After a moment, I lower the camera.

"When I was conceived," she continues, "I
had a twin. There were two of us in the womb. And then one day, my
twin was cut out. Why did you never mention it to me?"

"How did you find out?" I ask, shocked by
the memory of that horrific night in the church. Putting the camera
down, I take a seat on one of the lawn chairs.

"I remember him," she replies. "We grew
together, inside you. When he was taken away, I thought I'd be
removed next, but instead I had to wait to be born the normal
way."

"The people who cut your brother out," I say
cautiously, "had no idea that I was carrying twins. They took your
brother, and they assumed he was the only one." I pause for a
moment, before finally realizing that I should tell her everything.
"They sewed me back up," I continue, "and they tried to save your
brother, but it was too late. He was too... He wasn't able to
survive."

"Of course he wasn't," Sebastian replies.
"Not after what I did to him."

I open my mouth to ask him what she means,
but the words stick in my throat.

"He was weak," she continues, with a faint
smile. "Even in the womb, I could tell he was inferior to me. We
were just so different. Eventually, to amuse myself, I took to
torturing him. He tried to fight back, but it's not as if he could
exactly run away, is it? I found I was able to tear at him, but it
gave me most amusement to burn him. I even poked out his eyes as
soon as they developed. I had so many other ideas, but then he was
ripped out of you and my little torture companion was gone. I was
lonely once he was gone, but I never mentioned any of this as I
grew up. It's only today, now that you have a camera again, that I
feel I should be open with you."

"They thought your brother was evil," I
reply, trying not to show my fear. "They thought he had the soul of
someone very bad inside him."

"No," Sebastian replies blankly. "He was a
perfectly normal child. I was the one they were looking for, but
they missed me. And then I realized that they were going to hurt
you, and I couldn't allow that. I couldn't let anyone put you in
danger, mother, so I burned them all, and then I brought their
pathetic little church crashing down."

"That was you?" I ask, with tears in my
eyes.

"I had to punish them," she continues. "They
were idiots, and they only would have caused more trouble if they'd
been allowed to live. I reached out with my mind and razed that
entire place. They'd have found me in your belly eventually, and I
wanted to stay there for as long as possible. I wanted to be a part
of you, mother. In some ways, I still do." She pauses. "I don't
regret anything," she adds finally. "That church was wretched, and
its congregation was filled with monsters. They'd have had to die
eventually, and they'd done what I needed them to do, so I saw no
reason to let any of them draw another breath."

I stare at her for a moment, barely able to
comprehend the fact that my worst fears have come true. A few
months after the incident in the church, I discovered I was still
pregnant. Despite my misgivings, I felt I had no choice but to keep
the baby, and when Sebastiane was born I loved her from the first
moment I saw her. I told myself that she was a normal child, that
it was the charred little creature that had contained the devil's
soul. Now I realize that the charred creature was an innocent
child, and Sebastiane has been hiding her dark side all his life,
up until this moment.

"I always knew some other power saved me
that day," I reply eventually, feeling as if long-buried doubts
have finally come to the surface. "Just before I ran from the
building, your father said he thought he understood what was
happening. I suppose he must have guessed that I was carrying
twins, and that you were still inside me."

An awkward silence falls upon us for a
moment.

"Now what?" she asks eventually.

I stare at her, and although I know I should
see her as a monster, all I can see is my daughter. Ever since she
was born, I've had doubts and concerns, but I put them all to the
back of my mind and focused on raising her. Now that I know her
true nature, I can't just abandon her.

"I'm still your mother," I tell her, forcing
myself to stay calm, "and you're still my child." Reaching over to
the camera, I pick it up and take aim at her once again; I watch
him through the viewfinder for a moment, before finally taking the
picture.

"That's the first time you've ever taken a
photograph of me," she says with a faint smile. "I know you loved
cameras when you were younger, but it seems like you've been scared
of them since I was born."

"Maybe," I reply, setting the camera
down.

"Are you going to develop that yourself?"
she asks.

I nod.

"Because you're scared of what it might
show?"

"Come and sit with me," I reply, preferring
to change the subject.

Cautiously, she comes over to me, and
finally she gets down on the floor before resting her head against
my knees. I reach down and run my hand through her hair, and for a
moment I can't help but wonder whether I should try to break her
neck, for the sake of the world. It's at this moment, however, that
I realize I can never turn against her. No matter where she came
from, she's my daughter.

"I'm scared," she says eventually. "I feel
something deep in my soul. Something dark. Sometimes, even though I
try to be good, I know that my nature is to be cruel."

"We'll see," I reply, still stroking the top
of his head.

"I killed someone today," she adds. "A girl
at school. We were in a coffee shop, and I made her choke. I was
just testing my powers, I wasn't sure it would even work,
but..."

She pauses.

"Do you think I'm evil?" she asks
finally.

"I don't know," I tell her, as a tear runs
down my cheek. "All I know is that you're my child and I went
through so much while I was carrying you." I pause for a moment, as
the late afternoon sunlight seems to shift a little as it streams
through the window. "I'm your mother," I add, "and I love you, and
that's all that matters in the whole world."
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