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Prologue

 


 



Beneath the unhallowed light of a full, fat graveyard moon, the cadaverous man stepped lightly through the cemetery. In his slick black undertaker’s coat and high silken stovepipe hat, he was strictly Bela Lugosi-goth: his leering face a skull, his skin fish-belly white and glistening like Vaseline. The fingers that clutched anxiously at his sides were long, thin, delicate; almost spidery. The fingers of a surgeon. And his eyes—buried in that dead white sunless face—were pools of black, bubbling oil, dark mirrors that reflected lonely desperation and a frozen stark malignancy, silent and wormy like bones in a shroud.


In his left hand, he carried a shovel.


He carried it tightly.


He looked around the cemetery, breathing hard with passion. It was empty, stygian, bleak and somehow hollow like his own mind. A cool-edged September wind blew, stripping Autumn leaves from craggy trees and laying them down like a carpet over vault and grave alike.


Before him was a burial vault set into the side of a grassy, mounded hill. Moonlight reflected off the name chiseled into the stone above the wrought-iron door. The name was that of his family.


He stood there, letting the solitude fill him. He was as still as one of the weathered stone statues up on the hill. He breathed out slowly, gripping the shovel in his fists. It was heavy. Stout wood and drop-forged iron. The way they used to make them for diggers who knew that the opening and filling of a grave was an art form.


(now do it, do it)


Taking one last good look around, seeing in the dark like an owl, he began to dig. The shovel blade reverberated thickly over the marble faces of the clustering headstones as it bit into the cold black earth. It echoed off the wrought-iron gates of sepulchers and hill-tombs. All else was silence. He wondered then with ghoulish amusement if they could hear it. The interred. Those resting far below, cheek to jowl with the moist graveyard earth and the caress of the worm. How he envied them wound up tight in their shrouds and sunken in their silken depths.


(dig dig hurry)


He
licked his thin leathery lips and concentrated on his work, letting the blade of the shovel slice deep into the earth.


He kept digging.


Cutting deeper.


The farther he dug, the more excited he got until it was like some kind of hysterical religious fervor had taken possession of him. When he reached the box he was nearly out of his mind with it. Sweating and swearing, breaking catches on the casket with the blade of the shovel, he pawed away the loose earth until his fingers slipped easily around the lip of the lid.


(get me out of here)


With a horrible and wizened grin upon his lips, he began to cackle with deranged laughter. It was like shards of mangled iron scratching in blackness.


(hu-rry)


His throat a desert, a coiled evil in his belly, his heart pounding, he pulled the lid open and looked within. Beneath the glare of the rising full moon, his eyes winked like bits of glass as he looked down at the withered scarecrow in the box. In his head and only in his head, he could hear its obscene laughter.

 “I’m here,” he said.


(it’s about time)


He reached down into the box, feeling grave clothes like rotted canvas, papery flesh and pitted, jutting bones. He stroked the matted, straw-dry hair with his fingertips, pressing his quivering lips to the grinning toothy deathmask leering up at him.


(that’s a good boy, that’s a good boy)


Then, sighing like the leaves in the trees, he climbed into the box atop the shriveled remains, listening to a cooing sound in his head. “Mother,” he said.

 




 


 



Part One:


Walk With Me In The Graveyard
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She was a pretty girl and Henry Borden watched her very closely.


The way a guy with a net might watch a butterfly he was planning on adding to his collection. He watched her long tanned legs pound up the side of that dusty county road, watched her blonde hair brush her bare shoulders. 



A girl alone like that. 



He knew there was going to be trouble.


He kept his eyes on her, taking it all in and drinking it down. It stuck in his belly, hot and uneasy. A trickle of sweat ran down his brow. He put the girl at sixteen, seventeen years of age. Young… sweet… alone. What was a pretty girl like her doing out here in the middle of nowhere? It didn’t make sense, but maybe it made all the sense in the world. Fate had a way of arranging things sometimes.


Henry looked around.


Nothing. Nobody.


He swallowed. Where was her big burly boyfriend? Where were her friends? There wasn’t anything out here but a lot of nothing: meandering fields of yellow grass, dark stretches of forest, a few abandoned farms. And the cemetery, of course. A girl like that just wasn’t using her head. Out here by herself, some crazy freak could have snatched her, raped her. Killed her. And who would have known? Really, who would have known? A guy could get her into his car and then—


Maybe you should just drive past, he told himself. Just keep going.


But the car was slowing and he wasn’t even conscious of easing off the accelerator. Girl like that should be more careful. Something bad happened to her it would be her own fault. Henry’s heart began to pound and sweat beaded his brow and his fingers began to shake on the wheel. He pressed his lips tight as flowers in a book, knowing this was how trouble always began.


But I’m lost, a voice in his head said. Maybe she could help me.


Even though that was a lie, it relaxed him slightly the way his brain invented things when the need arose. Sure, this girl could help him. She looked nice. Of course, you had to be careful and all, because you never knew about girls these days. Some of them looked sweet, but down deep they were mean pigs. And maybe that was it. Maybe she was out here looking for someone to rob. 



That’s the way these girls are, Henry. Hot, fast, and loose, he could hear his mother saying in her cawing monotone. They’re like spiders inviting you into their webs so they can suck you dry. And if now and again a boot crushes them, so much the better. Leggy, crawling things, they put themselves in these situations and if something bad happens then it’s their own fault.

 “Stop it,” Henry said under his hot breath.


He made to pass by her, but at the last moment he pulled his big black Lincoln up behind her. The girl looked back at him. Concerned, but not terribly so.


Henry wiped the sweat from his face and stepped out, roadmap in hand. “Hi there,” he said and dear God, listen to how casual and reassuring his voice was. “I wonder if you could help me. I think I got myself lost.”


The girl didn’t move at first.


This is how it went. They either bolted or they stepped into the snare.


Stupid girls.


She stared at him with eyes the color of sapphires. They were bright, filled with vitality. Beautiful eyes. Henry could see something hidden back in them… hesitancy, caution. Like maybe she’d gotten a good smell of him and didn’t like it. But finally her lips curled into a smile, revealing perfect white teeth. A model should have had those teeth.

 “Sure,” she said, clutching a handful of leaves for some reason. “Where you going?”


She came up close and Henry could smell the fresh, soapy scent that came off her, sweetened slightly by a vague musk of perspiration. Her blouse swished over her soft skin. A furnace heat billowed from her in waves.


Warm. Hot-blooded. Henry didn’t like that so much.

 “Uh… I’m trying to get here,” he told her, stabbing a finger on the map. “Bitter Lake. It’s got to be around here somewhere.”

 “It sure is. Next left. You must’ve gotten off the main highway somehow.”

 “Must have.” Henry shook his head, brushed a stray wisp of dark hair from his brow. “Isn’t that just the way it goes sometimes? I guess I’ve never been much with maps, but this is even an all-time low for me.”


The girl smiled thinly. “Oh well, we all get lost.”

 “Few as often as me, I’m afraid. Anyway, you’ve been a big help.”

 “No problem.”


He began to fold up his map, doing it very precisely with his long thin fingers. The girl hadn’t started away yet. He knew she wouldn’t until one of them had terminated the conversation completely. She felt clumsy, awkward. She was a nice Midwestern girl, as pure and vital as fields of Indiana wheat. Stranger or not, she simply couldn’t bring herself to be rude.

 “Listen,” he said, “while you’re here, could you tell me where I might find the Mission Point Clinic?”

 “Oh sure. Just take that next left and keep going,” she said, sketching it out in the air with her finger. “You’ll come to Elm, which passes for a main street hereabouts. Just follow it right out of town until you hit Shore. Shore goes right around the lake. About a half mile out you’ll find the clinic. Can’t miss it.”


Henry smiled. “Says you.”


She laughed. “You’ll find it, all right.”

 “I hope so. I’m told I’m a better physician than a navigator.”


A moment before she looked anxious to go. Now she was in no hurry. “Oh, you’re a doctor?”

 “Yes. They’re pretty short-handed at the clinic—”

 “Tell me about it.”

 “—so I’m here to save the day. Anyway, my name’s John. John Shears. You?”

 “Lisa Coombes.”

 “Lisa?” He gave her an odd look, not quite a smile and not quite a frown. “That’s a nice name.”

 “Oh.” She shrugged. “Are you a G.P.?”


Henry stared at her. He didn’t know why he was doing this or where he hoped to go with it. But sometimes that’s the way it was. Like he was a passenger and someone else was doing the driving. It was simply out of his hands and, like it or not, he was just going to have to wait. Wait and see.

 “Yes, general practitioner. Finest medical specialty in the world, my father used to say.”


(see? see how easy it is, henry? see how she falls into your trap? she’s been asking for this and now she’ll get it, god yes, she’ll get what she was asking for)

 “He was a doctor, too?”

 “Oh yes.”


Henry listened then as his voice spoke plainly and honestly about the practice of medicine. He felt like he was in another room, eavesdropping. The girl ate it up, of course. It was so fucking easy there seemed to be little sport involved. People trusted doctors. Sure, they sued ‘em and bitched about ‘em, but down deep they were very much in awe of them. It was like medical practitioners were godlike, an elite race somehow closer to the almighty than the rest of humanity. A physician, in general, was above reproach.


Lisa sighed. “You know, I’ve been taking a lot of chemistry and biology in school. I was thinking… you know… that maybe when I graduated this year…”

 “Med school?”

 “Yeah, I guess. It’s stupid.”

 “Not at all. Maybe I can help you. It isn’t easy to get into med school, but if you were recommended by an alumni… well, trust me, it makes a difference.”


The poor thing was practically in love with him already.


It was time.

 “Listen… why don’t you hop in?” he said. “I’ll give you a lift into town and you can help me from getting lost.”

 “Sure… I guess that would be okay.”

 “Great.”


(lovely little whore only too happy to climb in a stranger’s car that’s the kind of girl she is, henry, that’s the kind of girl they ALL are these days: whores and sluts and harlots)


She looked from him to the leaves in her hand, shrugged. “Botany class.”

 “Of course.”


(a boy can only trust his mother no one else)


When she got in, Henry checked the rearview to make sure no more cars were coming. They were quite alone. Satisfied, he tripped the door locks from his armrest and grinned at her, his dark eyes shining in his pale face.


Lisa stared at him. Her smile slipped into memory. “What… um… why did you lock the doors?”


Henry pulled a carving knife out from under the seat. It wasn’t all that long, but terribly sharp. His mother had carved Christmas hams with it, coaxed anatomical secrets from the seedy gizzards of chickens. Before Lisa could do much more than gasp, he had the knife against her throat.


(teach her a lesson, Henry, teach… her)

 “Oh… oh God… please,” she sobbed, whimpering and gasping, the tan fading from her young face.


Henry was still grinning that awful rubbery grin. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to talk to strangers?”
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It was getting darker early.


Autumn was here.


Margaret Stapleton was washing dishes in the Coombes’ home, wondering where in the heck Lisa was because she was due an hour ago. But wasn’t that like a teenager to get sidetracked with one silly adventure after another? Margaret could remember when she was young—and it took some doing being that she would never see seventy again. She had always left early enough, had high intentions of getting to school before the first bell or getting home on time. But it rarely worked out that way. How many times she was marked tardy she could not remember and how many times the school had called home and her mother had laid into her with a vengeance she preferred not to remember.


Kids were a funny lot.


Lisa was no different.


She’d been through a lot, but she seemed to have both feet planted solidly beneath her and her grades were good. Her only problem was that she was a teenager and like any teenager—even Margaret herself once upon a time, may God forgive her—she was easily led astray, easily led down the wrong path. What Pastor Reardon often called the “left-handed path” when he was in jovial spirits or the “path of Satan the Corruptor” when he was filled with brimstone and fire. Lisa was a good girl. Better than you could expect when her poor parents were only five years in the ground after the tragedy out on the highway. Yes, a good girl, a smart girl, filled with hope and promise as she flowered into womanhood, but, unfortunately, easily led astray. The crowd she ran with was fast and loose and if it hadn’t been for her older sister, and guardian, Tara, that crowd would have not only ran her down the wrong path but shoved her into a ditch to boot.


But that was where Margaret came in.


She’d raised enough children with a soft heart and a steady hand to smell trouble coming down the pike. And while Tara was off working, making ends meet, who was better to mind the store and keep watch over Lisa than Margaret Stapleton?

 “Nobody,” Margaret said, drying the last of the plates and stacking them in the cupboard with gnarled, arthritic hands that still had plenty muscle and slap in them.


On the wall, the clock kept ticking off the minutes.


In the kitchen, there was silence as she paused.


And in her heart there was… well, uneasiness. She could not realistically put a name to it or pretend to understand, but it was there, clutching like a cold fist, now and again spreading its fingers in her belly. Maybe it was just that Lisa was late from her nature walk—collecting leaves for 3rd Hour Botany, she said when she’d left—and Margaret herself felt responsible. Because she knew that she was responsible. Lisa was under her care and now she was an hour late and that probably meant absolutely nothing, but inside, in the secret channels of Margaret’s heart, there was concern.


Where was that child?


She had one of those cellphone gizmos that Margaret openly despised, so why didn’t she call? That’s what those things were for. Margaret knew Lisa’s number was up on the pegboard, right next to Tara’s.


If you need anything at all, Margaret, you just call. My boss understands. Just call if you need me.


But Margaret did not want to call Tara. Doing that would be like an admission that she was too old for the job of babysitter, caretaker, and general watchdog. So very often these days Margaret felt age creeping up on her, laying its shadow against her soul, blighting things that had once flowered brightly. She fought against it with an iron will, determination, and a feisty stubbornness that was part and parcel of who she was. Age might be crippling her hands and stiffening her neck, threading her legs with blue veins and turning her bones brittle, but she’d be damned if it would take the resolution from her soul or the light from her eyes.


She was competent.


Resourceful.


And she was more than equal to the job at hand.

 “I’ll not bother Tara at work with this,” she said under her breath. “If it comes to it, I’ll call Lisa on that darn cellphone. But I won’t bother Tara.”


It was a plan of action.


Margaret waited another five long minutes, then picked up the phone and dialed Lisa’s cell. It rang. Rang again. Then rang some more. But there was no answer, nothing but some annoying voice encouraging her to leave a message which was something Margaret had no intention of doing. If there was one thing she despised more than cellphones—other than computers, that was—it was answering machines. The only thing more annoying than them was having a damn computer call you on the phone and tell you your order was in at Sears.


The clock on the wall said it was after 8:30 now.


Good Lord, girl, where have you gone to now? What sort of trouble and devilment are you up to? Your sister will have my neck for this if you get into mischief and if she does, be certain, little miss, that I will have yours.


She pressed her face up against the square of window above the sink.


So dark out there. Like night had been slit open and its black blood had run everywhere, drowning the yard in a silken darkness. Shadows melted into other shadows in a blurring river of opaque nonentity. She squinted and thought she saw a figure moving near the big maple back there, flitting about beneath its spreading branches. Right away she was imagining Lisa out there, making out with some boy. But the harder she looked, the more she was certain she had only seen mocking shadow.


You’re not sure of that at all, old woman, she thought then. Maybe the rest of you is going to hell, but there’s nothing wrong with your peepers.


Feeling a strange tightness in her chest, Margaret walked over to the table and pulled the curtains open at the window. It was bigger and would give her a better view. She pressed her face against the glass and looked out there. She was certain somebody was crouched down by the tree. 



She thought she saw eyes shining in the moonlight.


But who would be out there? Who would be hiding out by the tree? Could have been one of the neighbor kids, she supposed. But her mind told her it could also be Lisa up to no good. Her gut instinct, however, was certain that it was not Lisa at all. 


 “I’ll sort this out,” Margaret said.


She went over to the back door and clicked on the patio light.


Nothing.


She clicked it a few more times.


It was either burned out or something was playing havoc with the wiring. Ignoring a feeling of panic spreading out in her belly, she opened the screen door. It screeched like nails being pulled from a coffin. The night smelled green and warm, just a hint of chill in the air.


Her eyes were locked on that shape by the tree.


Slowly then, feeling she was making a great mistake, she started over there.


About that time, the crickets went silent.


The night tensed, holding its breath.
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Darkness.


In the backyard, dappled in moonlight beneath the red maple, the naked girl peered from the shadows at the house before her. It was not large and rambling like the one she shared with her brother, it was trim and neat. Cute. Like a doll house, a lovely little doll house. She wondered if any dolls lived in it.


If there were, she would play with them.


She saw an old woman press her face up to the window. An ugly old woman with an ugly old face. The old woman was staring.


Now she moved to another window. She kept looking. The girl wondered if she saw her. Old people did not see well, yet this old lady seemed to be looking right at her.


Now she came outside.


The girl could smell her and it was a sour, old lady smell like wilted lilacs and mentholated rubs and skin creams. It was a smell of age and ruin, withering life fighting against the purity of death. Not a good smell. Not a vibrant smell or even a cold marble smell like the girl so enjoyed.


Bowing her head, the girl smelled herself.


She stank of rancid soil and dead leaves and shit.


She ran her hands over her dirty skin. Touching first her small pert breasts, the smooth mound of her belly, then letting her fingers slide down between her legs as she became excited by her own rich, filthy odor. As the old lady stood on the patio, staring into the night, the girl started to breathe hard, almost gasping, sliding her middle finger in and out of herself. Her mouth tasted hot and sweet, though her breath was fetid-smelling. She could feel her blood pulsing in her veins, her heart beginning to hammer.


She swung her head from side to side in a smooth, impassioned rhythm.


She slid her finger in and out faster and faster.


She watched the woman.


Felt the damp grass beneath her feet, the wet leaves.


It was intoxicating.


Now the old lady was coming, coming right in her direction, but with a slow and stiff gait as old people used because their muscles were atrophying and their bones were brittle.

 “Come, come, come,” the girl whispered beneath her hot breath. “Come closer and I’ll show you.”


The girl was supposed to cause a commotion to lure the old lady outside, but it hadn’t been necessary because the old woman was very curious, a very nosy old snit and she had come all on her own. And wasn’t that just perfect? Wasn’t that just sweet? Wasn’t that just delicious? She came right out the back door while in the front—


As the old lady meandered closer, a cool night wind brought the smell of things full-blooded and alive, the earthy smell of things dead. The girl was trembling with anticipation. The wind made her nipples stand taut. She let herself come, shuddering with the drunken release of it.


The old woman was closer.


The girl waited, teeth clenched, nostrils flaring.


A cloud passed over the face of the moon.


When the moonlight returned, the girl was gone.

 



4


Margaret was beginning to wonder what she was doing.


Beginning to wonder if there didn’t come a time when you had to accept your age and the limitations it forced upon you.


There was no reason for her to put herself through this nonsense simply to investigate a shadow that was probably nothing but a shadow at best and at worst, probably one of the neighborhood kids playing hide-and-go-seek. She could have called Bud. He was only a block away. Bud would come over with his flashlight. The big long-handled flashlight that he kept up in the cupboard next to the box that contained his old police badges and yellowed photographs of his days on the force. Bud would have liked to get that call, would have liked to come over and investigate because it would have made him feel young again, like a cop, not a retired old man with a bad back, weak knees, and poor circulation who had more than once fallen asleep before the TV with the heating pad cranked high and burned himself because the feeling in his limbs just wasn’t so good anymore.


Funny how life gets you, she thought. How it tricks you and fools you with youth and good health and then, when you’re not looking, the years pile up like apples under a tree. Next thing you know you’re old and gray and you realize you’ve been had. You can tell yourself amusing little self-deluding things like you’re only as old as you feel and life starts at sixty, but you know down deep it’s a load of crap. Soon enough you’re in a nursing home, pissing yourself and playing bingo and hoping your mind will last at least as long as your body while all those nurses call you “sweety” and “honey” like you’re a ten-year old in pigtails and braces, demeaning you, stripping away your self-respect and pride one layer at a time, having little birthday parties for you with cakes and balloons, all those sad-eyed, white-haired things gathered around you, drooling in their little cute party hats. That’s what a life hard-earned and well-spent will get you. Remember Great Aunt Eileen? She’d buried two husbands, lost a boy in World War I and another to the influenza outbreak of 1917, raised up three girls right and proper and in the end, she was in one of them homes wearing a little party hat with the rubber band strap digging into her pouchy sagging neck, her eyes old and sad and used-up. You remember that, Marge? You remember the party? Back around ’66 or ’67 when you were a bright-eyed thirtysomething without a care in God’s own world? You said to her, “Wow, Aunt Eileen, ninety-three today!” And she looked at you with something like pity. “Ain’t nothing wow about it, Margie. Ninety-three ain’t no fun. It’s hell on earth.” And now you’re heading in that direction and, damned, if Great Aunt Eileen wasn’t right.


Margaret realized she’d been off in dreamland again and it was getting so she was doing it a lot.


Get it together, old woman. Find Lisa. Sort this business out. You can’t call on Bud because he can’t accept his age anymore than you can. You call and he’ll come over, tromp around out there in the night and catch a chill that will become a chest cold next week, pneumonia the week after, and a plot out at Hillside week after that. 



No, she would handle this herself. 



It would only take a minute.


She moved toward the tree, wind pushing leaves past her legs. The more she stared, the more she strained her eyes, the more her vision wanted to blur. Age. Goddamn age. You could pretend it wasn’t so, but pretending didn’t make it go away—


She stepped in something.


Something soft only a few feet from the tree.


A raw stink of hot excrement rose from it.


Not dog shit, no, dear Lord, this was human shit and there was no mistaking the revolting, sharp smell of it.


This was wrong.


This was all so wrong.


That curious tightness in her chest was deeper now, sinking its roots, throbbing, insistent. Her heart was hammering. She was having trouble catching her breath.


Ticker? Was that it?


Out here? Now? Oh no, not that… 



Margaret knew she could go no farther. This was enough. If it was her heart then she needed to get inside and sort things out. Call Bud if necessary. Call Tara. Call somebody. She was about to turn on her heel and go back in when something moist and warm spattered in her face.


That smell.


Shit.


Somebody had thrown shit in her face.


The tightness in her chest erupted into full-fledged pain as her heart pounded frantically, hitched, pounded again, missed two or three beats with a dull, deep, bottoming-out sort of feeling that made her cry out and clutch her breast.


She heard a sound like respiration.


Above her, above… 



Someone was in the tree.


She could see their eyes, unnaturally bright and shining.


Margaret started toward the house, hearing whoever was in the tree jump down and land in the grass. She did not have to turn to know they had landed on all fours. Or that they were following her, scampering through the grass like an animal.


Closer, closer.


The raw stink of feces coming off them was violent, offensive.


Margaret reached the patio. Her stiff fingers found the doorknob, yanked it open as a fear that was white-hot and electric thrummed through her. It was so sharp it felt like a knifeblade twisting in her stomach.


She stumbled into the kitchen.


Dear God, dear God in heaven… 



Lisa.


That was Lisa.


Right before her on the floor. Lisa was lying on the floor, wrists taped behind her back and ankles taped together, a length of rope connecting them. Hog-tied. Her mouth was taped shut. She was dirty and her eyes were wide open, manic with a horror and shock that was quite near to full-fledged insanity.


This is what Margaret saw.


About the same time she saw the man standing there.


He was wearing a black coat, tall and pale, his eyes very dark with a leering catatonic stare to them. He had something in his hand. A length of chain. A leash. And it was connected to the collar around Lisa’s throat.


Margaret screamed.


Screamed the way one does when faced with the most brutal, inhuman depravity that the mind can bear to look upon.


Behind her, a scampering.


The girl came in on all fours. A nauseating stench of shit and urine came off her. Squatting there, she rocked back and forth on her haunches. She was naked, her hair long and dark, matted with leaves and dirt. She looked to be no older than Lisa. In fact, quite a bit younger. Her skin was so positively bloodless it looked white, the ghastly pallor accentuated by black streaks over her thighs and chest and that round belly—


Oh, not that, Lord, not that… 



Shit.


She had painted herself up with her own shit.


She squatted there, giggling, reveling in her own stink and repulsive nature. Her eyes were large with an unblinking deranged glare in them, the eyes of an animal as seen in headlights: shining and feral. She touched herself between her legs and her vulva was hairless, swollen and grotesquely red. A stream of piss struck the linoleum.

 “My name is Worm,” the girl said. “Isn’t that a pretty, pretty name? And aren’t I a pretty, pretty girl? Do you like me? Like how pretty, pretty, pretty I am?”


Lisa squirmed on the floor.


And the girl named Worm let out a bestial grunt.


Margaret shook her head, lashing it from side to side.


No, no, no! She would not allow this… this… this violation of all that was good and decent, this degradation, this defilement of all she knew and loved and honored. Fresh pains stabbed in her chest, going off like clusterbombs. Her vision blurred. Her left arm went limp and numb. Crying out, clenching her teeth, she reached out and pulled a tenderizing mallet from the block on the counter with her good hand.


With a last fevered, raging breath, she brandished the mallet. “Well, come on then,” she gasped. “Come on, you vile little shit! Come and get yours!”


The girl growled.


The man laughed.


And when that hideous girl jumped at her, Margaret swung the mallet with everything she had left.


Which by that point, wasn’t much.
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Tonight was going to be mellow wasn’t it?


Just a laid-back, kick-off-your-shoes kind of night?


No stress, no worry, no goddamned drama.


Tara Coombes came tooling up the street in her little Stratus and she was hopeful, honestly hopeful.


Hopeful that she wouldn’t waltz into some tragedy.


Hopeful that tonight her only worry would be burning a frozen pizza.


Of course, she hoped for that every night. After thirteen hours of work that really felt like a solid twenty-four, she had the right to some peace and quiet, didn’t she? Nine to five at the Teamster Hall typing and filing and fielding calls from disgruntled union members whose bosses (they claimed) were sadistic Nazis. Then a quick hour to throw herself together and off to the Starlight to hustle drinks for another four hours… something which had turned into five hours tonight. After that sort of grind, God knew she needed a break. Just a nice peaceful hour or two without any bickering or fighting or drama.


Would that night of nights be tonight?


Tara slowed the car, sighing, suddenly in no hurry to get home.


She loved her kid sister more than most people loved their own children. And maybe that was because of the accident that had killed their parents, leaving her at twenty-three in charge of a teenager, and maybe she was just making up for lost time not being around as her kid sister grew up. Regardless, Lisa was her whole world. And she was, admittedly, quite a kid. Very smart. But also very cunning as teenage girls could be.


Seventeen-year olds aren’t kids, she reminded herself.


Maybe not, but that’s the way Tara thought of her. There was a difference of almost eleven years between them. Lisa had been a little accident on her mother’s part, long after she thought her child-rearing days were over. By the time Lisa was old enough to really appreciate having an older sister, Tara had moved out. First to Western to get her marketing degree, then off to Denver. To Lisa, Tara was just the older sister who stopped by on Christmas… not truly a sibling.


Then their parents had found death on a cold stretch of highway. A pulp truck running without lights on a foggy night with a full load of logs had strayed over the white line. Its driver had a full load as well. And the ironic thing about it all was that not two months before, Tara had been home for a visit and her mom had sat her down and had what turned out to be the most serious chat of their lives.


Tara, if anything were to happen to your dad and I—


Oh, Mom, c’mon.


No, Tara, really. If something were to happen to us I’d want you to take care of Lisa. I know I always call her My Little Accident and all that, but I worry about her. I worry about her ending up alone. It… it keeps me awake at night. I just need to know that she’ll be taken care of.


Of course I’d take care of her.


Don’t say that without thinking about it, honey. A child is a big responsibility. I want you to think very seriously about what I’m saying. If something ever were to happen, at her tender age, well… she’d need guidance.


I think she’s stronger and tougher than you give her credit for.


The tougher they act, the stronger they act… the more you have to worry. Things like that are just barriers teenagers put up to hide the insecurity and anxiety just beneath the skin.


Now you’re an analyst.


Every mother is.


But she’s got it together, mom.


You thought you did too, but there were plenty of times you needed guidance, you needed sympathy, you needed somebody to steer you in the right direction and I’m not going to go into detail and embarrass us both, but there were plenty of times when your judgment left a little something to be considered. Enough said. And Lisa is no different. She needs someone to guide her. So if anything were to happen… 



If anything were to happen I would take care of her.


Promise me.


And Tara had, some weird nagging suspicion in the back of her head informing her that she had just entered into some kind of binding agreement, that she had just taken a blood oath.


Two months later she came back for the funeral… and never left. Lisa needed someone and Tara wasn’t about to let her own sister be dumped off with relatives in Indiana or Milwaukee. This was how the six-figure a year job in Denver was traded in for typing and slinging drinks and how Tara was introduced to the wonderful world of parenthood. Oh, she could have dragged Lisa out to Denver, but that would mean disrupting her life and losing her friends and Lisa had lost enough by that point.


And that had been five years ago.


Since then, Tara had become some weird hybrid of mother, father, and sister to Lisa. And Lisa was a good kid, but she was also a teenager. Along with good grades came a contempt for authority, probably provoked by the death of Mom and Dad. Lisa dated the wrong guys. Hung around with the wrong posse. Experimented with drugs. Alcohol. Had even run away twice by last count. She was smart, very smart, but not terribly practical and far too rebellious for her own good.


You were the same, though, Tara told herself. Lisa is a carbon copy of you and you damn well know it. You smoked your share of pot and went to beer parties and don’t forget losing your virginity in the backseat of Brad Holliman’s Camaro in the tenth grade… at the drive-in, no less. Mom knew. She always knew. That’s why she wanted your promise. Somehow, some way that lady saw heavy weather ahead.


Sighing (something she did a lot of), Tara pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. Quiet. Hmm. That was promising. Lisa didn’t come running out with a list of petty grievances as she did most nights. Tara saw this as a good sign. When she’d taken the job at the Starlight evenings for extra money (God, teenagers were expensive), things went very good at first. But before long, neighbors were calling her at work and telling her things were getting a little wild at the old homestead. At first, Tara dismissed it. Lisa was having a few friends over and they were getting a little loud… so what? She was a pretty and popular girl, wasn’t she? Had lots of friends and all. It wasn’t until Tara started finding cigarette burns in the rug, roaches in the ashtray, and beer missing from the fridge that she came down on her sister.


Good God, don’t you know this is hard for me too? Don’t you know that I threw away my life in Denver and took these shitty jobs just so you’d have an ordinary life and not have to move away from your school and friends? Jesus Christ, Lisa, work with me here! Help me out!


All you ever do is yell at me!


I do not! Just act your age!


You don’t even like me! You criticize everything I do!


I do not! Just act responsibly! Jesus, Lisa, I partied too when I was your age, but at least I was smart enough to empty the fucking ashtrays!

But despite the warnings, groundings, yelling, and threats of bodily harm, the parties went on. And on.


Finally, Tara had no choice: seventeen or not, Lisa was getting a babysitter. Somebody to watch over the house and Lisa while she was gone. She chose Margaret Stapleton from down the block. Good old Margaret. Sturdy, tough, and a born-again Christian to boot. 



Lisa barely tolerated her, but was nicely intimidated.


Tara adored her.


Margaret had raised three daughters and a son. Four good kids… well, maybe her oldest, Ronny, had sold some weed in high school, but he was now a lawyer, so who was complaining? Under Margaret’s eye, there were no parties. No excessive phone calls. No boys in the house. Margaret was a hard master, but she was exactly what Lisa needed.


Tara! She’s a tyrant! She won’t even let us watch horror movies! She thinks there’s Satanic messages in my music! She’s Medieval! 



Heh, heh, heh, good old Margaret!


Tara stepped out of the car and dragged herself into the house, still hoping for a night like no other.


She would not be disappointed.
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Lisa was being dragged through the grass.


It was cool and damp. Leaves stuck to her and sticks scratched her arms. She blinked her eyes open, moaning beneath her gag, holding back the screams which had been bottled up for so long now. The more she struggled, the harder she breathed and given that her mouth was taped shut, the harder it was to breathe.


She knew now more than ever that she had to find something to hold onto, some inner mantra, some warm sacred cow she could call her own, because if she didn’t, if she let her fear suck her into a whirlpool of blackest terror or let her brain go into oh-my-God meltdown mode, she was finished.


She had to keep it together.


Because there was more going on here than just being abducted by a couple psychos, much more and if she didn’t smooth out her mind she would spend her last hours suckling the dark milk of depravity. 



Because she had seen what happened to Margaret. Maybe she’d passed out somewhere during that atrocity, but she’d seen enough to know that these two grave-crawlers that had her were not ordinary in any sense of the term.


Oh God, Margaret… 



As much as Lisa bitched about her, hated her, raged against the machine that was Margaret, she had in fact cared for the old lady. With Tara working all the damn time, Margaret had filled the void of emptiness and in her own grandmotherly way, she had become more than a watchdog or the neo-Nazi that Lisa claimed she was. Margaret was old school—hell, she was 19th century—espousing her traditional values and somewhat archaic (and fanatical) belief system, but her heart was good.


She cared.


She did not deserve to end up as a cleaved carcass on the kitchen floor, reduced to basal anatomy by the perverse and creative imagination of that creeping, grave-dirty, tomb-smelling girl.


Lisa tried to put it out of her head. There would be time for trauma later, right now she had to keep it together.


She knew where she was.


And she tried to fight back the madness that tickled in her brain.


She had been dragged up grassy hillsides, down through leaf-choked hollows, her arms and legs knocked off jutting tree roots, knotted boles, and leaning monuments. 



Now she was here.


At this awful place.


Pale moonlight filtered down through latticed tree branches above, illuminating tombstones, markers, the rectangular shafts of burial vaults. This was Hillside Cemetery and the man who had brought her here was humming. At home amongst the headstones, shadows, and seething graveyard damps.


He was not human.


Lisa was certain of that much.


He was a monster.


He was a ghoul.


Behind her, like a child playing tag, the girl darted through the headstones. Hiding behind them. Creeping over them. Perching herself atop certain ones like a vulture and staring up at the moon above. Now and again, Lisa could hear the girl’s chattering teeth.


Like she was hungry.


And again, the immortal question in Lisa’s mind: What do they want from me? What do they want? What the hell do they want?


The man dragged her through an opening between two sepulchers which seemed to be sinking into the ground, drowning in a cloying nest of shadows. Grave markers leaned this way and that in solemn battalions. The man pulled her forward and dumped her on a heap of black, moldering earth in which things were crawling.


Peering from behind a hedgerow that glistened with droplets of dew, the girl giggled.


Lisa looked at her, smelling her rancid stink, and made a moaning sound. The girl shook her head, dirty locks falling over her face. She held a single finger to her lips. “Shhh.” 



A grave.


An open grave.


That’s what this was.

Lisa looked back at the man. He stood atop the mound of black graveyard earth, framed by moonlight and crisscrossed tree branches. With his cadaverous face, flapping black coat, and the shovel held firmly in his fists, he looked like some old-time graverobber.


The girl scampered over to Lisa on all fours.


She put her face in Lisa’s own.


Lisa looked up into the black glistening eyes punched into that pallid mask. A droplet of drool broke against Lisa’s cheek. She squirmed and thrashed, smelling the girl’s breath which was flyblown and black, the breath of an animal that had been chewing on things long dead.


The man said something and the girl leaped away like a faithful dog.


He set his shovel aside and reached for Lisa.


His cold hands gripped her arms.


He lifted her up into his arms and continued to hum a morbid dirge. 
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It was terribly quiet. 



Almost unnaturally so.


Every light was on in the house which was not like Margaret at all, but very much like Lisa. Tara set her purse down, stretching and working the kinks out of her back. The living room was spotless. The TV was off. Strange. In fact, there didn’t seem to be any noises anywhere. She could hear the toilet running down the hall. The anniversary clock ticking on the mantel. Nothing else.


Was Lisa in bed already? And Margaret…

 “Lisa?” Tara called out. “Margaret?”


No answer.


Not even a hint of activity.


Tara stood there, staring into the empty living room without knowing exactly why. She was rooted to the spot. She could hear her own heart beating in her ears. What was it she was feeling? Something like a flat dread in the pit of her stomach, a nervous emptiness. Was it the silence? That awful, brooding silence that told her that she was completely alone?


She shook her head.


She was just tired. Exhausted, really.


God, but it was funny what you could do to yourself if you let your mind wander. What she needed was a beer, maybe a slice of pizza, some Letterman, and a good night’s sleep. Lisa was usually watching TV now… some reality crap. Margaret didn’t approve, but she always let Lisa have a few concessions.


You gotta let ‘em go a little tribal sometimes, she always said.


Tara lit a cigarette even though she was supposed to be quitting. She stretched again, her neck and back popping like the joists of an ancient house.

 “All right,” she called out, becoming more concerned by the moment as her voice echoed through the house. “What gives, people? You two playing hide-and-go-seek or what?”


Shaking her head, she pulled off her cigarette and went into the kitchen, trying her best to ignore that dead, rustling feeling in the pit of belly. She rounded the corner and it was at that precise moment, as her feet skidded on something wet and slippery on the linoleum and she almost went down, that everything she held dear, everything she trusted, fell to pieces around her. A scream clawed up her throat and by the time it reached her lips, she was unable to open her mouth. Unable to do anything but stare in shock and listen to a white shrieking inside her skull.


There was blood all over the floor.


It was sprayed up onto the walls.


It looked as if an animal had been slaughtered in there… except it was no animal.


It was Margaret.


Or something that could have been Margaret.


What skin hadn’t been peeled away was the color of bleached flour, the blood that nourished it pooled in a sticky puddle on the floor, spattering the walls, spraying the counters in wild whorls. Margaret had been skinned and dismembered. 



Her arms were hanging out of an open, bloody cupboard door like somebody had tried to shut it, but it swung back open on its own. Tara was only truly aware of the wedding ring on the left hand, shining with droplets of blood.


Margaret’s legs were folded on a chair.


Her torso was dumped by the stove.


Her head was placed in the drainboard in the sink.


And although that face was drenched with blood, the expression on it was shockingly clear. And if Tara would remember nothing else of that night, it would be the twisted, agonized look on that grimacing face.


The room spun, lost clarity, went this way and that.


Tara slumped to the floor. 



She did not remember vomiting anymore than she remembered screaming, but she had done both. Congealed vomit was splattered down the front of her blouse. A glob of it was smeared over her Starlight name-tag. At that particular moment, everything had taken on the fuzzy tones of a dream. She knew or remembered very little. She was seeing her own life from a distance and it did not seem real. Like a movie. A movie about some woman who had left a good paying job in Denver to come back home to Shitsplat, Wisconsin to raise her kid sister after the death of her parents. She worked two jobs to make ends meet and had a boyfriend named Steve who was real sweet but she never had time to see him. Then one warm night, that woman named Tara had come home hearing the crickets singing and the moon was big and very yellow and she found another woman—whom she loved dearly—hacked to pieces like a joint of beef. Yes, it must have been the plot of some horror movie she had seen because things like that did not happen in the real, sane world and she wished the dream/movie would end, that she’d wake up dear God in heaven please let me wake up because this can’t be happening IT CAN’T FUCKING… BE… HAPPENING—


And then she did wake, snapped out of her fugue.


But it was still there… the dismembered body, the blood.


So much blood she could hear it dripping and it was in the air like a mist and on her lips with a sharp metallic taste like dirty copper. Tara sat there, shaking, her face wet with tears she could not recall crying. On the floor, on her hands and knees, she realized she was resting in a sticky pool of thickening blood.


She screamed again, holding her red-stained palms up before her face.


She screamed until her throat was raw and the air was bled from her lungs. Until snot ran from her nose and her eyes bulged from her head. But it wasn’t because of the blood or Margaret’s remains. Because, suddenly, even all that seemed almost acceptable in some mad, vacant quadrant of her brain.


No, it was because of something else.


What was written in blood on the white face of the refrigerator:


I’VE GOT YOUR SISTER
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Bathed in wan moonlight, his brow beaded in sour sweat, Henry Borden stood above an open grave with the girl in his arms. He could hear Worm playing in the mulling shadows, sniffing around the headstones. The air smelled chill and dank and this thrilled him to no end… the smell of cold things, buried things, marble and granite. The girl in his arms had passed out again. Silly little twat. How could she not be stirred by this night? How could her blood not run hot and sweet in this place? 



(because she doesn’t know the sweet joy of cold earth)


(you must teach her teach her)


Henry looked up.


The tree limbs above that crisscrossed the starry sky were all oak and maple and elm, all very old and very silent like everything in this place. Leaves fell from them in the wind.


He paused, breathing deeply.


The dank air filled his lungs like honeysuckle. This was an ageless place, a timeless black womb and his favorite place in the world.


Just think of the history.


People here had died in wars, their last breaths were of battlefields and suffering—Hue and Tarawa, Gettysburg and Belleau Wood, Chosin and Kuwait and Iraq. They had died of childhood epidemics, diphtheria and influenza and smallpox. They had passed silently of old age, a hundred stifling memories on their bluing lips, or violently in industrial accidents or highway fatalities. Some had even been murdered. A few had taken their own lives.


Oh yes, this place was a museum of the human condition.


There was no other place like this.


Henry wished he could speak with them all, know what secrets they’d taken to the grave with them.


He had come of age in this place.


As a child, he had helped his father square-off graves and trim weeds and roll out sod over the newly-interred. He remembered the jingling ring of keys his father carried on his belt. Keys to each and every lichen-encrusted tomb and sagging vault. The morbid joys of those days had been his and his alone. The other children just hadn’t understood.


As a teenager, Henry never ran after girls or scored touchdowns. There had been no dances or bands or Friday nights at the movies. No, he had been here. Amongst the fallen, worn tombstones and jutting monuments. Beneath the sullen funereal glare of winged seraphs and graying cherubs, he had dreamed a thousand cold dreams of death. Elysium delights. And music? There was no grunge or metal or even top-forty, his songs were elegies and hollow gonging funeral bells. His hobbies weren’t video games or playing guitar, but delving amongst charnel house and silent crypt. His blood did not run hot at the perfume of the homecoming queen, but from the noisome damps of the grave. He pressed his naked and yearning body against gleaming caskets and icy marble. And like other teenage boys, he lost his virginity, but in ways which were unspeakable.


And romance?


Oh, there was grand romance. Just being here was to be enfolded in the arms of a lover long lost… a lover that wore a shroud and whose face was a leathery death-mask. For death had its admirers and one of them was Henry Borden. He worshipped at its feet, admiring its dark beauty and singing sonnets over its decayed cerements—

 “Get to it,” Henry finally told himself.


In the distance, Worm made a growling sound.


He had to get things done. No time for sweet, craven sepulchral fantasies. For the first time in years, probably since he’d been out of the Army, he was on a schedule. 



But his mind fell into memory as it often did and he was in a warehouse in Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm, a Graves Registration Specialist with the 24th Infantry Division. The fighting was hot and heavy and the bodies kept coming in—Americans, Kuwaitis, coalition troops—so many that they could not be properly processed and they were heaped like cordwood and he was alone with them in the dead of night: chalky faces spattered with blood, tangled limbs, cleaved torsos, a jigsaw of human anatomy that had to be sorted and identified even though the latter was pretty much impossible and many of the remains shipped stateside were of doubtful identification. 


 “Just give ‘em something,” Major Colbert had said. “Give ‘em something to bury. Anything.”


They just kept coming in and the process of sorting them went on day after day after day until the system was so overwhelmed it began to collapse under its own weight. Understaffed, undersupplied, there was little to do but pile the dead soldiers in heaps and work through them a little bit at a time.


Henry worked the night shift, sifting and sorting, bagging and identifying… and then one night as he stared at the jumble of corpses he felt the old unnatural urges take hold of him until he was sweating and shivering, aroused to the point of pain. Nobody would know. Nobody would see him. He was all alone.


So he crawled into the sea of the dead, sliding like a worm through the charnel depths, sinking himself in the litter of war and he was content. He was happy. That constant gnawing in his belly was satisfied. He was among the dead he so loved, secreted there amongst the cold meat. It was all so calming that he must have fallen asleep because that’s where they found him the next morning—


Henry licked his lips and set the girl down.


(what kind of animal are you, son? what the hell made you desecrate the dead?)


He jumped into the grave.


Spade in hand, he began to dig, to unearth the coffin he had stolen and secretly buried here by moonlight under a thin layer of soil in the open grave.


Stolen?


Hardly. It was not exactly theft when something was already in the possession of the family. After all, it had been his grandmother’s coffin, hadn’t it? Gramma Reese, the supreme shrew who had bitched no less than three husbands into the grave. After thirty years in the family vault the old whore had scarce need of a coffin. 



Henry grinned as he remembered that night. 



Exhuming the old witch beneath the wan light of a thin-edged moon. Scattering her bones like jackstraw in the night. Relieving himself on her, anointing the sacred cow in piss. Later, he had come back and gathered her bones up and dumped them back in the vault so a scavenging dog didn’t make off with one of Granny’s femurs. Something like that could cause trouble… raise questions.


And Henry had always been so devilishly careful.


Gramma Reese surely had not been the first he’d exhumed. Nor the last. There’d been plenty back in the good old days when it was all just good, clean fun. Not like now. Not serious business.


Behind him, Worm was worrying at the girl.


(she’ll need discipline again, a firm hand)

 “Leave her alone,” Henry snapped at her.


Worm knew how to obey. He didn’t like to be stern with her, but sometimes he had to be. Left unsupervised, Worm could get out of hand. She would bite the girl and Henry didn’t want that.

 “Here’s what we’ve been waiting for, Lisa,” he said in a lewd whisper, throwing open the unearthed coffin. “A nice quiet place for you to rest.”
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Sometime later: a sound of tapping, thudding.


Lisa Coombes opened her eyes, closed them. Opened them again, saw only darkness. There was an aching throb in her head and a sticky, warm wetness at the back of her neck. Thoughts raced through her mind. Gray thoughts, shapeless thoughts lacking both form and content.


Thud.


The sound registered, but made very little sense. Someone knocking? She was dreaming… she had to be dreaming.


Thud.


Blurry memories ran through her head. A road. A man. A doctor. A ride. A maniac. That insane girl. Her house… then… then she just couldn’t remember.


Barely conscious, her fingers reached out blindly and touched… satin. Mildewed folds of satin knitted together, quilted. Rotting satin that came apart in her fingers like moth-eaten cloth. She couldn’t lift her knees up more than five or six inches. When she tried to sit up, her face pressed into the unyielding caress of moist, ragged silk.


And that stink… that hideous stink.


A box, her mind screamed through the fog, you’re in a box.


A coffin.


A
casket.


Her lips peeled open in a warm scream and then everything went black again, her concussion getting the better of her. 
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 Tara managed to drag herself from the kitchen after a time.


But like maintaining her sanity, it wasn’t easy.


Nothing was easy or even real any longer. It couldn’t be. Her brain had now locked down quite firmly and refused to accept anything. Even the most rudimentary of sensory responses went out the window.


Maybe it was shock. Maybe it was insanity. Maybe it was both.


Her mind was short-circuiting, thoughts jumbling, as it tried to react to something the likes of which it could not properly process. Occasionally, some lucid and logical thing would occur to her… but these were few and far between. She was crawling on her hands and knees, wriggling along like a slug, soiled with blood, with vomit, with her own urine. Her mind stumbled along with no linear sense and this at a time when she most desperately needed structure.


It was pointless to reason this out.


Best just to breathe.


What I need is a gun, she decided. Just in case the bad man comes back. Then I can shoot him. Shoot him down in cold blood. Cold blood. Stuff I put my hand into surely wasn’t cold, cooling, but not cold. And not hot. Not hot like the summer had been, hot hot hot. Glad it’s just about over. What a long hot one it was. We had a strike at Valve-Tec, the machine shop. It was a bad one. Busy as hell at the Union Hall whenever there was a strike and how am I supposed to put in overtime when I’m at the Starlight just about every night? A gun. Yes, I need a gun. The bad man hadn’t used a gun… maybe a knife or an axe… Christ, another school year and school clothes for Lisa and it’ll cost a fortune and what if he’s still in the house, the bad man? Laughing and laughing and laughing, lookit the crazy bitch crawling around, dragging her ass on the carpet like a poisoned dog I ought to slit her fucking throat pull her head off like the cork from a bottle and put it in the drying rack with the other one that silly crazy fucking snatch don’t she know I got her sister don’t she realize what I’m going to do to her oh no oh no everything’s going black fuzz blowing black fuzz oh God oh God… 
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Henry patted the earth down, satisfied with a job well done.


But there was no time to lounge about and enjoy his special little world this night. Or what was entombed beneath his feet. Too much work to be done and precious little time to do it.


Wasn’t that always the way?


A man just never had the time to appreciate his own great works.


He checked his watch. After midnight.


(quit lollygagging, do you hear me? there’s work to be done while the moon is still high snap to it!)

 “Yes, mother,” Henry said.
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When Tara’s eyes came open again, she wondered why her bed was so hard. But it wasn’t her bed. Her cheek was pressed against the rough nap of the living room floor. Then she knew.

 She knew everything.

Trembling like a wet kitten, she pulled herself up to a sitting position. Immediately, the room spun and she went down again, striking her head against a chair arm. There was an agonizing hollow popping that made her see constellations. If nothing else, the pain cleared her mind.

 Brought everything home with nightmarish clarity.


 And this she did not need.


 Or want.


 But she knew she had to act, had to do something, had to quit losing it and slipping into la-la land.


Wiping her lips off with the back of her hand, feeling the crusted blood at her palms, she pulled herself up. Made herself stand. She was not in a good way either physically or psychologically. The first thing she had to was to get the hell out of here. Make it to the Carroll’s or the Petersen’s. Better yet, over to Pauly Costello’s place. Costello was a mean, ornery old bastard. He’d been a war hero in Vietnam and was still tough as steer hide. Besides, he had guns. Lots of guns.

 Where was her cell?

 In her purse?

Tara steadied herself, refusing to truly process that body in the kitchen and what was written on the fridge in blood and what it all would mean to her and her life in general. That was for later.

Get going. Get the police.

Slowly, with great effort, she started to move. She knew she was probably in shock. She found the little table in the entry. Her purse. She dug out her cell, leaving sticky red smears on it. She found her cigarettes and tried to get one in her mouth while attempting to dial 911 and dropped first the cell, then the cigarette. She tried a second and third cigarette and dropped them both, then threw the pack against the wall.

 She picked up her cell.

She had to use it because the other phone was in the kitchen and that would mean going back in there, into that fucking slaughterhouse, and nothing on earth could compel her to do so. She kept trying to dial the cell, but her fingers were numb and stupid and it was like trying to type with boxing gloves on. She threw the cell, too, knowing that she had to get to the neighbors. The guy with the guns.

 GUN CONTROL IS HITTING WHAT YOU AIM AT.

That’s what the bumper sticker on Costello’s rusty Ford F-150 said. Tara had always thought it to be the paradigm of deluded right wing conservatism, the type of thinking that remained firmly entrenched in brainwashed, archaic values as the world moved forever forward, grinding the old school firmly beneath its heel. Crazy thinking. But sometimes you needed crazy bastards to win the war. Or at least to wage the first battle.

 The door.

She grasped the door knob by its tarnished brass handle, feeling a deadly weight in her head, sure that the bad man would be waiting out there.

 Then the phone rang in the kitchen.

 And kept ringing.

Ignore it and get out of here, Tara thought.

But then she turned and ran into the kitchen, having to step through the blood and see the butchered remains of Margaret, her head filled with that wet, fleshy stink of raw meat. As she reached for the phone, she saw something she hadn’t before: the back door was ajar, a series of dirty footprints and scuff mark leading from it to the blood and remains.

 She practically tore the cordless from the wall.

“LISTEN TO ME, WHOEVER THIS IS!” she shouted into the receiver. “THERE’S BEEN A MURDER HERE AND I THINK MY SISTER HAS BEEN KIDNAPPED! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME? THIS IS NOT A FUCKING JOKE! CALL THE POLICE! THIS IS FOR REAL! CALL THE FUCKING POLICE—”

 And through the thunder of her panicked voice, she heard a low, awful, evil voice speak to her from some dead and dark place:

 “I’ve got your sister.”

Maybe there was something relevant she should have said. But when her lips parted, all she managed was, “What? What the hell did you just say?”

“You heard me,” that vile voice sang out. “I’ve got Lisa. I’ve got that little cunt tucked away high and dry.”

For a moment, Tara felt hopeless… bovine, stupid. But it didn’t last long. Something dirt-mean and horrendously pissed-off clawed right up from her core. “Listen to me, you sick little freak! If you’ve got her, then you better fucking let her go right now! Do you hear me? Because if you don’t, if you don’t—”

 “Shut up!”

“You shut up!” Tara cried into the phone. “You shut that fucking pisshole you call a mouth or I’ll fucking tear your balls out through your fucking throat! Let her go! Goddamn you, let her go!”

“SHUT UP!” the voice raged, all razors and sharp edges. “SHUT THE FUCK UP YOU GODDAMN WHORE YOU CUNT YOU DIRTY SICK FORNICATING BITCH! SHUT THE HELL UP BEFORE I SEND YOU HER FUCKING HEAD IN A HATBOX! DO YOU UNDERSTAND WHAT THE FUCK I AM SAYING? I’LL KILL HER! I’LL SLICE HER UP! I’LL FUCKING CUT HER STOMACH OUT AND FUCK HER CORPSE! GET IT? GET IT? DO YOU FUCKING GET IT, CUNT?”

 Tara got it, all right.

The meaning was perfectly clear. Her skin went hot, then cold. Bursts of light like cool, dim neon flickered irregularly. Her guts felt like they wanted to crawl up the back of her throat. But she got it. She got it so good that there was a sharp pain in her chest and she almost passed right out then and there.

She glanced at the caller ID. NO INFORMATION, it read. So he was smart.

 “What do you want?” she sobbed. “God in heaven, what do you want?”

There was silence then. A drawn-out impossible silence that seemed to go on and on as if this creep, this fucking psycho had not really decided yet exactly what he wanted. She could hear him breathing fast and labored like he was excited. And that just seemed totally out of place because only living things breathed and he was a monster. Things like him lived in graveyards, in miasmic swamps, they skittered in black sewers. But they were not real. They were not human beings.

 “What do I want?”

Tara controlled her own breathing. Locked her fear away. “Yes. What do you want?” She spoke calmly, patiently, her voice even. “What is it you want? I’ll do anything you ask, just please don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt my sister. You can have money, anything. You can even have me… but don’t hurt her. Please don’t hurt her.”

She could hear him smacking his lips with a moist, slopping sound. It made her physically ill. Like the sound of a stomach being pumped. 


 “I don’t want money.”

 “No?”

“No. And I sure as hell don’t want you.”

 “Then what? Just tell me.”

“We’re going to play a game, Tara. A special game I thought of. Only I know the rules and if you don’t do exactly what I tell you, you lose. And if you lose… if you don’t follow the rules… Lisa dies. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Tara had all she could do not to pass right out. She had to clench down hard with her teeth to keep from doing so. The throbbing pulse in her throat was like the beat of a drum. “Yes, yes.”

More breathing. “First off, I want you to do exactly what I tell you.”

 “Yes, yes! Whatever you say!”

 “Don’t patronize me, cunt.”

“I’m sorry! I—”

“Just shut up and listen. Because this is how it works.” He smacked his lips again and she shuttered. The sound of an oyster being tongued from its shell. “First off, don’t call the police. This is strictly between you and me and your sister. No cops. And no friends and no relatives either. Strictly hush-hush. You understand?”

 Tara told him that she did.

“And don’t even dream of fucking with me, all right? I’m watching you all the time. If the cops come over there or I see you at the police station, she dies. We don’t bargain, she dies. Is that nice and simple?”

 “Yes.”

“And before you get any ideas about getting the law and tracing this call… wise up. Got it?”

“Of course. But my sister, Lisa—”

 “Lives as long as you do what I say.”

 Oh, dear God, what was this animal up to? What was his game? Was Lisa really safe or had he been beating her? Raping her? Torturing her? Or had he already done something much, much worse?

 “You haven’t hurt her?”

“No. Not yet.”

 “And you won’t?”

He laughed then. Cold, bitter cackling, a disembodied sound like an echo in an empty house. “Just do what you’re told.”

“Yes, yes. I will. Tell me.”

“The first thing I want you to do is to clean that place up. Clean up the blood, get rid of the… the body. Bag it up and bury it somewhere no one will ever find it. Can you do that?”

Tara did not think she could. “Yes.”

 “This is how the game starts.”

“Lisa—”

“Then get going. Your sister doesn’t have much time left.”

“But—”

“Tara. Don’t waste my time. Don’t waste Lisa’s.” His tone was ominous, even worse than before. “Tara, I’ve buried your sister alive.”
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 Henry Borden laid in the cellar where it was cool and dark.

He remembered other times in the cool darkness. He remembered the man standing over him, the man who had caught him laying with the dead. The man who was his father who just stood there with that dim, faraway look in his eyes, his face suddenly very old, very worn like something that had been used too much. Those eyes had been shocked, then they looked angry… no, not angry, disgusted. Sickened. The mind behind them turning in febrile circles now that it had been shown the unspeakable, the unnamable.

“What in Christ’s name do you think you’re doing?” the voice had said with a sharp, resounding impact like a knife stuck in a wall. “You… you… you can’t do this… you can’t be doing this thing… it’s obscene, it’s awful… it’s… it’s… it’s FILTH!”

 Trembling, naked, Henry just laid there, clutching the bloodless white corpse of the girl to him.


(she’s mine all mine you can’t take her from me)

(mine… MINE)

He wanted to say: “No, no… it’s not what you think…” Because that’s what people on TV did when discovered in a compromising position. But he did not say it because now that the truth was laid bare, he did not want to dirty it with lies because it was exactly what his father was thinking.

There had been a smooth swishing as his father’s belt escaped its loops. The snap of leather. Then the belt was coming down again and again, striping Henry with purple contusions. It did not stop until his father was sweating and moaning, tears washing down his red-hued face.


(I LOVE her can’t you see that I LOVE her)

 His father left him.

 Henry clutched the dead girl, whimpering.

Three days later his father would die. He would not speak of the shame his son brought upon him. Disgraced, humiliated, and revolted to his core, he would go to his grave silently, thankfully.
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Tara screamed or moaned or simply gasped; she could not be sure later. Only that it felt like everything inside her had been drained out at once. Her knees hit the floor, a black rushing sound filling her head. I’ve buried your sister alive.

She has air, Tara. As long as you cooperate. But when you don’t… when… you… don’t… 


Hurry, Tara… the clock is running.

 The line went dead.

 And so did Tara.
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Henry Borden sat in his house, in the dark. Something black and deadly slithering around in his belly. He pulled the voice-activated digital voice recorder from inside his coat and dropped it on the table. He found himself motionless. More so, frozen with inaction. There really was nothing more that needed doing… not yet, anyway… but still he felt he should be doing something.

 In the darkness, he thought it all over.

Although he pretty much figured that he had Tara Coombes by the short and curlies, there was always the chance she might turn on him. Panic and call the police. He wasn’t terribly worried about that, but hell, you just never knew with women. 


(you just can’t trust them, henry, evil to the core, every one of them like snakes, just like snakes, turn your back on them and they’ll sink their venomous fangs right into your neck! they have that slit between their legs and it is the root of all worldly evil, they were thrown out of eden because of that slit, henry, because of what they liked to do with it)

His mother’s words. She might have done a lot of terrible things to him, but she never lied. You could give the queen bitch that much. She was honest.

Henry’s father used to say that the most dangerous thing in the world was the hole between a woman’s legs.

Henry hadn’t understood that at all when he was young, but later, yeah, later it made perfect sense. Particularly when the girls started to turn away from him.

 Then he knew.

 He knew all about girls.

He knew goddamn well what that hole did to them. 


(it is the well spout of infamy, henry, from that gash will spring the flowers of evil eden was destroyed by eve because she couldn’t keep her legs closed)

In school, he had been shy and quiet. Never did a thing to draw attention to himself. No fooling around. No insulting teachers behind their backs or calling the other kids names. None of that. Maybe that’s why the boys picked on him and maybe that’s why the girls laughed at him or just plain ignored him.

The main reason for all of it was that he was withdrawn, thin and pale, and his old man just happened to be caretaker of Hillside Cemetery. That just left those kids cold (heh, heh). They called him “Dead Boy” and “Graveworm” and whispered behind his back about what a little creep he was.

When Henry graduated high school, he got out of town as quick as he could. He was accepted at Southwestern’s School of Mortuary Science, pulled an excellent GPA, and then, yes, then those bastards kicked him out right on his ass.

Just leave quietly, Mr. Borden. We’re not going to bring the police in on this… ah… matter. But I would suggest you seek therapy… 


Bullshit. That’s what it was. They didn’t like him because he was a loner so they made up nasty little stories. They conspired against him because he was smarter and more efficient than they could ever be. So out he went. He didn’t even bother going home. He joined the Army, served in the first Iraq war in a very special capacity… then, well there was trouble there too. He was put in the psych ward for six months, then given a dishonorable discharge. While he was incarcerated, he learned his mother had just undergone her fourth (or was it fifth?) nervous breakdown and she was on so many medications that she was shitting herself half the time. Then the bad thing had happened. When he finally got home he got his old man’s caretaker job at Hillside. They offered it to him right away, knowing nothing of his past. The caretaker that had replaced his father—Siemens, heh, heh—was dying. Forty hard years on the booze had finally kicked his legs out from under him. The owners didn’t care who took the position as long as somebody did.

 Henry was the right man for the job.

Fourteen years he put in. Then they put that prick Spears on as director. He was a real piece of work. He targeted Henry right off, always jumping his ass about something. Henry, I want those plastic Memorial Day flags off all the graves by Monday. And that grass is getting shaggy in the northeast corner. When are you planning on taking care of that? And get a mason out here to look at the stone wall in the back, it’s crumbling. And for godsake, the wrought-iron fence out front is rusting. Get on it, will you? Oh yeah, he was a real treat. Everything had been going good until that sonofabitch started stirring the pot. And then that little incident in the mausoleum. He fired Henry right on the spot, told him to get out or—

I’ll see that you do time, you sick perverted sonofabitch! There are laws in this state, Borden! Laws to put animals like you away… laws against… against what I saw you doing! Get out! Do you hear me? Get out of here… 


—some such paranoid shit. And for what? For what? A bunch of nonsense that uppity peckerwood cooked up to get rid of his best employee. 


And that was what… four years ago now? Five? Six? If it hadn’t been for the life insurance policies and the endowment, well, there wouldn’t have been a crumb to eat. At least the house was paid off. That was something.

And Tara Coombes would get him money if he wanted it… except, he didn’t really think it was money he wanted. He wanted something else. What that was he was not sure. But it would come to him. In time.


(perverted sonofabitch)


(don’t let them talk to you like that we’ll fix ‘em)

He hadn’t chosen the Coombes out of hatred or revenge or even spite. He hadn’t even known them. Opportunity had simply presented itself in the form of Lisa walking up that road. He hadn’t consciously planned any of it. It all just suddenly took shape, fell into place the way things often do when they’re meant to be. A long time ago Henry had learned to stop fighting, to just accept things, to trust in the fact that Fate had his life all planned out whether he liked it or not. If it was predestined that he snatch Lisa Coombes, then so be it. Why feel guilty about something that was completely out of your hands? Part of him actually wanted to feel sorry for Tara Coombes and her kid sister—hell, he had a sister, he knew what that was like—but there was really nothing he could do about it. They had just been chosen by Fate to be on the receiving end of some particularly ugly shit. That’s all. Fate might have had something horrible planned for Henry tomorrow… a car accident, a fatal heart attack… but there was no point in raging against it. When it happened, it happened. You just had to accept it.

 Just like Lisa and Tara had to accept it.

Henry was just a tool of Fate. Nothing more.

 They had to accept their lot.


(just as you’ve had to accept your own, henry, hmm? people shitting on you, whipping you like a dog, squeezing the life out of you)

He was thinking about the older one, Tara. She was a cunt and he knew it. Sometimes you could just tell. The way she talked, the words she used, the shrewish tone in her voice, the way she screamed at him until she’d realized that she was powerless and then she got real coy, sweet innocent little girl done wrong. Then she’d even offered him her slit the way cunts always do, thinking they had something remotely unique that every other cunt on the face of the planet didn’t have.

 Yes, Tara Coombes was a cunt.


(yes, yes, oh yes)

Henry had known a lot of them and they were always the same and in the end every one of them had turned on him, twisted the knife in his back, and played evil little head games. Well, that wouldn’t happen this time. Tara was the one who’d be on the business end of head games. 


 Henry had plans for her.


(mother knows best do what mother says)

 Big plans.

When he was done with her, that uppity cunt would be just as crazy as his mother. Just as fucked-up and fancy-free. 


 They would play the game together.


 One move at a time.


 And only he would know what the object of it was.


“You wait, Tara,” he said under his breath. “You have no idea.”
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 12:15 AM


 There were worse things than blood.


 Worse things than cleaning up after a murder.



Like having your sister kidnapped.


Having your sister buried alive.

Much worse things. This is what Tara told herself as she bagged up the remains of Margaret Stapleton. What Tara knew of that sort of thing came from novels and TV shows. She recalled seeing some mob movie where they cut up a body and then wrapped-up each piece in black plastic, taping each individual package up neatly like a Christmas present. And that’s what she was doing now. She’d locked all the doors and got out the Hefty bags, the twenty-five gallon lawn-size, and slit them up until she had some material to work with. At first, after that fucking monster had hung up on her, she’d dialed the police. Hung up, dialed again. Then slammed the phone down. If it were only that easy. But he was watching her and he told her so and she would have to play ball with that motherfucker if she ever wanted to see Lisa again.

But a voice, that same voice kept telling her: Don’t do this… get the police. Don’t get any deeper into this web of fucking insanity. He’s manipulating you. Lisa might already be dead—

But she wasn’t. Tara knew she wasn’t. She felt it deep in her core. Lisa was alive. But she was also buried in a box. And the knowledge of that, the most gruesome form of abduction she could possibly imagine, was like knives punching into her, slitting her, cutting her open and making her bleed, making all the good and pure things run from her in rivers and leaving a blank emptiness inside that could only be filled when she saw her sister again, when she held Lisa in her arms and knew, dear God, that she was safe, safe, safe. And she would do anything, anything, to secure that moment. She didn’t care what it was.

Kidnappers always say not to go to the police, Tara. They always claim to be watching the house. They always threaten to kill the kidnappee. It’s their power, their strength. They have you by the balls and they know it. It’s sadistic, but sadism is part of the sickness… toying with loved ones. You can’t trust a warped mind that thinks that way. You’ve seen those true crime shows… very often the kidnappers kill their victims anyway, regardless of what they say.

“Fuck you,” Tara said to that voice, banishing it away into the cellar of her mind. Shutting it away there. It was the voice of reason, yes, the voice of common sense and logic speaking, only that voice didn’t have a kid sister who was living out a nightmare, was in dire peril balanced at the edge of some black, hungry pit with a sicko psycho fucked-up kidnapping freak ready to shove her off the edge.

It was a battle of wills… her own and that reasonable voice in her head.

 But she won.

 She would do what she had to do to safeguard her sister.

 


 12:17 AM

When she first entered the kitchen, that awful meaty, raw stink shoved up her nose and down her throat, she burst into tears and fell to her knees, vomiting until there was nothing but painful dry heaves. The second time she tried, the same. But the third time… knowing there just wasn’t time for any squeamish girly bullshit… she’d wrapped up Margaret’s legs. She wore yellow Playtex gloves, but even so the dead weight and greasy, chill feel of those limbs was repulsive. And when she’d packaged up the arms, one of them, maybe the left one, had slipped in her grasp and Margaret’s cold hand had brushed against her wrist. Dear God, the feel of that… like being caressed by meat. 


She gasped and fell away while that dead arm slapped the tile floor. 


 There was blood in her mouth and she realized it was because she’d just bitten through her lower lip.

Okay. Steady on.

She looked at the clock. She had to hurry.

“You can do this,” she whispered to herself. “You don’t have a choice.”

 


 12:19 AM

 Back at it.

Dead weight. Yes, whoever had coined that term had handled cold cuts like this. Because each arm was heavy, each leg filled with lead pellets. It was no easy bit wrapping them up, taping those obscene black plastic packages shut. But she did it—somehow, some way—her guts doing a slow and slithering crawl up the back of her throat the whole time. Then came the head. Breathing so hard she thought she might hyperventilate, Tara reached out with a hand that shook so badly it was practically whipping back and forth at the end of her wrist. She clenched her teeth and made to grab it by the hair… but as soon as she touched it, she flinched.

 A human head.


This was a human head.

“Do it,” she said. “Just do it.”

Her teeth clenched so tightly she thought her jaw might break. Lisa reached out and grasped Margaret’s head by the hair. Jesus. The feel of it. Like a fistful of snakes. Worse, much worse. Even through the latex glove, she could feel the clotted blood in those gray locks. She gripped the hair, bunched it in her hand, and pulled the head out of the sink. The drying rack came with it because the bad man had not gently set Margaret’s head in there, but brought it down with force, spearing it on the jagged uprights that were meant to hold heavy plates and serving dishes in place.

 The head was heavy.

The face was gray-white, spattered with dried blood that almost looked black. The eyes were open, glazed and staring. Gore had run from the contorted mouth and was smeared over the chin.

Letting out an involuntary, almost savage-sounding cry, Tara yanked on the head with one hand while she gripped the drying rack with the other, twisting it violently side to side and nearly vomiting again when she saw that puddle of sticky blood in the sink and heard the fleshy, moist sounds the drying rack uprights made as they were pulled from the stump of the neck.

 She nearly threw it aside with a twitch of revulsion.


 But she held on and dropped it in a Hefty bag and tied it shut.


 Then the torso.


 


 12:39 AM

Tara got an old rug from the garage that was bound for the dump and spread it out. The torso was heavy. The only way to get it on the rug was to roll it. She shoved and it flipped over, making a sticky, smacking sound as it came away from the slick congealed blood gluing it to the floor. It rolled over with a splatting/thudding/slapping sound. She got it on the rug and something black and fetid-smelling evacuated from its ass. Shit. The stink filled the kitchen and Tara nearly blacked out as it filled her nostrils, gassy and revolting.

 Quickly, she rolled up the body and tied the rug tight with twine.

Trying not to think or feel, everything inside her tangled in loose knots, she threw the gloves into the garbage. Then she backed her car into the garage and spread plastic over the floor of the trunk. It took her about twenty minutes to load everything.

 


1:15 AM

Buckets and hot water, mop and Pine-Sol.

She scrubbed and mopped, her buckets filled with a dirty pink water that soon became darker, clots of blood floating on the surface. Sobbing, whimpering, she went about it with whatever strength she still had left. She washed and washed and washed. She went over everything at least four times in her cleaning frenzy. Then she got rid of the water and rinsed out the mops and buckets in the stationary tub downstairs. All of this went into the car, too, because there was no way in hell she could have any of it lying around after what she’d used it for.

You know what you’ve just done, don’t you? You’ve not only concealed a crime, you’ve covered his tracks. You’ve removed the physical evidence that the cops could have used to nail that animal. The DNA, everything… gone.


You’ve been manipulated.

 She refused to think about such things.

Though the kitchen smelled like a sharp, ammonia-laced pine forest, there was still a ghastly under-stink of meat and body fluids. She lit candles. Burned incense. Smoked cigarette after cigarette.

 Then she went in the bathroom and cleaned herself up.

She did not look at herself in the mirror and mainly because she was afraid of what might be looking back. Because Tara knew one thing. One thing that was incontrovertible: she was not the same person now. She would never be the same person again. You could not go through a nightmare like this and remain unchanged. She had been… defiled, desecrated. Like something good and pure and warm and very human in her had been torn out by the roots, handled by dirty fingers, soiled and violated and rolled in shit, then stuffed back inside her. And she was feeling it, feeling the foulness of what was inside her now… the rancid filth that she could never, ever wash clean.

I’ll get Lisa back, she thought. I’ll get my sister back and God help that sick sonofabitch who put her through this, put me through this. 


He’ll suffer. 



The pain he will know.

And right then and right there, Tara knew this wasn’t some frustrated knee-jerk reaction, some half-baked vengeance fantasy that would never, ever happen. It was the real thing. The man who had taken her sister was going to die. And his death would be ugly beyond belief.

 Knowing she was capable of something like that almost scared her.

 Almost.

 


1:41 AM

 About the time she was ready to leave, the phone rang.

The sound of it sheared right through Tara, piercing her heart like an icy needle. So soon. He was already calling back.

She snatched the cordless up. Her voice was flat, emotionless: “Yes?”

“Hey, lady,” the party on the other end said. “You still up?”

For one crazy, reeling moment, Tara could not honestly remember who that voice belonged to. Her mind was filled with fuzzy images, all of them disjointed and terribly out-of-focus. Then it came. Steve. Steve Crews. It’s
Steve, you idiot. Your boyfriend. She swallowed down something like fear and said quite calmly, “Steve. I was just going to bed.”

 “Well, now there’s an idea.”

She froze. She wasn’t at all sure how to answer that. Sexual innuendo. Play the game. “That sounds nice. But I’m too tired. Busy, busy day.”

“Poor thing. When will I ever see you again?”

“Not until the end of the week. Maybe Friday.”

He laughed. “That long. I’ll perish.”

 “Keep your chin up.”

There was silence for a moment. Then: “Tara… are you okay? You sound kind of funny. Is everything all right?”

“Yes. Fine. Really fine.” She sighed, trying to relax. “Bad day. Busy week. I’m okay.”

“Maybe I’ll sneak over one of these nights and—”

 “No! You can’t do that!”

 “Whoa, lady! I’m just goofing around.”

She was breathing too hard and he must have heard her. “I’m sorry, Steve. It’s just that I-I-I-I-I’m a little on edge.” Had she just done that? Had she really stuttered like that? All this time she thought that was always bullshit when people did that in books and movies. But the syllables just kept coming, rapid fire. “I’ll make it up to you. I just need some sleep.”

“Okay, I understand.” But it was in his voice that he didn’t understand at all. “You sure you wouldn’t like me to come over? Kick back with you?”

“No. It’s late. I need to sleep. So do you.”

“All right, Tara. See you.”

He hung up before she could say another thing and maybe that was for the best. Her mind was rushing in too many directions at the same time, thoughts tripping over themselves. The line of communication between her brain and her voice had been badly disarranged. She knew then she could not count on herself to say what she was thinking or think about what she saying.

 Good God, nothing was making sense.

She wondered if it ever would again.

 


1:46 AM

 She breathed in and out very slowly, trying to keep her world from spinning out of control any worse than it already was.

She saw Steve’s face in her mind and where once it had brought great joy, it now brought sorrow and pain. “I know I love you, Steve. I know you’d help me. You’d do anything for me and for Lisa. But I can’t take the chance of involving you. Of involving the police, the FBI. No one can do what has to be done now but me.”

 Knowing this, she pressed her face into her hands and then screamed as loud as she could.

Hurry, Tara… the clock is running.
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 Steve tried to sleep after he talked to Tara, but it just wouldn’t come.

He laid there, balled-up with tension, still hearing Tara’s voice. There was a strange undercurrent there he did not recognize and could not put a name to. He knew her plate was full with two jobs and trying to raise her kid sister. It was a lot for anyone. She was worn thin only she didn’t see it or wouldn’t see it and if you told her to slow down, she got pissed-off and Steve had been on the receiving end of that more than once.

 Maybe it was like she said.

 Maybe she was just tired, a little frazzled.

Steve did not know. It made perfect sense, yet something about it simply did not wash and try as he might he could not leave it alone. The moon shined in the window. He listened to leaves blow up the sidewalk and wondered, wondered. There was something there. Something in her voice. And the after-effect of talking to her was like being amped-up on about two pots of very black, very strong coffee.

It’s almost two in the morning, dummy. You shouldn’t have called her so late.

No, he shouldn’t have. But he’d had the oddest sense of… disaster all night. He could not understand it or identify it. It was just there. Nagging at him.

“It’s like she said,” he told himself again. “She’s tired. That’s all.”

But it just didn’t sit right with him.

He had been dating Tara going on two years now and in that time, besides falling in love and wanting very badly to marry her, he had learned to recognize her moods. He could sense them instinctively. That’s the way it got with couples, he knew. And that instinct was screaming in his head, telling him something was terribly wrong. On the phone she had sounded alternately depressed and edgy, drained and then almost giddy. Like her mind was so overloaded she was jumping emotional tracks pretty much at random. Not just moody peaks and valleys, but mountaintops and subterranean fissures. There had been something in her voice, something that alarmed him and he just could not get past it.

You’re just thinking that because you’ve had a bad feeling all night. You’re slanting the evidence to support you paranoia.

Yet… he didn’t honestly think so.

Several times now, he had gotten dressed and made it to the door before he pulled back and went inside. And once he had made it all the way out to his car. Her voice had not only unsettled him, but confused him. Something was telling him he needed to go to her and something else was telling him that would be a very bad idea.

 She said she was tired.

She wanted to be alone. 


They were not living together and Tara had firmly refused to discuss offers in that direction. But even though they were not under the same roof, their souls and minds along with their hearts had grown very close and they shared similar rhythms. They each understood when the other was needed and when the other needed to be given space. And Steve was getting vibes that told him to get over there without hesitation and others that told him to respect her privacy.

 What to do? What to do?

His reasoning brain told him quite firmly to give her space, that if she asked him not to come over than he should do as she wished. But his emotional brain was sensing trouble and it demanded action.

 God, he loved her and she pissed him off to no end.

Sometimes he wasn’t sure what he expected of her. Or of himself for that matter. But he guessed that he wanted her to relax, to quit making her life into such a fucking complex drama. He knew she had a lot going and Lisa wasn’t helping that much, but it was time to let down her hair and her defenses. He knew she cared about him, yet she refused to discuss marriage. The way he saw it, two people loved each other, they got married and lived together and that would set things right because two was always better than one, right? If they got married, she could quit fretting about her bills and quit one of her jobs or both for that matter. Steve was an accountant. A CPA. He made very good money. He wasn’t rich, but he was half-owner of an accounting firm and he pulled a very respectable salary that was, by Bitter Lake standards, pretty damn good.

 But she didn’t want to get married.

She was haunted by the specter of her parent’s death and had taken the whole world upon her shoulders. She would provide. She would run the house. She would raise her sister. Because she really could do it all, just ask her, and if that transformed her into a moody, stressed-out bitch sometimes then people would just have to realize that it was their fault and not hers.

 But that was Tara.

Once she got something in her head, you could not bend or sway her. She would juggle it all and get it done even if it meant physical and mental collapse.

I do love you, Steve. You know I do. But the marriage thing will have to wait. Lisa’s at a very sensitive and emotional stage in her life. Her mom and dad died. She’s still dealing with it even if she won’t admit to it. The scars run deep. I think us getting married would make her think she’s secondary in my life and I can’t allow that. I can’t put more on her than she already has. And if that means sacrificing my happiness, then you better believe I’ll do it. And I’ll do it without a second thought.

 Tara.

 Jesus.

She didn’t broke interference even if that interference was along the lines of a good old helping hand. She allowed Margaret Stapleton to come over and mind the store while she was working evenings, but even that concession had been hard-fought. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Lisa was drinking and smoking dope, on the fast track to go careening over the edge, Tara would never had even considered something like that.


She’s my sister.


She’s blood.


My family and my problems and I’ll handle it.

Obsessed? Fixated? Monomaniacal even? You bet. That was Tara. She was driven and if you got in her way she’d run you right over. The death of their parents had cut a wound in the fabric of the family and she would suture it up and stop the bleeding even if she had to use her own sanity as a clotting agent and her own body as a bandage.

But how much could she take on before she broke her back from the weight and strained herself to the point of physical and mental collapse? Sometimes she got so frenzied, she was an emotional wreck. She seemed to see the person in the mirror not as an individual or a creature with its own needs but as a convenience, a tool needed to do a job and she’d keep at it until that tool lost its edge. And if that happened? What then? She had no real family to depend on, just an aunt and uncle in Milwaukee, a few cousins in Indiana. No support system. No friends. Didn’t have time for them. She barely had time for him.

 And if she crashed?

 What then? 

At least, if they were married, he could shoulder some of it and he had a sister here that would help. He could keep Tara on her feet before she wore those feet to nubs and fell face-first and couldn’t get up again.

 But what about now? Right now?

 There was pain or desperation in her voice and he had clearly heard it.

Yet, she did not want him to come over and was that because she really didn’t or because being Tara, endlessly proud and self-reliant Tara, that she could not admit to her need of anyone or anything? Experience told him that when this girl said no, it meant no. Don’t bother trying to second-guess her or hold her hand or protect her, let her come to the conclusion that she needed someone. If it was her idea, she wasn’t above admitting that she, like everyone else, could only do so much.

 “That woman, that woman,” Steve said under his breath.


 Don’t try and figure her.


 Just accept her.


He knew that once she got rolling on something, she was positively neurotic in her devotion to the cause. Like her sister, for instance. But that also applied to just about everything. When he first met her at a business lunch with the Teamsters local, he had thought her very pretty, very sexy with her long brown hair and big blue eyes. She was long-limbed and capable, her eyes so intense sometimes you just had to look away so her gaze didn’t drill a hole right through you. 


 Steve had been interested.

 But more than a little intimidated.

He’d heard through the grapevine that she was seeing another guy, Frank Duvall, a guy nearly twenty years her senior who was a building contractor. Steve figured that was that. He knew not to try and steal women away from other men. That was a good way to get your ass kicked or your tires slit. So he had left it alone.

 But Tara hadn’t.

Over the next five or six weeks, she had pursued him relentlessly. Called him. Invited him to dinner. Sent him cards. Showed up at the office. She was smitten and nothing was going to stand in her way. That’s how they had hooked-up and how Frank Duvall had been kicked to the curb. Frank still glared at Steve, but he was adult enough not to take it beyond that. Something Steve was grateful for because Frank, though middle-aged with a paunch, was rugged from a life of hard work outdoors and he had a set of guns on him like a weight-lifter.

 Now for two years they had been in the same holding pattern.

When they were together, Tara devoted herself entirely to him, whether that was a relaxing conversation out on the patio or a meal she was whipping up for him or some especially wild sex in the bedroom. But those dates were sometimes weekly and very often only two or three times a month.

The rest of the time… Tara’s jobs, the house, and Lisa, Lisa, Lisa.

Steve liked Lisa and being an average snotty little teenage girl, she tolerated him, but was not exactly friendly. It was an act. Something teenage girls seemed to carry in their genes, apparently. Some annoying defensive mechanism perhaps. But now and again, Lisa would thaw and act almost like a normal human being. Steve knew if they lived under the same roof, though, that it would change.

 Because he thought Lisa wanted to like him.

 But her older sister was standing in the way.

Laying there, all of it rolling through his mind while he tried to sort out not only his life and Tara’s but what was going on with her now, he had to wonder if maybe she had reached the breaking point and he should be ready to catch her when she fell.

 Yet, he felt it was more than that.

 Something he could not understand or recognize was driving her.

No, he would not go over there. At least not tonight. Maybe tomorrow. Then he would find out what this was about, one way or another. With that, he let himself unwind and go to sleep. A sleep plagued by dreams in which Tara kept running from him, heading toward the brink of some nameless abyssal pit.

It was probably a good thing he didn’t go over to the Coombes’ house.

 Because he wouldn’t have liked what he found.

But at the same time, by not going, he was not only betraying his love for Tara but betraying himself. By ignoring those deep-seated instincts that waged war within him, he was leaving Tara alone and vulnerable when she needed him most.

 And something in him knew it.
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2:11 AM

The clock was running… 


When Tara had the hole dug deep in the clearing beside a dirt road well outside Bitter Lake, she carried her packages from the trunk of her little Dodge Stratus and dumped them in. The rug with the torso in it was a little more work, of course. As the crickets sang and night birds called in the starry sky above, she pulled it out and let it fall to the grass. It made a heavy, solid sort of plopping sound that made her skin go cold.

After that, she had to lean against the car and catch her breath. And not because of exertion.

 


2:17 AM

She steeled herself and gripped the rug by the knotted twine and dragged it over the ground to the hole and then, very unceremoniously, pushed it in. And it hurt. Not the strain of it all, of everything she had done this night, though her limbs were heavy and her back aching… no, this was a psychological pain that somehow manifested itself physically. Inside her chest, inside her pumping heart, she hurt. Hurt because here she was dumping the butchered remains of Margaret Stapleton into an unmarked grave in the woods. Margaret. Dear, sweet, old fashioned, no-nonsense, heart-big-as-the moon Margaret. Laying her to rest without so much as a prayer or a goodbye wish.

 There was something almost criminal about that.

 


2:34 AM

Tara filled the grave in, patted it down, kicked leaves and sticks and loam over the spot so it would look undisturbed. Then she went back to the car, tossing the shovel in the trunk and wiping the black dirt of the grave from her hands. She stood there and smoked a cigarette, trying to feel something, but was only aware of that chill emptiness within.


We’re going to play a game, Tara.

 A game.

That’s what this was. Like a college frat hazing. A secret society with secret rules.

“I’m going to get you out of this, Lisa,” she said. “Somehow, some way, I’ll get you out.”

It was a good thought and one that filled her with a reassuring strength, but it was not enough to think such things. She must believe them. And in believing them, make them a reality. Somehow she had to get to Lisa, had to find her and set her free from this madman. Even if it meant sacrificing herself, even if it meant—

 “Shit.”

A car. 


 


2:37 AM

The lights came sweeping up the road in the distance. 


Panic jumped in Tara’s belly. 


She dashed behind the cover of some trees and dove into the grass. The police. That’s what she was worried about. She had just buried a body and if they found her now, started asking all the wrong questions, she didn’t honestly think she could lie.

 The car came up the dirt road.


 Its lights flashed over her hiding spot.


 They found her Stratus.


The car slowed. Tara’s belly was filled with light, feathery things.

Then the car sped up and was gone, navigating a turn in the distance. She listened to the sound of it vanishing and the night crept back, covering her, coveting her cheek to jowl and she felt at one with it. The sound of the breeze in the trees. The foraging nocturnal things. Even the leggy creature which moved across the back of her hand. She could smell the earth, black and rich and forever. She wanted to press her face into the leaves, to taste them.

 The threat had passed.

 


2:39 AM

She crab-crawled to her car, and felt that emptiness inside her begin to fill with something else. Something primordial almost. Some instinctive thing that told her in no uncertain terms that it was capable of doing the job at hand.

 Of finding Lisa.

 And killing her kidnapper.
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He had her now.


He had her the way he wanted her.


Right there on the dirt floor of the cellar. He had her spread-eagle, naked, and he was pushing himself into her and liking the cold feel of her flesh, how she did not move, how she accepted his mastery of her like something dry and dead that had no choice. Her dirty blouse was thrown up around her shoulders and he was licking her white throat, her shoulders, then biting them. Not hard enough to break the skin, but hard enough to bring pain. His hands were gripping the pale mounds of her ass as he thrust himself into her, biting her, nibbling her, showing her the pain and loving the fact that she still did not move. That her eyes were wide open, dark and glassy, staring sightlessly.


(that’s it, henry: it’s the only way to discipline a cunt good and proper they understand nothing less)


He pushed into her harder and harder. She smelled of dirt and oblong boxes, nighted and breathless places where there was only the scratch of the rat and the fleshy caress of the worm. Yes-yes-yes, she did not move and her skin was so cold and it was more than he could take, he couldn’t hold back his excitement any longer…


(harder, henry, HARDER)


(mother… oh… please)


Jesus.


He emptied himself into her and lay panting atop her, sweat dripping from his face and his tongue lolling from his mouth in the sweet aftermath of it all.


Finally she blinked, pressing her hips against his own. “I am so pretty, Henry. Such a pretty little thing.”

 “Yes,” Henry said. “Yes.”

 “Where is my friend? Where did you put my pretty friend?”

 “She’s in a safe place, Worm. You remember.”

 “Go get her and bring her here,” she said. “I want to play with her.”

 “I will. But you have to promise me you won’t do bad things to her. Not yet.”

 “I won’t, Henry. I like to do what you say.”

 “That’s a good girl.”


(because if she doesn’t, henry, she’ll need discipline)

 “Henry… when can I be buried in the box? I like to be buried in the box.”

 “Soon, Worm. Soon.”

 “Okay, Henry.”


With that, she closed her dark eyes and dreamed of entombment, of narrow boxes and rotting satin and crawling, feeding things far, far below.

 



20


Sometime later… the phone rang.


Tara opened her eyes and went into panic mode right away. She didn’t know where she was or what she was doing. She was sprawled on the floor before the front door and the house smelled like Pine-Sol and was gagging it was so strong. She’d been having a nightmare. Lisa. Margaret. Graves. Burying things. Evil moon-faced boogeymen calling on the phone. Then it came rushing back into her head and she felt the dirt on her fingers, her aching muscles, and knew the things she had done and the things she would yet do.


She did not scream.


She did not even cry.


She held it all deep down inside of her, nailing it shut in a box as black laughter echoed in her brain and wracked sobbing choked in her throat. But she shut it off. She shut it all off because there were things that had to be done and she had to put on the proper face in order to do them. 



You are not who you were, Tara told herself. You are someone else that just looks like Tara Coombes and you have to remember that. You have to get Lisa back and it will mean doing terrible things, but you will do them. I will help you. But the world, the world must not suspect. You must look like Tara Coombes. Even if you’re somebody else.


Even if you’re somebody else.


The phone kept ringing.


Nobody would call this late. Nobody but a drooling, evil thing that kidnapped teenage girls, a night-haunter that was frightened of the rising sun as all such things were. It could not go back into its coffin yet, not until it filled its belly with the bitter brine of suffering, not until it leeched itself to Tara’s soft white throat one more time and drank its fill.


Tara walked into the kitchen and the smell of cleaners reamed her nose out and made her head spin. Her eyes watered. She reached out for the phone in the darkness, picturing the monster on the other end: a bloated, leggy spider whose web she was caught in. Cocooned with silk, the spider liked to unwrap her from time to time to sip from her throat, to suckle her last throbbing artery.


In her mind, she heard a crunching and squishing sound as a boot crushed the spider flat, reduced it to a mush. And she knew whose boot that was: her own.


Shutting everything down inside herself, she picked up the cordless. “Hello?”

 “Tara? Tara? Tara, is that you?”

 “Yes… who is this?” It wasn’t the boogeyman. She vaguely recognized the voice. An old man. A neighbor.

 “It’s Bud Stapleton, honey. I thought you were Lisa for a minute… you girls sound alike.” 



He paused and she could hear the tension in his voice. Serious tension. Bud was
kind-hearted, but tough and old-school. An ex-cop who was damn proud of every one of the thirty-five years he’d put in on the Bitter Lake force, even if about ninety-percent of it was bullshit, as he liked to say. Now he was prattling. A guy who rarely said more than “yup” or “nope” on the phone.


This all passed through Tara’s mind at the same time the reason for his very late, or very early, phone call did: Margaret had not come home. Bud, according to Margaret, was given to drinking beers on the couch before the TV where he very often fell asleep. He must have woken and found that his wife had not returned from the Coombes’ house.


This was trouble.


This was an angle that Tara had not considered with all the rest of it coming from every conceivable direction and knocking her flat. Margaret. Margaret was missing. It would mean the police. An investigation. And if all that wasn’t trouble enough, the sort of trouble that put Lisa in worse jeopardy than she already was, Bud was no fool. He was an ex-cop. He knew how to find out things. Even if the police found out nothing, Bud would not give up so easily. He was always bitching about the young, modern force: “Goddamn little boys with laptops playing cop, mouths barely off their mommies’ titties. Encounter sessions and support fucking groups. Tasers and pepper spray. Jesus! In the old days we took a man down with our bare hands like real cops. We got bloodied, we got bruised, but we got paid to do a fucking job and we did it. Me and Bobby Stemick, Frenchy Levesque, Jib Hanlon, Mike McKean… we were real cops. Not like now, not like now…”

Bud was old, but at heart was still a cop. Stubborn as all hell.


Tara did not need this new wrinkle.


Think!


She had to have a story.


And then she did.

 “Sorry to call you so late, Tara, but… well, thing is, Margaret’s not here. Bed’s not slept in. Before I start raising hell about it, I just want to make sure she’s still not there.”


Tara licked her lips. They were very dry. Like her hands. Dry with grave dirt, soil packed under her fingernails. “No, she’s not here, Bud. I mean, I can go look around, but no one was here when I got home last night. Lisa’s down in Milwaukee with her Uncle Joe and Aunt Claire for a week, so I just figured Margaret didn’t come over. No reason for her to.”


The lie came from her lips perfectly, as if she were reading from a script. Even the bit about Uncle Joe and Aunt Claire in Milwaukee. They were real all right, except that they were in Belgium for a month visiting Claire’s nephew who was in the Army and had just married a Belgian girl over there. Tara had spoken to Claire about it on the phone three days ago. If the police tried to contact them, they would be unavailable. Yes, yes. It was amazing how good of a liar Tara was. She had never been worth a damn at it before. But now… yes, things had changed and she was not the same person.


She would lie.


She would swindle.


She would even cover-up crimes or commit murder if it meant getting Lisa back and God help anyone who stood in her way.

 “Well, she went over there around four as usual, Tara.”


Tara waited. Then she said, “What did she say? She must have known Lisa was gone.” 



It all hung on this. If Margaret had said she was going to watch Lisa, then there would be questions. Uncomfortable questions.


Bud said, “I didn’t talk to her. She just left while I was varnishing a chair in the garage. Called out to me how she’d be back late as usual. Figured she was going to your place.”

 “This sounds funny, Bud. I don’t like it.”

 “Yeah. Well. I better look through the house one more time. She’s not so young anymore, you know.”


In other words, maybe she fell and hit her head or had a goddamned stroke and I better go look for her corpse. Tara could hear the dread and pain in his voice and something inside her ran warm at the sound of it. It bubbled up her throat, brought tears to her eyes and she wanted to admit it all, scream it out at him over the phone, but she didn’t dare.


She could not afford pity.


Not for others.


Not for herself.

 “I’ll let you know,” Bud said and hung up.

Tara set the phone back in its cradle. She knew this was not over by a long shot. Yes, people turned up missing from time to time, she knew. Even in Bitter Lake. But usually they were younger people fleeing debt or bad relationships. Teenagers who ran away. And sometimes hunters disappeared out in the deep, dark woods during deer season and nobody found them. It happened. More often than the authorities liked to admit. 



But not elderly people. 



Like old, firmly-rooted trees, they did not just vanish.


And when they did, it was usually because they had dropped dead in a remote location or lived alone and nobody found their bodies for weeks.


Tara did not like what would come next.


Because much as she dreaded it, the police would come to see her. They would be asking questions. And not just once either. This would be an ongoing thing and she would have to deal with it. She would have to be smarter than them and cast no doubts at their feet.


Yes, this was how it would have to work.


Tara plotted it out in the darkness and took a fresh rag from the cupboard and began to scrub the counters.


She did this for well over an hour.
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 “Let’s see if your mood has improved any, Lisa.” 


Henry stalked silently, weaving his way amongst headstones and crumbling slabs to the older section of the burial grounds. He moved up weed-choked hills crested by morose, shadowy vaults and craggy trees. And beyond to an overgrown run of cedar-shrouded gravestones. Markers set flat into the earth. At one time, he knew, this had been sort of a Potter’s Field where the poor and destitute had been buried. It was wholly unused now.

 Except by him.


 He dropped his spade and went down on his knees at the fresh grave.


 He dug out handfuls of cool black earth with his bare hands.



He pressed the earth to his face, reveling in the pure rich smell of it. He breathed its aroma in deep and his heart beat faster. He wanted to tear his clothes off and roll naked in it, feel it cover him, bury himself in it like he had in the old days. He dug naked beneath the eye of the moon, pawing his way feverishly down until his fingers scratched over the polished lid of a casket and then… and then—


Not now.


He couldn’t lose control now.


The most important thing now was control. To think things out, to use his brain.


(your brain’s no good)

 “Shut up,” he whispered.


(but i won’t shut up i’ll never shut up)

 “I’m in control. I know what I’m doing.”


(you’ll never have control, henry, you’re a deviant… a crawling slinking graverobbing ghoul a naughty little boy that masturbates in graveyards and deflowers corpses they’ll put you in a cage)


(A CAGE)

 “Quiet,” he told the voice in his head. “Someone might hear.”


The sun would start coming up in a few hours and he had to be done by then. Sometimes that asshole Spears liked to come to the cemetery office bright and early and attend to his work and get out of there. Henry knew he had to be away by then.


He gripped the spade and began to dig, piling the earth on the same sheet he had piled it on before so none would get in the grass where it would be hard to get out. The box was only down four feet, the soil still loose. He carefully shoveled out clods of dirt, squaring the grave off meticulously. It took him about twenty minutes. When he reached the coffin, he scraped the soil away from its stained, mildew-speckled surface.


(she’ll trick you)


(she’ll use her slit)


He listened.


It was quiet in there.


He thought he would hear her struggling. She had only been down there four or five hours. There should have been enough air in the box and the soil was so loose that there would be more. He recalled that he had buried Worm for six hours once when she had been a bad girl.


He gripped the edge of the lid, threw the clasp, and opened it.


Lisa was still there.


Her eyes were closed.

 “Wake up,” he told her as a wind stirred the trees above and a few stray leaves drifted down into the grave.


She did not move.


He reached down and took hold of her. Her flesh was cool. Still, she did not move and Henry wondered if his timing had been off. That had happened one other time. The runaway he picked up outside of town, she had been down too long and—


(the sweet luxury of that one)


(flesh like marble as we pushed into her)


(let’s push into this one, henry, let’s school her)


Lisa jumped up from the coffin, a scream on her lips.


She vaulted at Henry, scratching his face, beating at him with her fists, kicking and clawing. He put a forearm against her mouth to drive her back down and she bit him
hard. They wrestled in the grave and she nearly got away, but then he got his hands around her white throat and squeezed her windpipe shut with his thumbs and she finally fell limp into the coffin.

 “Bitch,” he gasped, wiping blood from his face. “Fucking bitch… I could have left you down there… I could have…”


Now she was quiet.


(don’t spare the rod and spoil the child, henry)


(discipline her)


(discipline her now in the box)

 “No,” he said under his breath.


This was not about THAT. He had to keep a level head here. He didn’t want THAT to mess up the works.


He hoisted her out of the grave and dumped her atop a worn slab while he quickly filled in the hole. She did not move. He almost wished that she would, because he would have split her head open with the spade. And once her blood stopped running and the brains oozing from her skull had begun to congeal and she was cold, cold, cold, then he would have had his fun with her.


He filled in the grave.


(pathetic little boy afraid of discipline)

 “Shut up, mother. I don’t have time for that.”


(hee-hee-hee, little boy blue come blow your horn)


He rolled the sod back in place and scattered leaves over the surface. No one would ever know he had been digging there. He rolled up the sheet and hid it and the spade inside a long unused tomb that he had played in as a child and still bore the graffiti he had scratched into its stone walls so many years ago.


He scooped up Lisa’s still form in his arms and walked back through the graves, feeling her limp arms dangling and head lolling on her shoulders with each step.


He made for the low stone wall in the back.


And his car parked on the dirt road in the trees beyond.


The fun was just about to begin.

 



22


Somehow, Tara managed to sleep after her phone conversation with Bud Stapleton. She took a hot shower and then lay naked atop her sheets and passed out cold. And as she slept, she dreamed that she found not Margaret’s dismembered body in the kitchen but Lisa’s. But she couldn’t find her head. She looked in cupboards. In the refrigerator. The Lazy Susan, pawing amongst the cans. She emptied the freezer. And, in a strain of dark comedy, she checked all the Tupperware containers. Then she opened the oven and there was Lisa’s spitted head in a roasting pan. Her lips had been sewn shut with kitchen twine and bulbs of garlic had been shoved up her nostrils. Gray and seamed and stitched, her blonde hair hanging in greasy loops, she looked like an evil shrunken head from an old voodoo movie.


Tara stood there, staring at Lisa’s decapitated head.


She reached into the oven and plucked the head from the roasting spit. It was much lighter than Margaret’s had been, and some submerged dream-reasoning reminded her of this. The flesh was cold and almost moist, mucid with slime. Black blood ran from it like refrigerated India ink. It was ghastly, all shriveled, but she did not toss it aside. Instead, she brought her face in close to it until she could smell its sweet, high roadkill stench. Then she spoke to it. You got us both into this, Lisa. I don’t know how you met the man who snatched you, but couldn’t you see that he was a depraved thing that had crawled from the slimiest cellar of hell? Didn’t you know he was the boogeyman? Couldn’t you see the poison in his eyes and smell the sewer drainage of his rotting mind? And then she began to cry, for this was her sister, the only family she had. Lisa was dead, dissected by some sinister night-monster and never ever could she be put back together again.


Then Lisa opened her dead, glazed eyes.


And in those eyes, not just suffering and horror, but… accusation and blame. A fearful recrimination that told Tara that Lisa blamed her for it all, that every minute of her black, dirty, and violent death was her fault and, dear God, why had she let it happen? Why had she let that deranged fiend do this?


Tara woke.


The sun was up and she was shivering, bathed with sweat. Her body ached, her muscles were corded tight, a strange and muted buzzing in the back of her head. She laid there like that for a time, feeling absolutely nothing, not even her hurting body. Just an immobile thing incapable of movement. Tears ran from her swollen eyes, but she was not aware of it.


I just need to know that she’ll be taken care of.


Promise me.


Finally, she got up, the guilt eating away her guts.


She walked naked to the window, utterly detached from the idea that she might be giving the mailman or one of the neighbor boys a cheap thrill. She just stood there, looking out at the day, which was quite sunny and bright, colorful leaves drifting from the trees. It was a lovely autumn day, the kind that makes you feel good to be alive.


But Tara was not glad to be alive.


She was not glad of anything. 



To her eyes, finally stripped of the blinders that had once shown her a world of love and promise and potential, she could see only grayness and despair. She could see into the black heart of it finally and recognize the grim patterns at work. Autumn leaves were pretty to the eye, but they masked the truth of seasonal change which was that the leaves were dying as a presage to the white funeral of winter that was surely coming, blighting everything in its path. 



People were out working in their yards, raking and trimming hedges, cleaning dead flowers from pots and putting lawn furniture away for the year. Industrious little things that waved to each other, chatted, lent a hand when one was needed. A very pastoral scene and the sort she had always enjoyed watching. But that was all superficial and she could see that now. For beneath the veneer of those smiling, harmless, helpful faces were brains thinking dark and unpleasant things, plotting crimes and dreaming of sating animal lusts and appetites. 



Civilization and society were, after all, only skin deep and it was beneath that skin where the depravities and twisted urges and malevolent impulses lurked.


Sighing, she closed the curtains, suddenly aware of her nakedness.


She was not ashamed.


Something inside her wanted her to flaunt it, wanted her to go running down the street, kicking through leaf piles. That was the beast within that was only held in check by self-imposed laws that kept men and women busy and productive and de-clawed in the cities and not running naked and feral in the fields and woods. She peered through a slit in the curtain, afraid now of what was inside and what she was becoming, knowing that each and every person she could see had a grinning, voracious beast locked up inside them. They all wanted to shed their clothes and run wild and free or something inside them did. Only they didn’t dare because they didn’t want to become spectacles or be locked away by others of the human tribe who were held in bondage by their own crass inhibitions.


The beast.


Yes, in all of them.


She saw a young guy cleaning out the gutters of the Carrolls’ house down the way. Brenda Carroll was out sweeping leaves from her walk. Brenda was blonde and attractive. The guy working her gutters was watching her. And Tara knew that while he thought he was just checking out a good-looking woman, the beast inside was drooling and filling his brain with corrupt impulses. It wanted him to jump down there and rape her, beat her senseless and then rape her again.


And old man Peters, who was notoriously fussy about his lawn, was looking at the King’s big oak spilling leaves into his yard. He pretended to be mildly miffed as he raked them up. But the beast within had other ideas. It wanted him to take his rake handle and sharpen it like a spike and run it through Perry King’s chest and thus address this territorial wrong and assert his dominance.


And what about the guy in the pickup truck who had to slow down because Missy Jorgan’s twins were playing out in the street again? He smiled and waved them off, but the beast wanted him to jam that fucking accelerator to the floor and run the twins right over, to teach not only them the foolishness of straying from their own territory but to teach Missy that a mother had to keep her young close to the breast and out of harm’s way.


The beast.


The beast within.


Tara knew her world-view had become noticeably pessimistic, but she saw what was behind those smug, neighborly faces same as she saw it in herself. Those people, of course, would not do those things the beast asked of them. They were able to control it. But not everybody had that operable system of checks and balances.


The beast was in Tara, too.


She knew it.


She sensed its presence.


She felt its hungers.


It was getting closer to the surface as whatever she had been before was slapped into submission by one beast in particular who had stolen her sister. For it was not a man, it was a beast. And she knew that a beast could only be answered by another beast. The beast that had taken Lisa had taken something of great value to Tara and the punishment for that would not be petty, civilized laws, but her own claws and teeth.


Atavism.


Something in her was regressing to its primal nature because it had instinctively recognized another beast at work and knew that no civilized woman was up to what was going to come next. Tara had first felt that primordial other asserting itself last night when she hid from the car after burying Margaret’s remains.


It had been strong within her.


It had helped her lie to Steve.


It had helped her lie to Bud Stapleton.


And it would help her deal with the animal that had stolen her sister.


Thoroughly unnerved by the way her mind was beginning to work, and almost oddly proud of its viciousness, Tara got in the shower and let the hot water stream over her as she sobbed and beat her fists against the tile wall. She was terrified of what she might be before this was over.


Terrified that she would never be the same again.


But it was a chance she had to take.


To get Lisa back and right this wrong, she would unlock that cage within and free the drooling beast and in doing so, become something less than human. But that was the way it had to be. 



After her shower, she had a nice little breakfast of black coffee and cigarettes. It was while doing this that she realized she had made another mistake. It would be noon before long and she hadn’t even called into work or called the school. Summoning up the blankness within her, she took care of it. She was sorry she hadn’t called in, but she was very sick and would probably be gone the rest of the week. And Lisa? Well, Lisa was out of town for a time.


Done.


She had to keep things in perspective. Somehow. For it was all and fine to embrace the cunning, vengeful beast within… but she still lived in a supposedly ordered world where certain things were expected of her. She had to put on the proper face and use her modern mind to sort things out or questions would be asked and trouble would ensue.


With that in mind, she called the Stapleton’s but there was no answer. She left a message for Bud saying that she hoped everything had worked out okay with Margaret and that she’d be in touch.


Her voice did not even waver.


Then she found another bucket in the basement and filled it with hot water and Pine-Sol and began cleaning the kitchen again, mopping and scrubbing. Maybe no one else could smell the death seeping from the floor, but she could. She didn’t know how many times she would have to clean everything but she figured she might have to keep doing it until the day she died.


Eyes blank and face slack, she cleaned.


And cleaned.


And cleaned. 
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The police stopped by.


Two detectives in plainclothes.


When Tara opened the door, she knew they were cops. It wasn’t their eyes or even their manner, but something that simply exuded from them in rivers. Something very serious and regulated that masked a stark grimness just below as if these two had seen things you didn’t want to know about and had witnessed horrors their lips could never properly frame into words.


Cops, all right.


One old and rawboned; the other young and thick-necked.


And right away Tara knew they were not from the Bitter Lake force, were not the little boys with laptops that Bud Stapleton always went on about. These were real cops. And judging from the steely looks in their eyes, they were not fools and she’d do well to remember that.

 “Tara Coombes?”

 “Yes?” A flutter of heartbeat in her chest.

 “Sorry to disturb you,” the older one said, pulling off his hat and holding it to his chest the way his mother probably always told him he had to in the presence of a lady. “I’m Detective-Sergeant Wilkes and this is Sergeant Fingerman. We’re with the State Patrol CID.” They flashed their badges and they looked real, all right. “We need to ask you a few questions concerning Margaret Stapleton.”


Tara did not flinch. She did not even swallow.

 “Oh yes, of course. Come in.” She allowed a short dramatic pause, then: “This isn’t good news, is it? You coming here? Margaret is still missing.”

 “Yes, she is,” Wilkes said.

 “I tried calling Bud, her husband, about an hour or so. But there was no answer.”

 “And there won’t be,” Fingerman said. 


 “Why is that?” Tara asked him.

 “Mr. Stapleton has been at the State Patrol Barracks most of the day.”


Tara didn’t comment on that. Wasn’t somebody supposed to be missing forty-eight hours before they officially became a missing person? That was probably just TV crap. Then again, maybe it wasn’t. They were talking about the elderly wife of a retired cop. If anybody had the connections to get things rolling it was probably Bud Stapleton.

 “So Margaret did not come here yesterday?” Wilkes said.

 “No. She had no reason to. I have her keep an eye on my sister, but she’s down in Milwaukee. There was no reason for Margaret to come over.” Tara said these things, keeping her eyes fixed on Wilkes while she spoke. She was careful about stuttering, about facial tics, anything that would make her look uncomfortable with the questioning. “I’m certain I told Margaret not to come over yesterday. Like I said, there was absolutely no reason for her to.”

 “That’s what we gathered speaking with her husband.”


Then Fingerman said, “But he still insists she came over. Was pretty sure of it.”


Tara shook her head. “I can’t account for that.”

 “’Course, Margaret Stapleton is getting on in years,” Wilkes said. “Bud… her husband… told us that she does have a bit of trouble with her memory.”

 “Yes, he’s mentioned that. But, honestly, I haven’t seen it myself. Margaret’s always been the best.”

 “Sure.” Wilkes shrugged. “You have to realize this is purely routine. We don’t think she came over here, either. It’s possible, I suppose, she might have been on her way here and… well, being on in years, she may have wandered off somewhere. Who can say?”

 “It’s terrible,” Tara said.

 “Yes, a real tragedy.”


Tara was beginning to get a bad feeling about the interview. No, there was nothing overt, no good cop/bad cop TV bullshit, yet her intuition was telling her that while on the surface this was purely routine, beneath it was something else again. Wilkes seemed too… understanding, too willing to furnish reasons why Margaret had not come over yesterday. And Fingerman? Fingerman had not taken his eyes off Tara for a moment. It was like he was looking for something. But she could not ascertain whether he had found it or not.

 “Well, I appreciate you talking with us,” Wilkes said. “I know how busy you are. Bud told us all about that.”


Ah. Meaning they knew all about the death of mom and dad, how Tara was trying to raise her kid sister alone. That could have explained some of it.


They stood up and she walked them to the door.


Fingerman had so much cologne on, he practically left a puddle. Tara thought she would swoon from the smell.


In the doorway, he paused. “Your sister… Lisa, is it?”

 “Yes.”

 “When will she be back?”


Tara bit into her lip. She couldn’t help it. “Um… not before the weekend. But like I said… like I said she never even saw Margaret yesterday or did I. She never came over.”

 “Sure, but we might have to talk with her anyway,” Wilkes said. “Purely routine.”

 “Yeah, routine,” Fingerman said.


Then they left, heading out to their car, muttering to each other about something. Purely routine, they said. That’s all it was.


Tara, however, didn’t believe it for a minute. 


 



24


“I got a funny feeling about this whole business.” 



Wilkes cringed when Fingerman said that because he knew it was coming. It had to be coming because Fingerman was just a kid. Sure, he’d pulled seven years on patrol before he made detective, but Wilkes himself had been at it since he got back from Vietnam in ’71 and Fingerman would never be anything but a green kid to him. Maybe he was good at playing this cop business, maybe he was dedicated and hadn’t yet been soured by the system, but he was still just a kid. And like a kid he had to bring up that funny feeling like kids wearing badges always did sooner or later.


And things had been going so good.


A half an hour after they left the Coombes’ house, they still hadn’t brought any of that up. Wilkes was going on about how pretty the colors were this year and how the warm days and cold nights really brightened Mother Nature’s pallet. He was driving around town in the state car, pointing out what a nice little place Bitter Lake was, how it’d be a good place for a guy to hang up his hat come retirement. How he heard they had some kind of fishing in the lake and what Fingerman thought about the Packers this year and how that ringer Shupmann had stolen fifty bucks from him when he’d bet him that the Brewers would sweep the Tigers at Miller Park last week.


But the whole time, Fingerman wasn’t really listening. Just nodding and staring out his window like he was looking for something, probably thinking about how the whole business gave him a funny feeling.

 “I’m not liking this much,” he finally said. “The whole setup.”

 “Nice town, though,” Wilkes said. “Damn nice town.”

 “Sure. Nice.”

 “Yeah, good fishing, they say… smallmouth, pickerel, perch, sunnies. I could see myself retiring here, going down to the pier every morning and drowning some worms, not doing much else. I could summer here and then head down to my sister’s in El Paso before the snow flies. A guy could do a lot worse than to retire to a sleepy little place like this.”

 “Sure.”

 “I been thinking a lot about this, settling in a place like this. Wausau’s all right, but I’d like to hang up my spikes in this sort of town.”

 “Sure.”

 “I ever tell you, kid, about how we’d go fishing spring bass with wigglers down on the Black when I was young? Now, that was some kind of action. Spend all morning out there, casting wigglers, and come home with a full stringer. We’d take ‘em over to my Gramma LaRue’s house and filet ‘em in the fish shack out back that Grandpa Jack had used as a still house in the merry days of bootleg liquor. Yeah, we’d filet ‘em and Gramma LaRue would dip those filets in salt and eggs, roll ‘em in crackers. Pan fry ‘em. You put a side of fried taters on the plate and you had a meal, you know?”

 “I don’t like fish.”

 “No, you wouldn’t.”

 “Right now, I want to talk about something else.”

 “Figured that. Nothing better than fresh fish, son, pan-fried the Grammy LaRue way. Hell, makes my mouth water.”


Fingerman sighed. “Mmm-hmm, I’ll bet. But right now I don’t want to hear about your glorious upbringing fishing the Black River or tipping over outhouses on Halloween. I don’t want to hear about how Uncle Ike laughed so hard at that Fourth of July picnic that he shit his pants or how you and Jimmy McCabe got drunk on Grandpa Jack’s chokecherry wine and spent all night in the pasture puking fire and ice. Right now, I want to talk about Margaret Stapleton and where she isn’t, which is with her husband.”


Wilkes had to suppress a grin. The kid knew his stories, all right. “You want to tell me how all that gives you a funny feeling?”

 “That’s right.”

 “Sort of a gut sense, eh? A feeling in your belly like I get when I swallow a dozen pickled eggs and wash ‘em down with a six of warm Pabst? Sure, I know the feeling, kid. It’s one of those cop things. A gut-feeling like Broderick Crawford used to get on Highway Patrol. I think Steve McGarrett used to get ‘em, too, when he was with Hawaii Five-O.”


Fingerman looked at him now. “Hell are you talking about?”


But Wilkes just shook his head, remembering that his partner was just a kid and had never in his life seen any decent TV. Just a lot of shitty reality shows which is what the network execs had come up with when they ran out of plots. 


 “I’m saying I got a bad feeling,” Fingerman maintained.

 “I got ya.”


Thing was, Wilkes had one too and had been really hoping it was just age. But he knew better. Margaret Stapleton was elderly and missing. The two didn’t go together like Martini and Rossi. He was still playing the Alzheimer’s card in his head, thinking maybe the old girl was suffering from dementia. That maybe she’d been on her way to the Coombes’ place, then remembered she wasn’t supposed to go there and wandered off. Maybe fell off the pier down at the lake or got lost in the woods or something, was still out there, shivering under a tree or getting her bones picked by crows. Could have happened. Or maybe it was like Bobby Creen of the Bitter Lake force had suggested, maybe the old girl had wandered off and ended up on Sunset Creek Road and fell in that old quarry up there. Damn thing had eaten more than one kid over the years and a couple deer hunters to boot. Sure, maybe. And maybe Margaret had been abducted by space aliens and was right now in a flying saucer on her way to Saturn’s moons, support hose down around her ankles while some green fellah from Altair-4 was sliding a well-oiled probe up her geriatric ass.


Maybe, maybe, and maybe. Anything was possible, they said.


Only Wilkes did not believe any of it, because that bad feeling of his persisted and he did not like what it was hinting at. Bitter Lake simply did not lose people the way Chicago or Milwaukee did. Wilkes knew that the last person (or persons) that had turned up missing in Bitter Lake were an elderly preacher named Keeves and his wife. That was fourteen years ago and still a big mystery. Since then… nothing.


Nothing at all.


Until now.


Fingerman said, “Well? What do you think happened here?”


Wilkes sighed. “Not sure, son. I’m still favoring the Alzheimer’s thing. Bud himself said how she was forgetting things. It happens. I remember when my Gramma LaRue lost it. It was a sad business, all right. Poor thing would get all dolled-up in her Sunday-go-to-church clothes and wait out on the sidewalk, pacing back and forth. Thought my Grandpa Jack was coming to pick her up for a date and he was thirty years in the ground by then. She’d stay out there for hours until one of us would bring her in. Then she’d sit there, staring out the window, eyes full of tears. About broke my heart.”


Fingerman nodded. “I’m thinking about Tara Coombes.”


Ah, the kid was moving from generalities to specifics now. “Thought you might be.”

 “She was lying about something. I’m sure of it. Don’t know why. I mean, it’s not like I think she killed the old lady or anything.”

 “Would be definitely against type.”

 “But you saw her… you saw how she looked. How her eyes got when I mentioned her sister…”

 “Like two pissholes in a snowbank?”

 “…that’s it.”

 “Okay. What do you plan on doing about it, son?”


Fingerman thought about it a long time before he answered. “Maybe I’ll start checking a few things out. Tara Coombes. Her kid sister. Take it from there. I just can’t quite get away from Tara’s eyes. I can still see them.”


Wilkes could too.


Like the eyes of a Jack-o’-lantern burning in his head. Eyes once dark with sorrow and bright with profound truth. Eyes filled with secrets. Maybe all that had nothing to do with Margaret Stapleton, but they’d never really know until they did what cops did best: get their hands in the dirt and start digging. The disappearance of the old girl was a mystery, a grim secret this town was holding tight to its breast. And Wilkes had a feeling that when that particular secret saw the light of day, it was going to be brutal and ugly beyond belief.
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Lisa was in a cellar.


She was chained to a wall.


Many hours ago she had given up screaming, given up crying, given up a lot of things. After she had been kidnapped, after she had seen a woman she’d known very well get murdered and dismembered, and after she had been buried alive and then resurrected… well, there wasn’t too much that could upset her.


So Lisa waited there, in chains.


The cellar was dark, dank-smelling. The floor was dirt and the only light there was came in through a dusty window set in the far wall. It only gave minimal illumination in the large cellar and she could not be sure just how large or even where she was in it now.


She waited there, her dirty face streaked with tears.


It was very cool and damp down there and she shivered.


She kept telling herself all that had transpired was real. It wasn’t a dream, it wasn’t some fevered nightmare she would wake from at three in the morning. This was real. She had been kidnapped by a man who claimed his name was John Shears, but she no longer believed that. The man was a ghoul. A psycho. Lisa had seen her share of true crime documentaries on TV. She knew that things like this happened. She knew that sometimes monsters like her keeper abducted girls and kept them chained up in dark cellars for years. The girls were raped. Tortured. Brutalized. And when they were rescued, if ever, they were usually insane after what they had been through.


And right then, she knew that madness was close.


She could feel it scratching in her brain like something locked in a moldering trunk that wanted to be let out. First, there had been panic and horror. Then despair and sheer terror, claustrophobia and shock. And now… now there was madness. A madness like a black, sucking pool opening beneath her. And if she gave into it, if she relaxed even a moment, then she would sink into the darkness of insanity for an eternity.


Are they looking for me? she wondered. Are the police even now going house to house to house? Was Tara out of her mind? Was it in the newspapers? Oh dear God, how could any of it be happening and how long would she be here? Days? Weeks? Months? Years? Oh God, not that, not that, anything but—


Listen.


A sound.


Something.


Was it the man? Was it that fucking ghoul and that creature Worm who was little better than an animal? I’m going to keep you down here, Lisa. Go ahead and scream if you want. I like girls who scream. And I like them even better when they’re still, when they’re quiet. You might want to remember that.


It was at this point that Lisa realized that what she was hearing was… breathing. Yes, a subtle yet raspy respiration coming to her out of the darkness. Drawing her legs up, she tried to make herself as invisible as possible, listening and peering into the gloom. There was a wall in the distance and next to it… a shadowy shape. It could have been a crate or an overturned chair, but Lisa did not think so. The more she looked, the more saw something else.


Two glistening things.


Eyes.


Eyes watching her.


Eyes that had probably been watching her for some time now. 



Like glass eyes, like the eyes of a wind-up monkey or a puppet: shining and dead but maybe not as dead as they should be. It’s her and you know it. It’s that girl. Worm. That stupid, mindless, maggoty little girl who maybe is nothing more than an animal but maybe she’s not as dumb as you think because YOU’RE the one chained to the wall, missy. You’re the stupid bitch that got into a stranger’s car and spun the wheel of fucking chance and this after you’d been warned your entire life not to take candy from strangers. So who’s the STUPID one now? You let this happen. You were seduced effortlessly. YOU put your head on the block. YOU got into that car. You might as well have screamed MOLEST ME, RAPE ME, DESTROY ME because, in a way, that’s exactly what you did say. And now you’re here. You’re chained in a dirty stinking cellar with a graveworm for company and ain’t that just special? The same crawling horror that chopped up Margaret with a hatchet. You stupid bitch… who’s your daddy now?


Swallowing down fear and paranoia and an entire catalog of sorrows, she said, “Who is that? Is someone there?”


A smacking sound like parting lips.


A rustle of cloth.

 “Who is that?”


There was a quick furtive shuffling and then something came bounding out of the darkness with an obscene hopping. She thought it was some huge, pale, hairless spider because it skittered much like one, but it was only Worm. She hopped over near Lisa and just sat there, rocking back and forth on her haunches. Her black hair hung in her face. Her arms and legs were streaked with dirt. Her feet were filthy. She wore a long white T-shirt with a Barbie emblem on it. A stink of urine and moist soil came off her.


She came no closer.


Lisa wanted to scream now. She did not know what Worm was and some purely superstitious sliver of terror told her that she was not even a girl but some malefic thing from a grave. But she knew she couldn’t think things like that, couldn’t let her imagination run wild. She had to use her head, had to be calm even though she was shivering now, within and without.

 “Worm,” she said. “Can you let me go?”


Worm shook her head. Her breathing got louder as she did so. It sounded phlegmy and congested like she was sick.

 “Worm—”


The girl peered at her through her long and stringy hair. There was a bubble of snot in her left nostril. It popped as she breathed. She licked her lips and smiled. Her teeth were very yellow and crooked. “Do you think I’m pretty?” she said in a mocking, childish voice even though she had to have been at least fourteen or fifteen. “Do you think I’m a pretty little girl? Do you want to play with me?”


Lisa nearly did scream this time.


Her gag had been removed, but her ankles were tied together and her wrists were bound in an iron hasp that appeared to be handmade and secured with chain, dog-chain, to the wall behind her. If Worm decided to attack her, there would be very little she could do about it.

 “Yes,” she said, her voice cracking. “You’re very pretty. I would play with you, but I’m tied-up. If you untied me, I’d play with you.”


Worm shook her head. “No. He wouldn’t like that. I’m not supposed to talk to you.”

 “Where is he?”

 “Sleeping. He sleeps during the day.”


That didn’t come as much of a surprise to Lisa. Of course he slept during the day. He probably slept in a coffin and drank blood, too. “Can you untie one hand for me?”

 “No!”

 “Then we can’t play.”


Worm cackled with a dry sound that reminded Lisa of the creak of rusty hinges on vault doors. “There are other games. I have played games with others in chains. Sometimes we laugh. Sometimes we don’t.”


The realization of what she’d just said punched into Lisa. I have played games with others in chains. God. Then she wasn’t the first. That fucking monster had taken other girls down here. But where were they? And what had he done to them?


Worm crept in closer. She brushed up against Lisa and the feel of her flesh was cool and dank and corpselike, yet her hands were hot and feverish and as they caressed her, Lisa thought: If she doesn’t stop touching me I’m going to go fucking insane, I’m going to start screaming and I will never stop, oh please get away from me, please get those moist stinking hands off me—

 “I have a doll,” Worm told her, pawing hair from her face. Her eyes were impossibly dark and translucent like liquid night. There were scabs on her face, a tracery of old scars. A few fresh cuts. One was still bleeding.

 “I have a doll,” she said.

 “Do you?”


Worm made the cackling sound again. “Her name is Dirdree. She’s very pretty.”


Lisa decided to work this. “Where is she?”


Worm jabbed one long white finger behind her back. “She’s there. In the room. I keep all my friends in the room. We have tea parties. Dirdree likes to be in the dirt. They all like to be in the dirt. Dirdree likes to be buried in the dirt. Did you like to be buried in the dirt?”

 “No, I didn’t like it.” Lisa was nearly hyperventilating now, her mind summoning up all kinds of gruesome examples of this “doll” the girl kept in the dirt. She couldn’t stop shaking. Her teeth were chattering.


Worm crawled closer. “You’re cold. Lisa is cold. Poor pretty Lisa. I will keep you warm.”


Worm pulled her shirt over her head and Lisa gasped at the sight of her pallid flesh, the perky immature breasts, the heaving white mound of her belly. She crept closer and closer until Lisa could feel the chill dankness of the girl’s flesh, the bony limbs and icy fingers, the stench of body odor and piss that hung on her like perfume. Her breath smelled of tombs.


Oh dear God, please not this.

 “Warm, warm, warm,” she said in a hissing/whispering voice like some evil child-eating thing from a cave in a fairy tale.


Lisa knew she mustn’t scream.


Knew she mustn’t cry out or flinch or pull away despite the fact that she was revolted by this… girl on every conceivable level. Worm looked up at her with the flat black glistening eyes of a snake, making a most loathsome purring sound. “Warm, warm,” she said. “Keep you warm.”


Lisa had to act like she enjoyed Worm’s company even though the sheer oily, cold, almost reptilian feel of her made her want to vomit. But she didn’t scream. Not even when Worm’s dirty fingers dug inside her shirt, tearing her bra away violently. Not even when Worm began to fondle her, squeezing her breasts roughly and cooing dementedly and breathing her hot, foul breath upon them. She didn’t even scream when Worm began to first nip at her breasts with sharp little teeth and then started licking her nipples with a darting, greasy tongue.


No, Lisa did not scream despite the fact that she was filled with a horror and a loathing that was physical like warm waves of nausea. She didn’t start screaming until Worm’s crusty, drooling mouth fixed itself to her right breast and began to suckle it like an infant.


And once she started screaming, she couldn’t seem to stop.
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We’re going to play a game, Tara.


Upstairs, Tara sat on the floor in the hallway.


She sat outside the door to Lisa’s room with the cordless in her hand waiting for the boogeyman to call. She knew he would because that’s how the game worked. The idea of speaking with him was repulsive and thrilling. Repulsive because the sound of his voice made something crawl in her belly and thrilling because he was her only connection to her sister, unpleasant as that certainly was. But she needed him to call so they could get this done with. Whatever it is he wanted.


A special game I thought of.


I want you to do exactly what I tell you.


Yes, that is what he had said. And Tara had done it. She had bagged up Margaret’s remains and buried them. But she knew it wouldn’t end with that. There would be other things and she had a feeling they would get progressively worse. It was hard to imagine something worse than what she’d been through last night, but there were worse things. And the boogeyman would think of them. In fact, he probably already had. He probably had a long list of atrocities that Tara would have to perform. 



Your sister doesn’t have much time left.


I’ve buried your sister alive.

And that was the clincher, wasn’t it? Because as some very human and ethical and moral part of herself flinched from what she had done and what she would yet do, another part of her was ready to commit almost any act to get Lisa back. And the boogeyman knew this. He had Lisa, he held her life in his hands, and because of this he owned Tara. He had a noose around her throat and he would tighten it as he saw fit.


Pretty noose.


I’ll hang you out to dry.

 A leash.

It was a leash and she was his dog—roll over, play dead, sit up and beg, you miserable cunt, good dog, bad dog, I own you and you know it and don’t you dare bite the hand that feeds or I will bring you to heel and what I will do to your sister will be horrible beyond imagining, you silly self-righteous bitch.


I want you to do exactly what I tell you.

Tara did not like to think of what that might be. The idea of it made her want to slit her own wrists because she knew what he was and she knew he would make her do awful things. That she would crawl through the lowest sewers of hell and stuff herself with raw evil until her own fleeting humanity was laid bare as macerated bone before he was done with her.

As she sat there, thinking these things, her lips parted and a voice, a lonely and far-away voice full of sorrow and grief, said, “You will do what you have to do, Tara and you will do it out of love and what more reason do you need?”

Yes. 


That was how the game was played.

 This was the blood that filled her veins and the food that staved off the hunger in her belly and the electricity that energized her mind, kept it clear and sharp, never diverging, never straying from the path, but only looking down that dank and stygian tunnel for the elusive and dirty light at the end.

 She had not been in Lisa’s room since the call last night.

 She could not go in there now.

She had tried several times and several times she had stopped dead at the doorway as if a hand had held her back. Her head spun, her guts blanched, bile kicked up the back of her throat and filled her mouth with a bitter and sour acid that threatened to dissolve her to a greasy black marrow. Each and every time she’d gone to her knees, shaking and sweating and sickened by the taste of her own insides, suffocating on her own stale air, swooning with toxic fevers.

That was as far as she could go.

Close enough to smell her sister in there, the ghost memory of Lisa… perfume and body wash and hand lotion clinging to the sheets on her bed and the clothes in her closet. The fragrance of her candles and incense. All the minute chemical odors that made Lisa into Lisa.

And it was these fragrances that stopped her, gored her, laid her raw and hurting with guilt and remorse and pain, so many things and all of them immense and crushing. The weight of them pushed her to her knees and it was all she could do not to scream out what was left of her mind as she thought that somehow, some way she was to blame for all this. And that, above all else, was the acid that was eating her guts out bite by bite.


I want you to do exactly what I tell you.


I will! I will! Just name it!


Your sister doesn’t have much time left.


I’ve buried your sister alive.


Please don’t hurt her, Mr. Boogeyman. I’ll lie and rob and cheat and steal for you. I’ll bury bodies and bring blood and offer burnt flesh unto you if that’s what you want.


Just bring my sister back to me.


Good God, why didn’t the phone ring? Why didn’t he call so the game could begin? Tara wanted to play the game. It was the boogeyman’s game and only he knew the rules, but there was something very cunning inside of her that had a few ideas of its own. It very badly wanted to play. There were things even the boogeyman didn’t know about his own game and that something inside of Tara wanted to teach him all about that. But first he had to call. He had to make the first move.


Tara knew this and waited with a lopsided grin on her face as she chewed her fingernails right up to the cuticles, gnawing at them until they bled and she marveled at how sweet the blood tasted.


And in her mind a voice of reason was speaking. The same one that told her constantly how unbelievably she’d fucked up this entire thing by not going to the police. But now it was saying how she must get control over her emotions, her spiraling thoughts, the madness and atavism that were slowly owning her. But the slavery of madness was overpowering and she could not think straight or reasonably or even logically.

 “He’ll call and the game will begin. He’ll call and we’ll put things to right.”


We’ll put things to right.


We’ll put things to right.


We’ll put things to right.


To right.


To right.


We’re going to play a game, Tara.

 




 



Part Two:


The Entombed
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 When Henry opened his eyes, it was dark.

Of course it was dark because he kept heavy purple drapes over the windows so not a lick of sunlight could get in. It was how he preferred it: dark and quiet. Like the grave. Like a tomb. A quiet, sullen, and intimate place. For that was Henry Borden through and through: something that existed by night, suckled by shadow, spawned of a thousand stillborn midnights. He was nocturnal by temperament, by desire, and by need. A pale graveworm that burrowed into the fetid and fatty depths of his own carrion existence.

 “You should check on the girl,” a voice next to him said.

 Elise.

She slept beside him as she had always slept beside him, cheek to cheek and thigh to thigh. He could feel the cool easy pressure of her so invitingly close and if there had been nothing else in this dire lifetime, there had been Elise. Elise who was so smart, so patient, always watchful and concerned about Henry. Elise always had advice and most of it was quite good.

 She taught him his first games in the cemetery and later he taught her others that they both knew were wrong, but in their wrongness was their seduction.


Beneath the pale light of the moon there are dark gnarled trees and shining marble headstones and a solitary form on hands and knees digging into the earth. It is a man in a long burgundy clawhammer coat and tall-shafted tophat. He’s like something described in the blacks and whites of an old horror movie: reed-thin, shadowy, his pallid face hooked into a grin of pure delight or a grimace of absolute dread.


The sod turned back, he is digging.


Like a dog, pawing deeper and deeper, searching for a meaty bone to gnaw and chew and bury in some secret lonely place.


The soil is black and rich and moist. It takes his breath away, makes his heart beat with a new and delicious rhythm, fills his brain with a steadily rising subliminal erotic thrill. In the back of his mind there are voices, some old and some new, but all overwhelmed by another that is dominant, loud, overwhelming.


(dig her up dig the little whore up) 



(if you dig her up you can have her)


Fingers trembling, clawing over the polished wood of the box, brushing away dirt, now popping the catches and opening the lid. And inside, laying there in the silken womblike depths… the girl in white burial lace, her red hair like fire, her jutting bosom full and heaving with desire. Her white slender fingers are folded over it. She barely breathes. But what breath comes is deep and passionate. As Henry hovers over her, watching, breathing in the subterranean reek of the graveyard, her eyes open and capture shining moonlight. She grins and shows him even white teeth.

 “Here, Henry,” she says. “Right here.”


She pulls her hands away from her bosom and his own soil-dirty fingers tear open her gown until her breasts are free, until those marble-white globes are beneath his palms and he is working them.

 “Now, Henry, now…”


She spreads her long legs and he enters her without hesitation. She gasps at the cold violation of his member, hooking her legs around him, rocking with him, forcing him in deeper and faster until they both cry out into the cemetery stillness as tree limbs creak high overhead and bats wing the darkness.

 “A baby,” she says to him, panting in the coffin. “We’re going to have a baby…”


But that was memory. This is now: “You have to pay attention, Henry. It’s very important,” Elise said.


Daydreaming again. Sometimes he wanted to do nothing else.

“If the girl gets away,” Elise said, “there will be trouble. Trouble for all of us.”

Henry rubbed his eyes. “She can’t get away.”

“Worm’s down there.”

“Worm wouldn’t let her go.”

“You can’t trust Worm. She isn’t right. You know that.”

(your whore is right, henry, you knew that crawling little maggot wasn’t right the first time you held her in your arms but are you really surprised? conceived in an open grave… )

 “Shut up,” he said.

(… with your sister)

 “Is she baiting you again?” Elise asked.


 “Yes.”


 “Ignore her.”


(you can’t ignore me, henry, you can’t you can’t)

 “Go away.”


(but i won’t I WON’T)

“Please…”


(please, he says, silly little boy i’ll make you beg beg)

Worm had never been right and God knew how he had tried to get her to be like other children. All the strict rules and punishments had only made her worse somehow. It was something innate in her. Something that was almost uncontrollable. She had her dolls and her imaginary friends and the fairy tale never-never land of her own mind, but no more. She liked to help him, she liked it very much. But sometimes Henry wondered if he shouldn’t lock her up in the attic like he used to. If she ever broke the rules and went outside, tried to play with other children or brought them back here… well, that would be serious trouble. 


 And Henry did not want trouble.

 Not with the game beginning.

(you thought she’d be right? a child conceived in a coffin? one suckled in tombs and reared in graveyards?)

“Just be careful, Henry. Always be careful.”

 “I will.”

“The girl down there. You have to be careful of her sister… what’s her name?”

 “Tara.”

“Yes, Tara. You remember how she sounded on the phone? How you felt there was something beneath her voice, something dangerous? Be careful about that. She’s a woman like other women. She’s a predator. Don’t forget that.”


(all lusting sinful harlots with spread legs all of them)

 “I won’t.”

Elise didn’t speak for a moment, then she said. “I’m afraid you will, Henry. That’s what scares me. Remember that you have stolen Tara’s sister. Remember what she might be feeling. She loves her sister. You have threatened that. She will be dangerous.”

 “Yes.”

 “Think how you would feel if someone stole me.”

Henry stared into her blank eyes. “Bad.”

 “And if they threatened to hurt me?”


 “I’d be very angry.”


 “Keep that in mind.”


He laid there next to her and there was a silence that was golden and warm, starkly beautiful. He didn’t want to get up, but he knew he had to. He sighed and pulled himself from bed and threw on pants and a shirt. Today the game would really start and he was anxious to see how Tara would react. Just how far she could be pushed before she snapped entirely. 



(ha ha ha, we’ll break her an inch at a time, henry)


(we’ll snap her bones in our fingers)

Yes, yes, that’s how it would be. He could almost feel the gentle but insistent pressure he would employ to snap them delicately one after the other. By the time he was finished, there would be little left of Tara Coombes. Just a windy, hollow-sounding framework and nothing more. And then, if he chose, he could bring her here with her sister and start rebuilding her, fashioning her into something more useful.


Whispering.

Henry stood at the door, listening to them down there. Listening to them prattle on and on. That’s all they did through the long day until he shut them up in their rooms at night: talk and talk and talk. Maybe that’s what it was like to be old. Since you couldn’t do anything anymore you talked about others who were still doing, still active, living vicariously through them.

 “You forgot to put them in their rooms last night, Henry,” Elise reminded him.

“Yeah… I was tired. I forgot.”

 “You better stop forgetting.”

He nodded. “I better go down there. Who knows what they might be up to?”

Elise laid there. Her eyes did not blink. “Don’t be too harsh, Henry. They’re old. Old people say things they don’t mean sometimes. Their minds are sometimes not right like yours and mine.”

“I know. I better go see.”

“All right. I’ll be here when you get back.”

Shutting the door behind him, Henry moved down the corridor, and paused at the head of the stairs. They were whispering and muttering down there. Mostly about things they knew nothing of, as if age was the oil that finally loosened the creaking hinges of their tongues and let it all come running out of them.

“Upstairs, upstairs in bed with Elise,” he heard Uncle Alden say in his dry baritone. “All day long laying up there in bed. Hell’s with that boy?”

“He’s tired. Just let him be. I’m sure he’ll be down soon.” Aunt Lily.

“Well, that’s all and fine, but I’m goddamn hungry. My stomach thinks my fucking throat has been slit. C’mon, boy, make with the grub! I’m not getting any younger here.”

 “Oh, such language! You know Rose does not approve!”

And then Henry’s mother, the old bitch herself: “No, I do not approve of swearing. You know I don’t.” She paused and Henry could almost see her pursing her wrinkled old lips. “When the boy comes down, I’ll be speaking to him. Have no doubt of that. I don’t care for his way nor his manner. Enough is enough.”

 “And what the hell’s he got going in that cellar?” Uncle Alden wanted to know.

Henry came down the stairs and soon as they heard him, the words evaporated on their tongues. No more whispering and blabbing, no more at all. That was good. They had learned the hard way that he didn’t put up with it. Oh, he’d had his fill as a boy, but he was not a boy now, he was a man. The man of the house and he was in charge. He didn’t like to have to point that out to them. That they were old and sick, practically invalids, and he was young and strong and could have sent them out into the cold anytime he so chose.

“Well, it’s about time, Sleeping Beauty,” Uncle Alden said. His eyes had been a bright, almost glaring blue once but time had faded them to a dull cerulean… still, there was a bite to them and Henry felt it.

 “I’m doing the best I can,” Henry told him.

“You hear that, Rose? You hear what your boy is saying? He says he’s doing the best he can. I like that.”

 “He’ll say just about anything as long as you’ll listen,” Mother Rose said. “He’s always been that way. Too much his father’s boy. Just ignore him.”


(shut up you old cunt)

Henry listened to them, but did not hear. Uncle Alden was always spoiling for an argument and Mother Rose was always looking for a good scab to pick at so she could make the blood run. And Aunt Lily? She just nodded a lot, hmmm-ed at this and that, but said very little of import. She preferred to fade into the background like a dirty flower on dirtier wallpaper. Henry searched through the refrigerator and came out with the roast from last night, Tupperware containers of potatoes and carrots. That would do them.

 “Leftovers again,” Alden said.

Henry ignored that, too. When they wanted to get off their dead asses and lend a hand, then he’d be only too happy to cook five-course meals. Until then, they got the slop the farmer served and that was that.

 “Who’s that girl you got down below?” Alden said.

Aunt Lily gasped, knowing there was going to be trouble.

Henry turned on him with the carving knife in his hand. It shook in his fist. “What girl is that, Uncle Alden? What girl are you speaking of?”

Alden stared at him, his eyes flat and dead. “You know what girl I’m talking about, Mister Bigshot cock-of-the-walk. You know damn and darn well what girl I mean.”

“Oh, please… both of you,” Aunt Lily said, cowering as she always did from confrontations of any kind. Especially when men were involved, men and their hot randy tempers. She could not abide it.

 “You been spying on me?” Henry wanted to know.

 “Who needs to spy, Mister Henry Higgins? Not like your being real sneaky, now is it?”

Henry moved in closer with the knife, wanted that old prick to see just how sharp its edge was, how the blade caught the light and held it there. See what the old sonofabitch thought about that. But Alden did not flinch. Even withered and grotesquely misshapen by the years pressing down hard on him, he did not flinch. He was still one tough, stringy old bird.

 “Don’t call me that.”

Alden laughed and it was cruel laugh. “I know you got a girl down there. Now I wanna know why.”

“Please,” said Aunt Lily. God, she was almost begging.

Henry had the knife about six inches from Uncle Alden’s face now… one quick twist of the wrist and out came those faded blue eyes, slit free just as sweet as pimentos plucked from olives. “You better mind your own business.”

 “You hear that, Rose? Now he wants me to mind my own business.”

Mother Rose tittered under her breath as if Henry was not a man but a silly little boy who always did silly little things. “Don’t pay attention to him. He was always one for his secrets. Always playing in the dark, hiding things. Talking to people who weren’t there. A strange little boy with a strange little mind. He thought I didn’t know what he did out to the cemetery. He thought I didn’t know about what he was doing out there, digging up things and laying in boxes with—”

“Shut up!” Henry snarled. “You shut the fuck up, you dried up old witch!”

“—oh yes, Mister Henry Borden, I knew your ways. I always knew your ways! It’s a mother’s job to know what her son is and what he isn’t! And I had you pegged from the first! From the first, I say! I knew what you were doing out there and what you were laying with! And don’t think I didn’t know what you and Elise were up to! Always scheming and plotting! What you two did in the dark! Dirty, groping hands and hot kissing mouths and licking tongues! I knew! I knew! Ha, ha, ha! Go ahead, Henry! Cut me with your knife! Cut me, I say! You’d be doing me a favor! Filthy, dirty thing! I should have taken care of you when you came out of the womb! That white skin and those black hungry eyes! It was a sign! It was a taint and I knew it! I should have strangled you with my own hands when you first looked up at me like a snake from a pit—”

Henry’s hand shot out and he back-handed Mother Rose right across the face. And that shut her up, the old fucking shrew, fucking vulture always finding an infected wound to pick at. She went right over in her chair and hit the floor with a sickly thud. And down there, she didn’t dare move.

But that didn’t stop her mouth. “Discipline is what you and Elise needed, a firm and sure hand. That would have straightened you two out. Discipline.”

 Yes, the old hag was always liking that, now wasn’t she?

He could see her standing there with the strap in her birdclaw hands, snapping it, loving the sound as it echoed through the old house. Aunt Lily was there, too, watching, pretending to be offended by it all when she was secretly pleased and secretly excited by the strap lashing against young flesh.

Elise was sobbing because Mother Rose had her wrists tied to a chair. She was bent over it, naked, and the strap came down, biting into her white skin and leaving a bright red stripe down her back.

 “Count with me, Henry,” Mother Rose said, impervious to Elise’s whimpering.

 “One,” Henry said, knowing he had to.

“WHAT?” Mother Rose asked him. “WHAT DID YOU SAY? I COULDN’T HEAR YOU! LOUDER! LOUDER!”


The strap came down again, cutting into Elise’s back and making a few scarlet drops of blood run.

 “TWO!” Henry cried out.

“Oh, the poor child,” Aunt Lily said, dabbing at beads of sweat on her brow, her breath coming fast and almost orgasmic. “The poor, poor thing.” 


“SHUT UP!” Mother Rose commanded her. “SHUT UP OR YOU’LL BE NEXT! YOU’LL TASTE THE LASH!”

Aunt Lily visibly shuddered at the idea as if it were something she had tasted before and hoped to taste of again.

“WHORE! HARLOT! SLUT!” Mother Rose called out as she brought the strap down again. “LAYING WITH YOUR OWN BROTHER! OH, OF ALL THE VILE BLACK SINS!”

 “THREE!” Henry said, his voice cracking.

“YES, THREE! THREE FOR THE BUTCHER AND THREE FOR THE BAKER AND THREE FOR HIS BROTHER, THE UNDERTAKER!” Mother Rose shouted out. “NOW, YOUNG MISS WHORE! NOW WE’LL SEE HOW IT FEELS ON YOUR FRONT, EH? LET’S SEE IF YOU LIKE THE LASH SUCKLING YOUR TITTIES AS MUCH AS YOU DO YOUR BROTHER!”

Elise fought weakly, but Mother Rose soon had her tied with her wrists behind her. Tears streaked down Elise’s face. She was trying to say something but with her sobbing it was completely unintelligible. Mother Rose lashed her until her breasts were striped purple and blue. 


 “HOW’S THAT, WHORE?”

“FOUR!” Henry said.


And Aunt Lily, breath gasping from her lungs, her face wet with a dew of sweat, had her hand between her legs, working herself into a frenzy.

“Give her more!” she shrieked. “Give her more!”


So Mother Rose did.

Henry raged at the memory. He had a mad desire to unzip himself and piss all over the old hag.

Uncle Alden laughed again. It sounded like the bark of a mad dog. “Oh, fine way to treat your mother, Mister Henry Higgins! Fine way for a man to act! You and your dirty secrets!”

Henry brought the knife back. “You shut up or I’ll cut your fucking head off, you miserable piece of shit!”

Aunt Lily did not speak now.

 On the floor, Mother Rose giggled.


(the baby henry what did you name the baby)


(tell us the baby’s name that was conceived in a grave)

Uncle Alden just sat there, jaw sprung like a ventriloquist’s dummy. “Cut my head off, he says! Well, I hear you’re pretty good at that! Wouldn’t be the first time, now would it?”

Henry slapped him in the head and Uncle Alden went over, face-first. Still, mouth on the table, he continued to mumble. And on the floor, mother kept giggling and giggling in a shrill squeak like a naughty little girl who knew a terrible, terrible secret.

 Then they were both laughing.

And Lily stared off into space.

 The laughter got so loud that Henry stabbed the carving knife into the table and fled from the room, their incessant childish giggling piercing his brain and echoing and scraping through his skull.

 He ran to the cellar door and stumbled down the stairs into the darkness.


(oh you can’t escape you pathetic little worm)


(you’ll never escape)


(you’ll never get away from ME)

The furnace room. It was so dark in there. So quiet. So ordered and still. He crawled behind the furnace into the little cramped alcove for the piping. With the furnace running and vents ticking and the cloying darkness enclosing him, yes, it was just like being in the womb again. So sweet and so comforting.

 Curling up, he hid from the world.
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When Steve went up the stairs to her porch, he was really loving that Tara Coombes like crazy. All day long he’d been feeling funny about their conversation last night, but now that he was going to see her he was feeling a lot better. Because he loved her in a big, happy, mindless sort of way like the moon loved the sky and the grass loved the earth. He loved her like his bones and muscles loved the skin that covered them. His kind of love for her was almost goofy and puppy dog in its devotion. He loved her so much right then he wished he had roses to give her. He wished he’d written her a romantic poem. He wanted to swim in the deep blue of her eyes and race through her bloodstream like a corpuscle.

 Man, he loved that girl something fierce.

And you could see it on his face… the giddy nervous grin of a kid going to visit his high school crush. He couldn’t have washed that grin off with acid, it was etched too damn deep.

 But then the door opened.

 And Tara was standing there.

That smile drooped to a frown and the light was stolen from his eyes because, for a second there, he’d thought he had come to the wrong house. Standing there, peering through the partially opened door like a mole sensing ugly sunshine, was some lady who was tall and thin with a face that had been drained white of blood, two blue eyes that gleamed like wet chrome, and a crooked down-turned mouth that was surely not a frown but not a smile either.

Is this her? he thought then. Is this the girl I love?

And it was, only it looked like some terrible change had overtaken her and replaced the brightness within with something low and almost defiled. There were lines at her mouth and sallow brown shadows under her eyes, giving them a Bela Lugosi sort of intensity that made his legs
go weak.

“Tara?” he said. “Tara?”

She stared at him for a full thirty seconds while he kept repeating her name like a magic spell that might snap her out of it. Only once did she blink her eyes.

 “Steve,” she said.

 “Are you all right?”

She blinked again and it looked like it took effort. “I got a bug or something and I feel like shit.”

 “You look like shit.”

 “I bet I do.”

It was a joke with them, an old joke. How do I look? You look like shit. That bad? Well, you look like shit, but you look like MY kind of shit. Only she wasn’t getting it at all. It flew right over her head like it had wings.

Steve knew that her explanation was perfectly valid… but why wasn’t he believing it? “Tara… sweetheart, can I come in? I’m worried about you.”

She cocked her head like a confused dog and then shrugged. “Why not?”

Soon as he stepped in there, he was almost knocked on his ass by the smell: pine cleaners. Pine cleaner overdose. Like the house had been mainlining Pine-Sol cut with Mr. Clean Pine Action. It smelled like an evergreen forest in there, all right, but one that had been dipped in a bucket of ammonia. His eyes nearly watered.

“Wow… quite a fragrance,” he said.

She wheeled around like she wanted to throttle him. “Fragrance? Does it smell bad? What do you smell? Tell me what you’re smelling, Steve. I wanna know what you smell.”

Okay. Now Tara was a passionate, headstrong type of woman with an intensity about her that could make your knees go weak when she turned up the volume. But this was worse than that. Whatever it was, it was goddamned stark and goddamned overwhelming. Steve wasn’t so sure it wasn’t a little frightening as well.

“I smell pine cleaners, Tara. Real strong.” He waved his hand before his face. “I mean, hell, now I know what it feels like to be Janitor in a Drum.”

Tara just looked at him for a moment, then she burst out laughing and it was not a good sort of laughter but something staccato like machine gun fire. And as she did so, he saw that her entire body was minutely trembling like she was trying really hard to hold something in that wanted to come blowing out of every pore. “Same old Steve. Same old Steve.”

 “What have you been doing here? Cleaning the whole house and then cleaning it again? Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“You know me, Steve. I’m anal. I’m OCD. I overcompensate. Isn’t that what you always say? Some people give fifty percent and others give a hundred and then there’s me?”

“Sure, but…”

“Come in the kitchen. Have some coffee.” She bounded off without him and her stride was almost jerky and frenetic like she’d had some cocaine with her Maxwell House. “Lisa’s out of town until the weekend. Did I tell you that? I’m sick as a dog but I’m not letting this chance escape me. I’m getting this place cleaned up before she comes back. I want things right.”

He took a chair at the kitchen table and the stench of pine cleaners was worse in there. “Want things right for what?”

 “For everything.”

She poured him a cup and set it down before him, her hand shaking so badly that a great deal of it slopped over the rim. Before he could even reach for a napkin from the holder, she charged in with a rag and wiped up the spill. And again, with frenetic motion. 


He noticed then that the tips of all her fingers were covered in Band-Aids.

 Curious.

“Tara,” he said. “Why don’t you sit down?”

“Can’t. Gotta stay on my feet. Get this done with. Then I’m going to bed and I’m going to stay there.”

“Listen, baby, I love you like everything and you know it, but…”

“How much?” she asked him. 


He smiled. Another old gag between them. “I’d love you with a mustache, an anchor tattooed on your forearm, and a bulge in your pants...but…”

 “But what?”

“But honestly, Tara, you look like hell. You’re running yourself right down. Sit down before you fall down.”

 She shook her head, sipped her coffee.

Sighing, he did the same. Good Christ. The coffee was strong enough to curl the hair on your chest. Maybe two scoops would do it, but Tara must have decided five did it better. Steve sipped his coffee, but did not enjoy it. With the reek of cleaners up his nose and down his throat it was like drinking coffee brewed in a wash bucket.

Tara lit a cigarette. Pulled hard off it.

Steve hated cigarettes, hated the stink of them, but even burning tobacco beat the hell out of that Lysol-smell. But that was funny, too. Tara never smoked around him because she knew he didn’t approve. 


Today, however, she was liberated.

Cigarette hanging from her lip, she emptied a bottle of Pine-Sol into a purple plastic pail and filled the rest with hot water from the sink. Then she started to clean. Eyes wide and staring, lower lip trembling, smoke rolling from her nostrils, she cleaned and cleaned and then cleaned again. There was so much about her that was troubling him, he didn’t know where to begin. What was worse? Her corpse-like pallor? The deadly fixation to her eyes? Or all that oddball, hyperactivity in her every motion, gesture, and nuance?

As he watched, she scrubbed the sink. 


“Why don’t you go lay down?” he said. “I can do that.”

 “No, not yet.”


Scrub, scrub, scrub.

The goddamn sink was gleaming and she was still at it with a sponge, going over the whole thing again and again like she was trying to scrub the chrome finish off. Her energy level was almost shocking. But what was really shocking was her compulsion to wash and wash and re-wash the same spot.

 “Think you got that sink now,” he said.

 “Yes.” 

Next, she moved to the counters with equal zeal. And, again, the disturbing thing was that the counters were absolutely spotless.

 “What did you do to your fingers?”

 “My fingers?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Your fingers. Case you haven’t noticed, there’s Band-Aids on ‘em.”

“Oh… my cuticles. Whenever I clean like this, I put Band-Aids on my fingertips. The cleaners irritate them, otherwise.”

 “How about some of those Platex gloves?”

 “Fresh out.”

God, this was not only surreal, it was absurd. She was obviously lying. Her answers to everything were short, flippant, almost annoyed. She did not meet his eyes and when she did, he almost wished she’d look away. But why would she lie about her fingertips? What could that be about? Steve would have been the first to admit he knew nothing about psychology… but wasn’t this obsessive cleaning indicative of a compulsion? The sort of compulsion that masked inner turmoil?

“Tara. You’re getting on my nerves. Sit down. Stop scrubbing. It’s getting a little weird.”

But she didn’t stop. If anything, she cleaned harder.

“There’s nothing weird about it, Steve. I’m getting this house in order. That’s all I’m doing.”

Enough. It was enough. “Jesus Christ, Tara. Slow down. You’re freaking me out here.”

She still did not look at him. Her world was the sponge, the bucket, the counters. Absolute tunnel vision. “I can’t slow down, Steve. You see, I have to put things right. I have to stay on top of things. There’s no time to slow down. My mom and dad are dead. I’m raising a teenage sister like she’s my own daughter. I can’t afford to let my guard down for a moment because there’s things that need my attention like they’ve never needed it before. There’s a big mean, hungry world out there, Steve, waiting to gobble you up the moment you turn your back and the way I see it, I’m the only thing standing between it and us. So, no, I will not slow down. I’ll fight to the fucking end and you just watch me.”

 It was getting frightening.

Yet, she was calm about it. 


Too calm. 


Tara was an emotional being when she was passionate about something (her kid sister, for example). But she was not like this… not so eerily calm, almost like the face she wore was a Halloween mask she had strapped on. And beneath it there was something indescribably ugly, something tensed and coiled and waiting; ready to strike.

“I’m only saying you need to take it easy,” he said then. “You’re sick and you need to rest. That’s all I’m saying.”

She stopped scrubbing. She looked over at him, put her eyes on him full-bore and there was something savage about them that made his stomach roll over. There was a seething violence in those eyes just waiting to happen.

“Relax. Sure. Good. But you know what the problem is with that, Steve?”

 “No.”

“The problem is that, out there, out in the world, there are things that wait for you to relax. That’s when they come creeping out at you and steal away all that you know and all that you love. Monsters, Steve. Fucking monsters. When the lights go out, that’s when the monsters come. And not the police, God, or the President of the fucking United States can stop them. They’re out there, right now. Watching and waiting. You turn your back and they’ll get you. Not only do they want to steal from you, they want to make you like them. They want to get their fangs in you and suck away your life and your light and replace it with death and darkness. And when they do that, when they make you a monster, too, then they’re happy. Because you’re just like them, just a night-thing, a monster that stalks the shadows looking for victims.”

Steve swallowed. Maybe he swallowed two or three times until there was no spit left in his mouth. “Sweetie,” he said. “What in God’s name are you talking about?”

 “I’m talking about the real world and the things that call it home.”

There was no doubt now that she was very near to complete mental collapse. Being obsessive and driven was one thing, but this was something else. He had the most alarming feeling that there was something absolutely horrible going on with her, that he had just gotten a true glimpse of the pain inside her.

“I’m just tired, Steve. I’m not making sense.”

Covering. But too late. 


He’d seen what was in her eyes, he’d even caught a quick glimpse of the torment beyond those eyes.

 “Why won’t you let me help you, Tara?”

“Nobody can help me, Steve. This is the jungle. And it’s dark.”

“Tara, goddammit, you’re talking crazy.”

She put those eyes on him again. They were still scary, but there was a vulnerability in them calling out to him. She quickly blinked it away. “You better leave, Steve.”

 “I suppose I better.”

And it was wrong, all so wrong, the way she was and the way he was about it. She needed him and he knew it, yet he rushed out of there as fast as he could. When he got in his car he had all he could do not to open the door and throw up. He drove away fast, afraid that what was in Tara might infect him, too.
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 Although he did not know why, Frank Duvall found himself on Cross Street.

He never came to Cross Street anymore because that’s where Tara Coombes lived and he avoided going there because he knew the memories of it all would get the best of him and take him to a place he did not want to go. Two years ago Tara had been his girlfriend and then Steve Crews showed up, stole her away. Crews wasn’t even from Bitter Lake. He was an accountant. Didn’t even work for a living, not in Frank’s eyes. He was from Madison or Milwaukee or one of those places: cool, easy, urbane. He came and stole Tara away and that was the end of the story, save for a lot of grapes that were so sour they’d sting your eyes.


Maybe it’s time to face the facts, Frank.

Steve is around her age. You’ve got almost seventeen years on her.

There were no promises. No exchange of rings.

Frank knew it, too. Knew he really never had a claim on her and that hurt more than just about anything. Sure, Crews was her age, made a shitload of money, had plenty to offer. He wasn’t like Frank, a building contractor, who was finding it harder and harder to rub two nickels together with the housing slump. 


And he was younger.

Unlike Frank who was on the long side of forty-something leaning hard toward fifty.

And maybe that hurt too. His age. Back then, when Tara was with him, he’d tried badly to pretend that it was like in one of those movies where the hot young thing digs the older guy. Opposites attract and all that. But he’d had his doubts. Wondering sometimes if Tara was with him because she needed some kind of older, calm hand after her dad and mom died in the accident. Maybe a father figure and if that was the case, well, it would only last so long and he knew it. 


When Tara broke it off and took up with Crews, Frank wanted to go and punch the guy’s face out the back of his head. Which seemed a perfectly reasonable course of action when you were eighteen, but when you were in your forties… well, it stopped sounding so reasonable. There was something infinitely embarrassing about being thrown in jail for punching some guy at that age. And Bitter Lake was a small town. Eight thousand people last census. And in a small town, people knew people. When your name was in the paper for assault, you tended to get branded as a hot head and who wanted to hire a contractor who was a hot head?

 Oh, but Jesus, he had thought about it.


 He’d run across Crews more than once.


 And more than once he’d wanted to pound his head in.


Thing was, he knew Tara. He knew how headstrong she was. After she took up with Crews, Frank started asking questions. And the answers he got were not the ones he wanted, but the ones he’d expected. He very much wanted to think that Steve Crews was some slick pussy-hound from the big city, but what he heard was that Tara had pursued him, not the other way around. That’s the way she was, though. She wanted something, she went after it.

 And the truth of the situation only hurt that much more.

 Tara’s doing.

Not Steve Crews’.

Yet, it still hurt. Because Tara was special. She was beautiful. She was unique. Frank dated other women since but it never worked out, there was no true fire, no passion. Nobody carried themselves the way Tara did. Nobody walked like she did or had eyes like her. Nobody was that cool or that steamy, nobody smoldered with sexuality the way she did and absolutely no one had her energy or that glow. Yes, Tara was special. A man hated losing any woman to another man, but it was worse when they were special, when they were pretty and sexy, then it was like a knife in you cutting deep.

It was crazy thinking that way and he knew it.

But he supposed all men thought that way down deep, that once they got their hands on a pretty girl that she was theirs and theirs alone. Like some rare butterfly they had collected that no one had better ever touch.

He knew it was wrong reducing a woman to those terms, but yet it was there and he could not pretend otherwise.

They always said the sea was full of fish, but after Tara the rest of them were just… fish and it was hard to bait your hook and cast your line when you knew, ultimately, that you’d already lost your trophy.

Jesus, Frank. Thinking this way and at your age.

 He cruised up Cross Street.

 Wasn’t even sure why.

Just up ahead was Tara’s house. In the distance, through the trees, he could see Tara’s little Dodge in the driveway. His heart began to pound. And… shit… there was Steve fucking Crews’ SUV pulling out of the driveway. Not just pulling out, but whipping out fast. Suddenly, Frank felt positively embarrassed driving by. Like some kind of stalker.

 The SUV passed him.


 Steve did not even look at him.


 In fact, Steve looked like he was staring into another world.


Frank slowed his pickup, badly wanting to pull into the driveway to stop and see Tara. The pull was almost unbearable. He sped up and drove past, something tightening inside him. He didn’t know what it was… maybe the way Steve left in a big hurry and that look in his eyes… but Frank had the strangest sensation that something was terribly wrong.

 Lover’s spat.

 That’s all.

And it wasn’t his place to get involved in that. Not now or ever again. What they’d had was history, yellowing by the day. So he drove away, moving faster, desperate to get away from Tara’s house and the feelings unwinding inside him.
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 “Are you ready to play the game, Tara?”

She felt something suck into itself inside her… then a calmness. A calmness that was cool and detached. She pictured a river clogged with spring thaw ice chunks winding its way out to the sea. That was her. Her veins were filled with Freon. 


 “Yes,” she said.

And maybe it was the way she said it, because the boogeyman went quiet a moment like he’d been taken aback. “Your not emotional tonight, Tara. Why is that?”

“Because we have to play the game. We have business. And I need to keep my head. I want my sister back.”

 “You do what you’re told, you’ll get her back.”

“Yes, I will. I’ll keep my part of the bargain,” she said, “you had better keep yours.”

 “Are you threatening me?”

“Just remember what I said, Mr. Boogeyman. Anything happens to her, they’re won’t be a fucking hole deep enough for you to hide in.”

He was silent for a moment, breathing. “Don’t you dare—”

Tara said, “Tell me what to do.” Not a question; a direct order.

That silence again, then the low evil voice like that of a child molester: “I’m glad we see things the same way, Tara. I like that. Because I don’t like all that shouting shit. Shouting makes me feel funny inside. Your housekeeper… what was that cunt’s name?”

 “Margaret.”

 “Margaret?”

“Yes, Margaret.” Odd, but there was nothing associated with that name now but a vapid vacancy. Nothing more. “Margaret.”

“Yeah, Margaret. She shouted at me. She wouldn’t stop, so I had to stop her. You know what I mean?”

 “Yes.”

 “You do?”

“Sure. She wouldn’t shut her mouth so you shut it for her.”

Tara could sense that the boogeyman did not like this sudden calm indifference of hers. It took all the fun out of his sadistic games. Like one of those monsters in a movie that was only strong when you were afraid of it. When you weren’t… well, then it was just something soft and slimy that you could step on. Squash flat.

 Kind of like the boogeyman.

 “Yeah, she wouldn’t shut up, so I shut her up,” he said.

There was more to it than that, but he didn’t say what it was. Almost like he was nervous to go into detail about it. But that was okay, because there were things Tara did not need to know about. Like how he led Lisa in, bound and gagged, like a dog. How Margaret had been first horrified, then angry at the degradation of Lisa and how she had grabbed that tenderizing mallet and dared Worm to go after her with the hatchet. And Worm had, of course. Margaret almost cold-cocked Worm with one good swing like she was trying to knock the game ball out of the field in the bottom of the ninth… but it did her in, that swing. She grasped her chest and went down to one knee and then Worm sprang on her like a cat, bringing that hatchet around like she was going to fell a tree. The hatchet sank into her throat and threw a pattern of blood against the wall and Margaret’s head nearly came off. Worm took it off the rest of the way, dancing around the room with it before impaling it on the drying rack in the sink.

Lisa went right out cold at the sight of that.

No matter, because the boogeyman already knew everything he needed to know. He’d gotten that on the car ride. Please, oh God, please… my sister will do anything, she’ll pay anything. You two live alone? Yes. No father? No brother? No fucking mother? No, no… nobody but us. Just us. Just the two of us. And when the boogeyman had heard that, he knew he had wormed his way into one sweet set-up.

It would have done Tara no good to know the truth of that grisly business. For the poison inside her had already spread deep enough.

 “Tell me what to do,” Tara said.

 “You in a hurry, little girl?”

“We both are. I want my sister. And you can’t afford to talk on the line this long.”

The boogeyman’s breathing came real fast again after that. “Okay. Listen.”

 “I’m listening.”


 “Lyman Park.”


 “By the lake.”


“Yes. There’s a phone booth there—”

“There’s two of them. One by the bandshell and one by the beach house.” 


“That’s right, Tara. At nine-thirty you’ll be at the one by the beach house. I’ll call you there. You’ll answer. And then I’ll tell you how this works.”

 “Okay.”

“Remember, Tara. No cops. No nothing. This is our thing. Just between you and me.” Then he breathed hard into the phone a moment or two for effect. “Don’t give the game away.”


Then he hung up and Tara did the same, something seething inside of her. And this was how she was drawn into the boogeyman’s web… or he into hers. 
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Tara waited for 9:30.

 That’s when the game would get going again.

By this point, she was no longer naïve enough to entertain even for a moment that the boogeyman would just release Lisa and be done with it. No, that was absurd. He would make Tara do things, awful things. None of that really concerned her now and it was amazing what you could get used to when you no choice. But she wondered what he would want and how far she would go.

 Because that’s what this was all about.

 Control.

He had it. He would use it.

She had none. She would be used.

And never had the idea of being so perfectly used or manipulated ever sounded so perfectly desirable. He was a monster with a monster’s cunning, evil mind. He would make her do unthinkable things before this was over, but it would bring her to Lisa in the end and that’s all she really cared about. Part of her had accepted this and did not care how bloody or barbaric the path ahead was. She was now a willing tool in the boogeyman’s hands. 


 He would play her.

 He would use her.

And in the process he would squeeze the humanity out of her drop by drop. But it would bring her closer to him. And closer to Lisa. And in the end, he would learn exactly who was playing whom.

 Tara stood up.


 She went to the back door and stepped out onto the patio.


 A dark night, the moon obscured by clouds.


The chill autumn nights had silenced the crickets now and the buzzing night things. The only sound was the creaking of tree limbs, leaves blowing down streets and tumbling up walks. What lived inside her now drank in the cool air, was invigorated by it, excited by the game to come.

 For on a night like this, anything could happen.

 And it probably would.
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 It was time for bed.

Henry had left them downstairs last night instead of locking them in their rooms like usual. Not a good idea. But sometimes he forgot things. Thank God Elise was there to remind him. He didn’t know what he would have done without her.

He walked in the dining room and they shut up right away.

It was part of the game, of course. They liked to chat their heads off until he showed up and then they’d go silent. They did this to annoy him and he knew it. He stood in the doorway, watching them.

 Watching his mother particularly.

Mother Rose, keeper of family secrets and sharp-tongued matriarch, stared out at him with eyes as yellowed as her skin. Rheumy eyes, lusterless stones in a dry wash. But not unaware. She did not smile. She did not emote. Her face was stiff as leather, as featureless as white canvas waiting for a brush to paint life into it. Only those eyes, watching and watching, their gaze narrowing and sharpening until they had Henry and only Henry in full view, piercing him like a squirming insect on a pin.

“Is there something you wanted to say?” he asked her.

 She did not speak.

She probably figured there was no reason to speak because her eyes had already spoken volumes.

 Henry stared.

 She stared.

They all stared.

How long the game would go on he did not know. But he was patient and when he dealt with them you just had to be patient. For no one was as patient as the old who collected years like autumn lawns collected leaves. 


Mother Rose. A mummy draped in dusty linen cerements, sallow fingers spread over her withered breasts like the legs of a petrified spider. No love there, no joy, only time varnished and held immobile for the eons like insects in amber. Her hair was pulled back in a somber white bun, her face feathered with wrinkles and deep-hewn convolutions. Age had not made her wise or enduring, it had only shriveled her already stern face, drawing up the corners of her bloodless lips into a crooked scowl and splitting open an ancient scar upon her cheek. Her face was an October mask disinterred from a rotting attic trunk, blown free of cobwebs and dust, the only thing remotely alive about it were the eyes and they were corrupt with hatred and jealousy.

Aunt Lily. Kind and long-suffering, but empty of all but the longing she dared not admit to. She was nothingness: a stick of furniture, a stain upon the wall. You barely noticed her when you passed and she was glad for this. All her long life she had been nothing but a wax dummy that others posed as they saw fit. She was a reflection of those around her, but had no true soul or solidity of her own. If you put a light upon her when she was alone she faded like a shadow in noon sunshine.

Uncle Alden. The brother to Henry’s father. A bone sculpture knitted in graying skin, dry as parchment, discolored by the roll of time. A puckered, cadaverous thing with a mocking smile that mocked only itself. His eyes had once been bright and cutting, but time had softened them, melting them into a blue jelly that evaporated a bit more day by day. Hunched-over, spine-twisted, he was not a man of flesh and blood, but the skeletal remains of one, like the shell of a spider hanging in a dusty, unused corner.

“Are we tired tonight?” Henry asked them, one and all. “Have we had a busy day pretending to be things we no longer are?”

Uncle Alden offered him a waxen smile. “The kid’s got his dander up again. He’s going to wow us with his sure and steady hand. He’s a take charge kind of guy. Maybe if he distracts us enough, we might forget about the girl he’s got down in the cellar.”

“Oh no,” Aunt Lily said. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

Alden chuckled. “You don’t? What do you want to talk about? Our sex life? You want me to tell everyone how we never fucked like normal people, Lily? How it had to be in the dark and you cried the whole time like I was doing something dirty to you? You think they want to hear about that? Or about the whores I had? The things I made them do? The marks I left on them?”

“That’ll do,” Mother Rose said. “Certain topics are not acceptable with young ears present.”

“Young ears?” Alden said. “Henry? Look at him! He was old and worn out the moment he was born. He was never a kid. He never ran and hopped and played ball and mixed it up with other kids. No, he played out in the graveyard and you, Rose, you encouraged it! The worse he got the more you pretended he was normal! Skulking home at dawn with that awful stink about him and grave dirt on his fingers! He was never nothing but a little fucking ghoul! Out there amongst the graves, laying with cold things, touching them and biting them and—”

 “You better shut the hell up,” Henry warned him.

“Sure, kid, sure. I’ll shut up and if I don’t, why you’ll get your needle and thread and sew my mouth up the way you did your mother’s after—”

 “Shut up!”

“Ha, ha, ha! Don’t like me mentioning that? How you couldn’t stand her fucking mouth on this side of the grave or on the other? Didn’t like the way she talked to you when you yanked her out of that box at Hillside, so you stitched those lips shut! There! I said it! Piss on you and your mother, kid!”

 “Fuck you!” Henry shouted in his face.

“Fuck me? Go ahead, kid, fuck me! I’d like to see you try!” He kept laughing and laughing while Aunt Lily went silent and Mother Rose glared. “Fuck me like you fucked your mother! Well, they can say what they want about me, but I never fucked my mother! Not like you! But that was your idea… wasn’t it, Rose?”

 “I can’t hear this! I can’t!” Aunt Lily told them.

The expression on Mother Rose’s face did not change. “Do we want to let skeletons from closets, Alden? Do we want to dirty the air with things better left unsaid? Because I could tell everyone about those whores of yours and not all of them were women!”

 Aunt Lily almost fell out of her chair and Henry, feeling sorry for her as he often did, went to her, stood behind her and put his hands over her ears so she did not hear all the perversions and obscene lies that were being tossed about.

“I’m not ashamed of what I’ve done,” Uncle Alden said. “You, Rose! You’re the one who should be ashamed! Your son… look at him! Look at what he is! Why do you think he got kicked out of undertaker’s school? And what do you think made him join the army? You wanna field that one, boy?”

Clutching Aunt Lily’s ears against it all, Henry said, “I wanted to serve my country. I wanted to kill people.”

Alden burst out laughing. “Well, part of that’s true enough! And where did you serve? In the mortuary? Weren’t the live ones you wanted, boy. It was the dead ones!”

 “You better shut up.”

Alden kept laughing. The sound of his laughter was like metal grinding on a wheel, throwing off sparks and hot steam. “He’s afraid I’ll tell all his dirty secrets. Like the baby. Do you want to talk about the baby, Henry?”

 But Henry did not.

 Hadn’t he suffered enough?

When the baby had arrived, Elise and he home-birthed it and that wasn’t a good idea at all because Elise ruptured. She bled everywhere. The blood came out of her like she was a cask of the reddest wine, the darkest scarlet port, leaking and flooding until the bed was soaked and Elise fell into convulsions which ended with her staring at the ceiling with glazed, blank eyes.


A life taken and a life given.

When Henry held the slimy, blood-spattered baby—a girl—in his arms, he had hated it. He wanted to kill it. To throw it out the window or down the throat of a well. But he hadn’t. He had held it until it stopped crying. The baby girl wriggled in his arms, plump and white. “Worm,” he said. “I’ll call you Worm because that’s what you are.”


But that was all a secret and Elise and he decided it was something never to be spoken of.

“One of these days, Mister Henry Higgins,” Uncle Alden said, “your little secrets will come to an end. One of these days the police will come and see what you’ve been doing. Then they’ll take you away and put you in a padded room, you fucking graveworm—”

 “Enough,” Mother Rose said.

Henry tried to shut him out. He reached in the bureau drawer and took out a brush. Silently, he brushed Aunt Lily’s long white hair and he could feel how it soothed her. Poor Aunt Lily. So tense. So knotted up. Just stiff as a board. Henry combed her hair lovingly, humming under his breath while Mother Rose and Uncle Alden argued incessantly. Aunt Lily’s scalp was desiccated, as dry as parched earth. Her hair was patchy, scraggly… there seemed barely enough of it to cover her piebald scalp and barely enough scalp to cover the skull beneath. Each stroke of the brush, though gentle, tore out bunches of hair by the roots like winter-dead grasses.

 Aunt Lily made a funny cooing sound.


(she’s getting excited, henry, you know how she likes that)

Henry smiled.

He whispered something in her ear which was brown and curled like dried steerhide. Then he reached down and touched her where she liked to be touched. Together, they shuddered.


(touch her, henry)


(make her feel it)

“There!” Uncle Alden said, pounding the table with his fist and kicking up dust that spun in the overhead lamp. “Do you see what he just did? Did you see that? That disgusting awful thing he just did?”

Mother Rose made a raw cackling sound. “He’s trying to make Lily feel better.” More cackling, but whispering and hissing as it came through clenched teeth. “See… see… see how she likes that…”

“I won’t have it!” Alden shouted. “Not with my wife!”

“Henry!” Mother Rose said. “Put your uncle up in his room and lock that door! Shut him away! Shut him away! Shut him away, I say!”

Henry set down the brush and went over to him. Silly dried-up old fool. He couldn’t hide. He couldn’t run. He couldn’t get away. He could only twist his gnarled old face into a sneer. “Get away from me, ghoul! Pervert! Get the fuck away from me—”

But Henry clamped a hand over his mouth. With his other arm he scooped up Uncle Alden, the shivering bag of old bones. He was as light as if he were stuffed with straw. He squirmed a bit too much and a strip of skin peeled off his arm. Henry tore it free and let it drop to the floor.


(that’s it, henry! shut him away! then you can touch us! touch us again and again! that’s it that’s a good boy doing what his mother says! always listen to your mother!)

Aunt Lily was grinning now, a happy skull-faced grin. Mother Rose was chattering her teeth. Together, they were chanting: “Shut him away! Shut him away! Shut him away!”


(HA HA HA HA HA HA HA)

Henry carried his uncle up the stairs, pulling his hand from his mouth only once to steady himself on the stairs as that bundle of sticks tried to wriggle free. “You dirty stinking little shit!” Uncle Alden cried. “Slimy dirty fucking body-snatching motherfucking deviant! If they ever come, I’ll tell them! You hear me? I’ll tell them all about you! I’ll tell them what you did to us! I’ll tell them what’s buried in the cellar and what you keep upstairs! I’ll tell them what you dance with in the attic! I’LL TELL THEM WHAT YOU DID TO YOUR MOTHER’S CORPSE! I’LL—”

Quickly, he clamped his hand back over the old man’s seamed mouth. Uncle Alden was old and his mind was going. He did not know what he was saying anymore.

From the dining room, Mother Rose called: “Hurry back, Henry! Come down here and touch us the way we like to be touched!”

Henry brought Uncle Alden to his room and dumped the old man on the bed. He didn’t listen to the nonsense that spewed from his mouth. It no longer interested him. What interested him, made his heart pound and his blood run hot, was waiting down in the dining room. He quickly shut the door and locked it with the skeleton key.


(hurry hurry HURRY)

And from the other side of the door, Alden’s voice came… sobbing, pathetic… worn thin as a thread by the long yellow years. “Please, Henry! Don’t lock me away in the dark! I’ll be a good, boy! I won’t tell! I won’t never tell what you do!”

 “Yes, you will,” Henry said.

The voice, weaker now: “But I won’t! I swear I won’t! Just… let… me… watch…”


But Henry was moving down the hallway, a hunger breaking open inside him like blood splashed against a sharp blade. “If you ever tell, you old fuck, I’ll put you back where I found you…”


(AH-HA-HA-HA)

 From the dining room, he could hear Mother Rose and Aunt Lily—now liberated by Alden’s absence—discussing how they liked the feel of a man’s hands upon them, what a dark and sinful joy there was in it.


(the face, henry, the face)

When he got back down there, he pulled off Mother Rose’s face which was nothing but a leathery dead skin mask with scalp attached. Without it, she was a grinning, hollow-socketed mummy, jaws sprung open as if in a scream.

Pulling the mask on, he said in his mother’s voice, “Now… where were we?”
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Two shots and three beers into it, Steve Crews was beginning to feel the pain and uncertainty peeling off in layers like ice. He was over at the Jolly Roger Saloon on Elm, almost breathless after the Tigers made a sweep of the Cardinals, Verlander pitching another no-hitter. Comerica Park was sold out and he hadn’t seen much of that in recent years since the glory days of 1984 at Tiger Stadium. It was looking like Detroit just might make it this year, that the hopes and prayers of the fans just might be answered and with Cabrera on board, it just might happen at that.

 Here was reason to celebrate.

And although Steve was secretly pleased and the alcohol had greased the skids of that pleasure, his mind was still fixed on Tara. Who she was. What she was. And maybe, what she was becoming.

 This is why he came to the Jolly Roger.

 Escapism.

And there was no purer form of escapism than beer and baseball. The bar crowd was a little light and save for a few rowdy Tiger fans that had gotten off work earlier that day and came right to the bar for pizza, baseball, and a good drunk, it was pretty quiet. Which was okay with Steve. Whenever there was something on his mind, his mouth didn’t work so good and the lost art of conversation was truly lost. Just him at the end of the bar, the rowdies in the back room. A few sprinkled in-between. Chuck Finchley tending bar. And good old Finch, he didn’t say much at all, which made him one hell of a bartender.

Now that the game was over, there wasn’t much to do but think.

 Which was exactly what Steve had come to the Jolly Roger to avoid.

Here he was, thirty-three years old, doing pretty good with his career. Nice car. Nice toys. Money in the bank. He figured he had a lot to offer for a guy that had shown up in town six years before in a rusty Toyota without a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of. He’d landed the job at Northern Financial, cemented his position with sweat and determination and now he was a partner. Things were good. And up until today he was pretty certain that he was in love with a great girl and she was in love with him and, given time, they’d get married and set up housekeeping and everyone would live happily ever after. Oh, he was still in love with her, all right, but he had no fucking idea what she was feeling or even thinking and he was starting to second-guess his plans on the little pink house with the white picket fence and all the accessories that came with it.

Because, honestly, he didn’t know who Tara was anymore.

And part of him was thinking it did not want to know.

Some crazy, half-assed survival mechanism was kicking in, wanting him to pull his business out before it got burned. It was sensing trouble, danger, what have you, and it was trying to point him away from it all, trying to make him recall a life when baseball, beer, and pizza were enough. But a world also that had long ago been flooded-over, scrubbed clean by the rising waters of emotion and attachment.

“I’m not walking away,” he said then, feeling his voice right down into his chest. “I’m not going anywhere. Not after this long.”

 “What’s that?” Finch said, staring at a Coors commercial on the tube.


 “Said I could use one more.”


 Finch brought a Bud Light over, popped the cap, collected his money.


 Steve thanked him and Finch said, “Yeah.”


So much work he’d put into this relationship with Tara. The tightwire he had to walk around her sometimes, the mood swings and stubborn tenacity when it came to raising her kid sister up right. Steve had put up with it all, knowing that sooner or later Lisa was going to fade from the scene and go off to college or get a job somewhere and then it would be just the two of them. That was worth the bullshit, he figured. Because he wasn’t the sort of guy who fell in love easy, but when he fell, look out. Tara had come after him originally and with a determination that had scared him more than a little bit. But when the dust settled, he figured he was damn lucky to have her.

 Though still, even now, that sort of attachment frankly scared him.

Maybe it was Megan’s fault. 


Because before he came scurrying into Bitter Lake with his tail between his legs, there had been a girl named Megan in Milwaukee. She was the polar opposite of Tara: small, petite, blonde. You had to kick her pretty hard to get her to say boo… unlike Tara, who was seething with a dozen conflicting emotions just under the surface on an hourly basis. Megan was wound tight. So tightly that you couldn’t even get a peek at what was going on inside. Then one day, seemingly without rhyme or reason, Megan seized up. She hit the floor of a convenience store and had to be removed by two paramedics. There was nothing physically wrong with her. She just had the mother of all panic attacks and lost it. After that, she couldn’t stand crowds. Then she refused to go outside. Then she refused to step foot outside her own bedroom. Somewhere along the line, she quit eating and bathing and had a complete nervous breakdown.

 Steve hung in there through it all.

 For a year he hung in there.

But Megan never recovered. Not really. All the secret terrors and anxieties she’d worked so hard all her life to keep under lid had come bursting out. And never, ever would they go back in again. The last Steve saw of her, she was shuttled off to a private mental health facility in Illinois by her father.

And sitting there at the Jolly Roger, Steve could still see that look in her eyes. Like she had peered directly into the inner, violent turmoil of her own soul, saw her true face, and in seeing it would never be the same again.

 What really scared him was that Tara had a look like that in her eyes when he’d visited her today.

And what exactly did he think about that? He didn’t know, not for sure, only that it reminded him too much of the Megan situation and the idea of that insanity happening to Tara was a screw slowly turning in his belly. He didn’t think he could go through something like that again. And what were the odds that he’d fall in love with two separate women and they’d both lose their minds? Chances seemed to be wholly against it. Yet, he had the awful, inescapable feeling that it was happening.

 And judging from Tara, it might be worse this time.

Megan had just lost it, become completely nonfunctional in every sense of the word. But with Tara it was a slightly different flavor. She seemed functional, perhaps too functional, too driven, too fixated. Like there was something out there she was setting her sights on and nothing in this world or out of it could stop her from reaching it.

 Jesus.

But you could see it in her eyes, Steve knew, that deadly intensity. She might look at you but she wasn’t seeing you. She was looking right through you, right through walls and furniture and the world at large… looking at something out there. Something she did not dare turn her back on, if that nonsense she was spewing could be believed.

She had said some things that not only made no sense but were downright disturbing. There were things out there, she claimed, that were waiting for you to relax so they could creep up and get you, take you unaware. You could not relax your vigilance. She had seemed almost militant about this.

 Monsters, she said.

 What the hell did that mean? Was it some kind of symbolic or metaphorical thing, a representation of life’s bullshit? Monsters?

Monsters, Steve. Fucking monsters. When the lights go out, that’s when the monsters come.

 Good God.

Steve swallowed down his beer in one drink, never having felt so utterly helpless in his life. Even the Megan thing had not hit him like this. Because, honestly, that had come from inside Megan, but this thing with Tara… he could not be sure that it wasn’t as much of an external influence as an internal one. 


 He felt desperate.

 Edgy.

A blind man fumbling about in the darkness. He wanted to help Tara, get her through this, but where could you even start? He needed something. A point of reference and he didn’t even have that.

Nobody can help me, Steve. This is the jungle. And it’s dark.

 “Hey, Finch,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Another beer down here. And another one after that.”

 “Okay.”

 When in doubt, Steve figured, get good and fucked up.
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 The phone booth.

Tara stood there waiting, a chill breeze coming off Bitter Lake and rustling fallen leaves around the beach house. She checked her watch. She was on time. He had said 9:30. No doubt he would make her wait, twist the knife in her a little because that’s how he enjoyed himself.

Ring, she thought.

The beach house sat on a tree-lined lick of land that jutted out into the lake. There was nothing out there but the beach, the house, the cold water lapping at the sand. She could not have imagined a more desolate spot than this. In the summer, it was crowded, but once fall pinched a blush into the foliage it was deserted. Dead.

 She lit a cigarette, the glow from her lighter almost blinding in the gloom.

She listened to the water breaking on the sand, heard a far-off cry of some lake bird. It sounded sad, displaced. The wind blew, driving a chill up her spine.

Behind her, the road wound out, connecting the beach with Lyman Park. She could see it over there, a few stray streetlights casting spotty illumination in the cavernous, sullen darkness. Empty benches. An abandoned playground. The war memorial. All the picnic tables had been taken away. Nothing over there but the bandshell far in the distance, the big oaks and elms creaking in the wind, leaves rustling through the yellowing grasses. The hooks on the flagpole rope dinged out a hollow rhythm. A lonesome sound.

 Tara pulled off her cigarette, beginning to feel the impatience like teeth inside her, gnawing.

 The phone rang.

She reached out for it with an almost reflexive action… then stayed her hand.

Let him wait… let him get nervous.

A voice in her head demanded to know exactly what she thought she was doing, gambling with Lisa’s life, but she did not know. Only that this was more than predator and prey now, more than victimizer and victim… the lines were slowly being blurred. Maybe it was time the boogeyman learned that.

But Lisa… Jesus, he has your fucking sister!

Tara picked up the phone. The receiver was cold against the side of her face. “I’m here,” she said, not a hint of nerves in her voice.

“Why didn’t you answer?” the boogeyman wanted to know and she could almost smell his hot and fetid breath over the line. “When I call, you answer. You better not even think of fucking with me, Tara. This is my game; not yours. I make the rules. You do as I say.”

 “I will,” she said, exhaling smoke into the night.

“See that you do.” He paused. There was a rubbery noise like he was chewing on his lip. “This is all about trust, Tara. About keeping promises… do you understand that?”

“Yes. I understand. I always keep my promises. Always. And I expect others to keep them to me.”

Like before, his breathing spiked. An animal sensing danger. “Listen to me, cunt. Don’t you threaten me. You piss me off and I’ll kill your sister. I’ll cut her tits off and send them to you. Do you understand me?”

Tara bristled, but did not shake. “Yes. I only want you to understand me. You said if I played the game the way you wanted it played that you would give my sister back to me. I will play. Just the way you say. I will keep my promise. And you had better keep yours. I’ll do what you want, whatever it is, but I want my sister back, alive and unharmed. That’s the deal. I will not go back on my promise and you better not go back on yours.”

This shook him, his breathing was very hard, almost rasping now. He was making moist, blubbery sounds like there was too much spit in his mouth. “You don’t threaten me! You fucking silly cunt! I have your sister! I’m in charge! I call the shots! I’m the one with the power and you had better—”

“Shut up,” she said and he did. Immediately.

Maybe it was her tone, but his buttons had surely been pressed and he acted accordingly. A fear rose up in her that he might hang up, but he didn’t. He was still on the other end, breathing.

“I’m not threatening you. We have a game to play. Then I want my sister. You will give her to me. If you don’t…” Tara paused, feeling something hot and black bubbling up inside her. “… if you don’t, I’ll come for you. I’m very patient. I can wait years to find you, but I will find you. The law will not be involved. Just you and me. That’s my promise. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

She was expecting him to rant and rave and several times in the ensuing silence, he started to breathe very hard, grinding his teeth and making something like a low growling sound in his throat… but he did not rant. “I understand,” he said in a voice that was almost wounded. “Now we understand each other.”

Tara knew without a doubt that it had been the very tone of her voice that had clipped his wings and de-nutted him. Here was a man who was used to being chastised by a woman. Maybe his mother. Maybe his wife or sister. There was something in that hard-edged, inflexible yet female tone of her voice that had stopped him. Tara made a note of it.

 “You’re over at the bandshell, aren’t you?”

 “No, I’m not.”

Tara knew he was lying. There was a weak, almost childish undertone to his voice now like a little boy that had been caught playing with himself. She looked across the lake toward the park. The shadowy hulk of the bandshell. “Yes, you are. You’re over there. I can almost feel you.”

“You keep this shit up, Tara,” he said, trying to reinsert his control, “your sister will be feeling something, too. She’ll be feeling my knife slitting her throat.”

 “That’s enough.”

Ah, he’d found a weak spot and now he attacked it. “I can shut her fucking air off anytime I choose, Tara. I can make her suffocate down there. Do you have any idea what it’s like to suffocate in a box down in the ground? Do you know how she’ll suffer… gasping for air?”

Crude. Pedestrian, really. It was supposed to make her swoon with terror, make her beg his forgiveness. But she was not begging. She was intuiting, feeling, knowing what he was and what he wasn’t and understanding that like any puppet, there were certain strings you could pull and certain others you could not.

 “Tell me about the game.”

“On the stage at the bandshell you’ll find a box. Inside the box is something you’ll need to start playing the game. Come and get it. Wait by the phone. I’ll call you.”

 “What’s in the box?”

 He started giggling and hung up.

Tara leaned against the white clapboard wall of the beach house and tried to catch her breath. There was something inside her that was enjoying this too much, that was asserting its dominance a little more with each passing hour. But she was still a woman in mortal fear of her sister’s life and now and again, it was this that simply floored her. Floored her and made her feel like she had been stepped on.

“Get it together,” she said. “We’ve got a game to play.”

 And the scary thing was, it didn’t even sound like her own voice.
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 Frank Duvall came into the Jolly Roger in a bad mood.

It had been one of those days when you want to jump in the deepest hole you can find and then pull the dirt in after you. 


Frank was a building contractor. The guy you called when you were putting up a house and you didn’t want to have to go through the bullshit of separately contracting carpenters and plumbers and electricians and the whole ball of wax. You called Frank and Frank jobbed it all out for you. You didn’t deal with twenty people, you dealt with one: Frank.

Thing was, the housing market had been in a slump for years now and lowering the interest rates and prime lending hadn’t done shit to revitalize it. It was so low that its belly was leaving drag marks on the ground which meant that every contractor and construction firm and tradesman out there was doing everything but selling off their sisters to get any work they could. Everyone was low-balling, bidding in the basement, and more than one contractor had gone toes-up trying to underbid his competitor. That was the reality of the slump. Nothing like the good, fat days when there were so many jobs you had to literally shut the phone off to stave the flow of offers.

 Now it was bidding.

 You put in secret, sealed bids and then chewed your fingernails to the nubs and hoped by God and the saints that yours was the low one because if you didn’t generate some income and pretty soon, not only would the banks be taking the farm from you but the very air you breathed.

He’d put in three bids this week. One was for a tract of low-income housing on the east side of Bitter Lake. The other was for an assisted-living complex out by the Mission Point Clinic. And the third was for an executive house on the far shore of the lake that some rich cat from Chicago wanted to put up. These were three nice deals, if you could land them. They would curl up in your lap like cozy, fat tabbies and purr their delight while you were purring yours. The low-income housing was federally-funded which meant a steady cash flow; the assisted living complex was strictly corporate, big bucks; and the executive house… well, sweet and sweet, guys like that rich fellah had money to burn.

 So Frank had been excited.

He was seeing green. Problem was, it wasn’t just local outfits bidding on these, but contractors and firms from as far away as Green Bay and Milwaukee. Big, state-wide outfits that could afford to bid low because they could make it up in the sheer volume of business they were doing. So, there were an awful lot of thumbs in these pies. The low-income housing project went to a construction joint out of Racine. Strike one. Then the assisted-living complex went to a big-money contractor out of Appleton. Strike two. Frank wasn’t liking it much by this point and his fingers were a little sore from all the nail-chewing he’d been doing.

 But he was still at bat.

 The executive home could tide him over nice.

Bang. It went to a jobber outfit out of Calumet City that Frank heard through the grapevine was owned by the rich guy’s brother-in-law who may or may not have been connected to some very unpleasant people in Chicago. Of course, that was just a rumor. But if you were in the contracting business, you heard a lot of rumors like that and especially when you were nipping at the heels of the big firms around Chicago and Milwaukee.

 Regardless, strike three.

So that’s the sort of day it was. It could have been raining tit and Frank would have caught a cock in his mouth. After he learned that he had struck out, he drove around for two hours in his pick-up, wondering if they needed a frycook over at the Dairy Queen, fully realizing that there really were two types of people in this world: those who had it going on and those who didn’t. In his mind, there was no doubt which bucket he was pissing in.

Since gas wasn’t real cheap and the feds hadn’t gotten around to taxing the shit out of booze the way they had with tobacco, at least not yet, he went into the Jolly Roger, grabbed a stool at the bar, ordered a long-neck Pabst and prepared to cry in his beer. As fate would have it, he looked down the bar and there was Steve Crews, apparently well into his cups. He was putting away shots of Wild Turkey like they were mother’s milk and carrying on a loud conversation with the Australian-rules football game on ESPN.

 Well now, wasn’t this peachy?

Not only had Frank been screwed out of his livelihood today, but here was the guy who had screwed him out of his girl too. Mr. Fucking Whiteshoe Accountant. Frank figured he had been real patient with the guy. All he asked was that Steve and Tara stay well away from him because they both headed off his shit-list which was quite long and quite comprehensive.

 Frank pulled off his beer, minded his own, and was seriously thinking of making for new environs like Pauly’s or the French House down the way.

That’s when he felt, rather than saw, Mr. Steve Crews’ eyes lock on him.

 “Here we fucking go,” he said under his breath.

 Steve kept staring at him, but Frank refused to acknowledge any of that because he just wanted to drink alone and be depressed in peace which was the God-given right of every American, he figured.

Finch came down. He poured a shot of Wild Turkey, set it down on the bar. “Guy down there,” Finch said. “Said it’s for you.”

Frank sipped his beer. “I don’t want it.”

 “He paid for it.”

 “Pour it out.”

Finch did as he was told. Didn’t much matter to him, one way or the other. What was paid for was paid for. He went down the bar, told Steve, went back to the game.

Frank felt himself tensing up inside because he could feel old Steve really watching him then. Guy didn’t have the sense to know when to quit. Some guys were like that. And here Frank thought he’d been real gracious about the whole thing. Steve taking Tara or Tara taking Steve, however it was, and him not getting hotheaded about it and slugging the guy or anything crude, rude, and high school like that.

 Now Steve was figuring that wasn’t enough.

Frank took another pull, feeling the tension between them arcing up like somebody had just plugged it into the wall. He thought momentarily of seeing Steve on Cross Street that afternoon, that look in his eyes like something bad was going on.

 Steve was coming down now.

Sure, he was an easy-going guy, mellow, but now the alcohol had changed all that. He’d grown a set and he wanted Frank to see how big those suckers were.

Frank lit a cigarette, blew smoke out through his nostrils. “Leave it alone, Steve,” he said. “I’m leaving you alone. Just leave me alone.”

“I just bought you a shot, Frank. It wasn’t a goddamn insult.”

Frank still didn’t look at him. “Just being friendly?”

 “Sure.”

 “Well, I don’t want it so peddle it somewhere else.”

Steve did not move. Frank could smell the booze on him, smell something else beneath it. Something mean waiting to happen. “You’re an asshole, Frank.”

 “That’s what they say.”

 “No wonder Tara got sick of you.”

Frank looked at him now. “Same way she’s sick of you, Steve?”

 “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

That same look was in his eyes again, just like it had been on Cross Street today: pain. Real deep-set pain like maybe his best friend had not just died, but had killed himself and made Steve watch.

“I come over, I’m trying to be friendly, I’m trying to be adult and you… you gotta play at this long-suffering bullshit. I didn’t steal Tara from you, you fucking asshole. Tara left you. That’s all there was to it. Why can’t you just accept that and go on?”

“I have gone on, Steve,” he told him. “Now, turn around and get away from me because the sight of you makes me fucking sick.”

Frank knew right then that he honestly didn’t hate Steve. No, his mouth was saying things and his pride was hurting and the day was pressing down on him and he was just taking it out on the poor guy. He recognized that, but he could not bring himself to tell Steve as much. He just wanted to be left alone. He didn’t want anything more than that.

Finch was watching it real close now. The Jolly Roger had had its share of scuffles in its long past. Nothing new there. He’d seen plenty of fistfights and it wasn’t always the guys doing it. One time he saw a girl use another lady’s head to open the bathroom door with. People drank, sometimes they got crazy. Finch didn’t put up with that, though. Fights meant breakage and breakage meant money and if someone got really hurt then you were talking the police and sometimes even lawsuits.

 Frank said, “Well, if you aren’t leaving, I am.”

Which was a pretty good idea, but something had amped up inside of meek and mild Steve Crews and it wasn’t going to be that easy. As Frank tried to pass, Steve hooked him by the elbow and spun him around and Frank saw red and gave him the back of his hand across the face. It made a loud, clapping sound. Steve fell back against the bar, but did not go down.

“Hey!” Finch said. “Not in here! You do that shit, you do it outside! In fact, you do it in the street and off my fucking property!”

Good old Finch. That was a mouthful for him. More than he usually spoke in a good week.

“We’re not taking it anywhere,” Frank told him. “It ends right here. I’m leaving and that’s all there is to it.”

He pulled his coat on, kept his eyes off Steve and stepped outside. The air was cold, pushed by a strengthening north breeze and going right through him like it was made of sharpened steel. There was his truck. Twenty seconds and he’d be behind the wheel and away from this clusterfuck and that was all he wanted. And that was exactly what he knew he wouldn’t get. He walked across the gravel lot, listening to the leaves blowing up the street, oddly aware how dark the night sky was.

 And that’s when he heard the door to the Jolly Roger open.


 And that’s when Steve came barreling across the lot.


 “I’m too old for this,” Frank said under his breath, crushing out his cigarette under his boot.


“Hey,” Steve said. “I wanna talk to you.”

“We’re done talking, Steve. I’m tired. I’m going home. You should do the same.”

Frank felt it then: something inside him getting ready for action, getting ready to fight as it had so many times in his past… in the Navy, on construction sights, that time in Chi when that skinny little shit tried to take his wallet. It felt like his chest was expanding, his arms thickening, his skin going tight over what lay below. He only wanted Steve Crews to go on his merry drunken way and leave him alone.

 That’s all he wanted.

 “Listen, goddammit,” Steve said, ice in his voice, “I wanna talk to you.”

Frank faced him. “No more talking, Steve. I don’t like you and I never have. You took my girl and you sure as hell won’t take my fucking dignity. Now get the hell out of my face, you little fucking faggot, or I swear to God you’ll be picking your teeth up out of the gravel.”

Steve probably didn’t know what came over him. Once the alcohol had settled in deep and started to burn, your inhibitions gone to cinder and primitive drives asserting themselves and filling your belly with cold metal, you rarely did. Steve shouted something, took two quick steps, and swung at Frank. He was no fighter, but you couldn’t have convinced him of it at that particular moment.

 He swung hard.

His fist just missed the tip of Frank’s nose and the force of the blow almost carried him right down with it. Frank brought his fist up in an almost perfect arc and caught Steve in the cheekbone, spinning him around and putting him right down in the gravel.

“You fucking prick!” he said. “You fucking hit me!”

 “And I don’t want to hit you again,” Frank told him.

Steve was so pathetic, breathing hard, coughing out clouds of vapor, that Frank felt sorry for him. Jesus, they were both grown men going at it like fucking kids after school. It just wasn’t right. Not right at all. He went over there, something softening in him, and helped Steve up.

 And then Steve swung again.

Frank took a glancing blow across the chin that was hard enough to made him see a few stars and then he gave Steve a quick shot in the belly that folded him up, put him to his hands and knees where he proceeded to vomit out the night’s spirits in a frothy, gushing stream that steamed in the cold. Frank looked back at the Jolly Roger and there was Finch, right in the doorway, watching it, maybe making note of what happened in case the law got involved. Frank didn’t blame him. The bar was his livelihood and he had to protect it.

 Steve was on the ground, gasping with dry heaves.


 When those stopped, Frank helped him to his feet.


 He thought Steve would take another poke, but instead he said, “Goddammit, I’m so fucked up.”


What happened then which Frank found unbelievable later, was that he helped Steve to his truck and got him inside. Then he climbed in himself and off they went.

 “You hit me pretty hard,” Steve said.

 “You didn’t give me much of a choice.”

Steve didn’t argue with that. Together, they drove up Elm and didn’t say a word and in retrospect the whole affair was almost surreal it was so damn odd. But Frank found himself warming to the guy. And it had taken a fight in a parking lot to bring that out.

 But then, friendships had started on stranger notes.
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 The bandshell.


 The box.


 Tara.


 The night.


That’s all there was. After a bit of searching on the stage where the city band usually performed on summer nights, she found the box. It was small and silver. She opened it and there was a gun inside. Not a big gun, but one that was small and fit easily into the palm of her hand. She brought it over to the phone booth and looked at it in the light. It was blue steel with black grips, a snub-nosed barrel.

 She stood there, holding it.

All her life she had been offended by guns and was the first to vociferously debate gun control. Gun owners were always the first to say that guns don’t kill people, people kill people. They plastered it on their bumpers next to their NRA stickers. But Tara had always disagreed with that. No, guns don’t kill people, they just make it a hell of a lot easier. 


But now… yes, she almost liked the feel of this one.

To look at it, it almost looked like a toy… so small you could keep it in a shirt pocket, but she could feel the weight of the thing, feel the deadly promise it offered. Power. That’s what it was. The gun gave her power, a thrill of raw power.

 The phone rang.

She answered it. No hesitation. “Yes?”

 “Do you have it?”


 “I have it.”


 “Do you know how to use it?”


 “No.”


The boogeyman apparently was well-versed in such things. He explained to her that what she was holding was a .25 caliber Beretta with a seven-round magazine in the butt. He explained to her how to pull back the slide to jerk a round into the chamber. That’s all there was to it beyond pointing and pulling the trigger.

“Okay. Now what?”

He didn’t speak for a moment, but when he did he described exactly what she was supposed to do at this stage of the game with an almost breathless, erotic fascination. Tara listened, did not interrupt, knowing she should have been offended by what he wanted of her but somehow she wasn’t. And she wondered if there would ever be anything again that she would flinch from or be incapable of doing.

 When he was done, she said, “When do I do it?”

“Go over there now. Go home afterwards,” he said, almost whispering now, filled with a secret boyish delight at what they were sharing and what bound them together. “And be careful, Tara. Don’t give the game away.”

 “And my sister?”


 “If you do what I say, I’ll let you talk to her.”


 “She’s buried, you said.”


He chuckled. “Yes, but I’ll dig her up just for you, darling.”
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 Later, Frank Duvall did not know what possessed him.

What made him want to help out Steve Crews, the guy who had been a thorn in his side for so long now. He should have left him in the parking lot, vomiting his own guts out and maybe gave him another shot to the head for good luck. That’s what he should have done. And that was exactly what had always played out in his mind in his revenge fantasies, particularly right after Tara left him and he was still burning inside.

 But now?

Now he felt sorry for the kid and all that old hatred and anger in him was just gone and he wondered if it had indeed been gone for a long time now and it took something like the scrap between them out in the Jolly Roger’s parking lot to make him see that. He wasn’t sure how he felt about things now. Maybe good. Maybe at ease. But mostly just surprised… at how likeable Steve was and how he himself had changed now.

 Steve was pretty fucked-up when he got him in his pick-up.

 Fucked-up and in pain.

Frank figured that pain was none of his business, but then Steve started saying a few things about Tara that made no sense whatever and he tracked that pain to their relationship and he figured it was his business. Because he still cared about that girl and he was starting to care about her boyfriend. If nothing else, he wanted things to be right between them. He’d been through too much pain to have the two of them throw in the towel now.

 If that made any sense and he wasn’t sure it did.

He could’ve dumped Steve back at his place, but the kid was hurting over what was happening between Tara and he and Frank knew pain like that, he knew how it got inside you and owned you and squeezed all the righteous things from you until you had to numb it any way you could. And booze was always the first thing you reached for. So if he dropped Steve off, dumb shit would probably go to another bar, get more fucked-up, mouth off to the wrong guy and wake up in the ER on a regimen of soft foods.

 So Frank did the unthinkable: he brought Steve to his place.

It wasn’t much, just an apartment at the end of Elm right above a storefront that had once held a pool room, but now held a used book store on one side and a chiropractor on the other. Things change. Things always change.

He put Steve on the couch and got him some black coffee, fried up some eggs and bacon and made him eat. He ate with him and for some time there was nothing but a lot of chewing going on. But when that was over, Steve drank more coffee and then he started to talk.

 Rubbing that ugly purple welt on his cheekbone, he let it all out.

Frank listened, uneasy and excited at the same time to have a window into Tara’s personal life again. He expected the usual, but that’s not what he got at all. In fact, what he did get made him almost sick inside.

According to Steve, Tara had changed. She was not right and he did not know what had taken possession of her, only that he figured it was something really ugly and really grim and he could not say that she was not losing her mind. Or maybe that he was losing his. Because something had happened here, some dark shroud had dropped over their lives and he could not put his finger on what shape it was taking and he wasn’t really sure that he wanted to. He related his visit with Tara that afternoon and how when he’d left he’d practically ran right out of there because whatever was active inside her, well, it scared the shit out of him. Frank did not mention that he’d seen him drive past on Cross Street and he figured it didn’t need mentioning. He let Steve talk, let all that poison drain right out of him. He repeated some of the things Tara had told him about monsters and all that and how you had to be ready because they were out there, waiting, just waiting and they would take you if you weren’t vigilant.

 It was crazy shit, all right.

Frank knew Tara pretty damn good and he knew she was driven, headstrong, had a tendency to be a little on the obsessive side… but this? Well, shit, he just couldn’t wrap this up in the girl he knew. It was way out there. But he knew that Steve wasn’t making it up. The guy was practically in tears as he related it, his eyes like two bleeding eggs jutting from his face, his mouth set in a straight stiff line. He was pale other than the welt Frank had given him. 


“And I know I shouldn’t bring this to you,” Steve said when he had said his bit. “But I’m here and you’re here and you know Tara.”

 “And this ain’t Tara.”

“I don’t know who it is, Frank. Can you believe that? Lady I been in love with for two years and I can’t say that it’s her.”

Frank cringed a bit, at him saying he was in love with Tara. He knew they were in love, sure, but to hear him come out and profess that love, well it made him cringe. Made him feel like his own feelings for the woman had been somehow violated.

“Listen, Frank. You aren’t gonna believe this.”

“Go ahead. I’m already in shock.”

Steve buried his face in his hands. “When I went there today, I was so fucking in love with her. And I shouldn’t be saying that maybe, being how you were with her first… but, fuck, I was so in love with that girl. I jumped up onto her porch and knocked and then the door opened and suddenly, suddenly I just wasn’t in love anymore.”

 “Meaning?”

Steve looked at him now with bloodshot eyes. “For one second there I didn’t even think it was Tara. I thought it was someone else. She not only acted different but she… she looked different if that makes any sense. She looked like a fucking worn-out skeleton wearing Tara’s skin. I know how that sounds. But it was her and it wasn’t, you know?”

 “Almost like an impostor?” 

“Yeah… you know, like that movie where the aliens come down in those pods and mimic people. What a stupid comparison, but it almost fits.”

 “Have you talked to anyone else?”

“Me? No. Just you. I didn’t know who to talk to.”

Frank considered it. “What about Lisa?”

 “Tara said she’s out of town or something.”

 “What about Tara’s friends?”

Steve made a snorting sound. “Friends? C’mon, Frank, she doesn’t have any friends. She barely has time for me.”

“She used to chum with Jan… that girl she works with.”

“At the union hall? No, not anymore. Tara sees no one, Frank. She doesn’t have time with two jobs and Lisa and that house. Christ, I’m lucky if I see her once a week. She’s alone, Frank, and I get the idea that she likes that just fine.”

 Frank didn’t say anything to that.

He knew how single-minded she could be concerning her sister, doing everything she could to fill that gap left by the death of their parents. He just sat there, trying to make sense of it and find a rational thread, but his hands came up empty. He lit a cigarette and blew smoke rings into the air.

 Then he smiled.

 “What?” Steve said.

Frank shrugged. “Funny, is all. For so long now I hated your guts. Couldn’t stand the thought of you. I used to wish that Tara would come to her senses and drop your sorry ass, take back up with me even though I knew it was sheer fantasy. I just wanted you gone. I wanted you out of Bitter Lake. I wanted you to go back wherever guys like you come from. The idea of you in the same town with me was like a slap in the face. I felt… humiliated.” He pulled off his cigarette, studied the fibers in the carpet. “When Tara dumped me, I just couldn’t believe it or maybe I didn’t want to believe it. I called her four, five times a day after she broke it off like maybe it had all been some fucked-up joke and she would come to her senses. I used to wake up in the morning after a long night of self-pity and Budweiser and think, today is the day when Tara realizes she made a big mistake. I used to leave my door open so she could get in, so she could be waiting for me when I got home from work. It’s fucked up, I know. But I was hurt pretty good and I can’t believe I’m telling you any of this. Tara used to come over now and again, make a secret special meal for me. After she went off with you, there were still things of hers in the ‘fridge. You know, things she used to cook with… bulbs of garlic, little jars of mushrooms and little cartons of cream. I couldn’t bring myself to throw ‘em out because it was the only connection I had to her when she still gave a fuck about me.”

As Steve heard these things he almost looked… well, guilty. Like he had been the very instrument of Frank’s pain and he was uncomfortable with that. There was a great sympathy in his eyes that he could not hide and did not even attempt to. “Shit, Frank… Tara never stopped caring about you. It wasn’t about that… it was… well, I don’t know. I guess she just moved on. I don’t know. We never talked too much about it. But now and again she would tell me about something you two had done and I could tell that those memories were important to her.”

Frank didn’t know if it was true, but it sure felt good to hear. Like a great rent in his heart had finally been sutured up. “I was so in love with that girl, Steve. She left a bandanna here she used to wear… pull her hair back with… well, damn, I used to sleep with the fucking thing because it smelled like her. And don’t you dare laugh or I’ll give you a matching set of welts.”

 “I’m not laughing, Frank.”

No, he wasn’t, but Frank himself was pretty close to busting up. Had somebody told him this morning that Steve Crews and he would have a scuffle that night and then eat some eggs together and have what amounted to a good cry afterwards, he would have laughed so hard his face would have split open.

 But here they were.


 Opening up to one another.


 “What’re we gonna do, Frank?”


Frank felt something wet at his eye and wiped it away. “Well, there’s only two things we can do. We either burst in there together or I go alone. Either way, we confront her. But that won’t work and you know it. Tara will have a cow if she thinks we’re doubting her state of mind or her ability to handle her life. You know that.”

“Tell me about it. What’s the second alternative?”

 “We do a little checking.”

“Checking?”

“Sure. Something’s going on and we have to figure out what, so tomorrow, we start nosing into her life. See what’s what.”

 “And if we do? And if it’s bad?”

Frank swallowed. “Then we confront her with it. We won’t have a choice. Kind of like an intervention. If she’s cracking up, we got to move on this.”

“Oh, shit. She’ll go ballistic.”

“Let her. It’ll be for her own good.”

“Sure,” Steve said. “You just convince her of that.”
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 Candles were burning.

Lisa, as sickened and terrified and devastated as she was, watched them, studying the long shadows they threw against the cobwebbed cellar walls and as she did so she thought about Worm. Because here in the gloom and the dank-smelling confines of the cellar was the only world that Worm had ever known and quite possibly the only world she would ever know.

 And what was that about?

 What was it really all about?

Henry—that was the freak’s name, she’d learned—was a monster that slept during the day like a vampire and Worm… who or what exactly was she? That’s what Lisa kept wondering. She was dirty and animal-like, simple in most ways, but vicious and bloodthirsty if you crossed her or Henry set her on you. An absolute horror, truth be told, a filthy skittering graveyard rat… and yet, she was still a little girl. Mentally, anyway. Who was she? How did she come to be here?

She crawled out of a fucking tomb, Lisa told herself. She came from where things like her always come from: graves, ditches, black soil.

But that was an oversimplification. This whole situation was incredibly complex but that did not mean that either Henry or Worm were terribly smart—because Lisa did not believe they were—but that the circumstances that brought the both of them and this house of horror into being were dizzying in their complexity. Nothing was simple here. This was a puzzle. An acrostic. A jigsaw. A Japanese puzzle box. Lisa spent much of her free time with logic problems and Sudoku puzzles. And as much as she despised the idea, as much as she simply wanted to scream her mind away… already her brain was coming at this like any other problem, knowing the keys were Henry and Worm.

That’s the way. Sort it out. Think it over. They have weaknesses and you must ferret them out. No time to be a teenage drama queen because it’s all up to you right now. There’s a way out of this and only you can figure it out.


A puzzle.


Work it out.


Find your way out of the maze.

Lisa was hanging on now by a worn thread. But she had to grip it tightly. No theatrics, she warned herself. Cooperate. They must believe you are their friend and no threat to them. Her breasts were aching from being bitten and suckled by Worm, that horrible little monster who had chopped up Margaret.

And she had to wonder then and there if her mind would ever be right after this and maybe it wasn’t even now. Maybe she was insane, maybe her mind had frayed and this was all some hysterical, demented nightmare she was living within the confines of her own skull.

 But she didn’t believe that.


 It would be too easy.


 And nothing now was easy.


After Worm had… had suckled her—she hated the sound of that—she had passed out, fallen asleep, something. When she woke, Worm was there, crouched next to her like some awful grinning monkey. Not saying anything, just watching her, and Lisa could almost hear the thoughts in her head: I’m right here, pretty girl, as I’ll always be right here. We’re friends now and playmates and sisters of the skin and wasn’t it funny how old Margaret died? How she screamed when I hacked her apart, drowning in a mist of her own blood? Did you notice how her eyes bulged and how her tongue lolled and how she screamed out globby tangles of blood as I brought the hatchet down into her throat again and again? It can be that way for you too, my sister, if you don’t play with me and love me and let me press myself against you. No, I won’t hack you apart because HE wouldn’t like it and I don’t want to make HIM angry. But there are other ways. I’ll put my mouth on you every night and lick your face and suckle to your tits and if that doesn’t do it there are other things I can lick and suckle until your mind runs like warm gooey wax… 


Oh, dear God, dear God. Then Worm was gone, knowing she had done her share of damage. But now she was back. Somewhere near. Lisa could smell the savage, violent stink of her, the graves she crawled in and the things she gnawed in unhallowed tombs of rot.

“I see you, pretty girl,” a voice said. “I spy you with my good little eye.”


Oh Jesus.

Worm came crawling out of the darkness on all fours, her dirt-smudged face bone-yellow in the candlelight, shining with grease and sweat, her dirty hair stuck to her forehead and cheeks. She had something white and small in her hand and Lisa realized with an involuntary gasp that it was a human skull. A very small human skull, jawless and hollow-socketed, glistening as if it had been polished. Worm had a bone, which was also appallingly small, and she beat the skull with it like a drum, humming some incomprehensible tune in her throat.

Lisa swallowed down her fear and disgust. “That’s very nice music… how did you learn to play like that?”

Worm stopped playing and stopped humming. She just squatted there, rodent-like, head cocked to the side like a confused animal, like maybe no one had ever paid her a simple compliment.

“I… I… I just do it. Henry doesn’t like it.”

Lisa noticed that she was wearing jewelry, lots of jewelry—beaded necklaces, gold chains, dozens of rings, bracelets. It was gaudy and ridiculous, but Worm had no fashion sense. She was a simple little girl playing dress-up, a savage fascinated by fancy baubles. 


“You have pretty rings,” Lisa told her. Easy. Don’t lay it on too thick. Don’t confuse her.

Worm studied the many rings on her fingers in the light from the candles. They caught the glow and held it, glimmering, shining, sparkling. Lisa noticed with a rising horror that a great many of them appeared to be wedding bands.

“They’re mine,” Worm said. “Not yours.”

Lisa swallowed again. “I know. They’re just pretty. I have lots of pretty jewelry back at my house. I like jewelry.”

Worm sat on her scabby knees and pulled her shirt up. Her belly was perfectly round, almost waxy, and there was no doubt she was pregnant. In her navel, crusted by old bloodstains, there was a belly ring, tiny and silver.

“Where… where did you get such pretty things?” Lisa asked, knowing she must exhibit no fear because Worm was practically an animal and she would smell the fear the way a dog would.

Worm sank down to the dirt floor, still holding out her fingers so her rings could be admired. “In the boxes,” she said. “There are people in the boxes and I take the rings from them.”

Lisa choked down a scream. Graverobbers, she thought. Ghouls and graverobbers. She forced a thin smile onto her pale lips. “Oh. They’re very, very nice.”

Worm crawled closer and Lisa saw that she was indeed an animal because she moved very furtively with quick jerking motions, pausing every few feet to sniff the air. It was inconceivable and hideous, but that’s what she was doing. There was an atavism at play her, a primal backsliding, and the very idea of something like that was simply horrifying.

 But she would not show it.

 Could not show it.

Worm was so close now that her stench was right in Lisa’s face; a salty, corrupt odor that was immense and flyblown like rotten meat and dried blood, rancid fat, and earthy decay. It was not so much the stink of death but of things that fed on death… vultures, buzzards, rats and coffin worms. It sweated out of the girl, overpowering her violent body odor. She was greased with it.

 “Do you want one of my rings?”

 Lisa said, “They’re yours, I—”

Worm hissed at her, her black-specked yellow teeth on full display. “You’re so pretty, Lisa! Do you want one of my rings?”

 “Yes!”

Worm slid one off and pushed it down onto Lisa’s right index finger. She was not very careful about it. A sliver of skin was peeled away from the knuckle and when Worm saw the blood she pressed her lips to it and sucked it.

“Better,” she said, her teeth pink-stained. “Is it better?”

 “Yes.”


 “Now we’re friends, Lisa?”


 “Yes.”


 “Now you’ll play with me?”


 “Yes.”


Worm leaped forward. Her breath smelled of decay. She nibbled on Lisa’s earlobe. “Sssssh!” she whispered. “You can’t tell Henry. It has to be secret. I’ll show you everything later. But sssssh!”

With that, Worm scampered away, giggling. Where she went, Lisa did not know. She was just gone into the darkness and Lisa knew she herself was in absolute mortal peril here and if she did not play along and think her way out, her death was going to be extremely long and ugly.
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 Night was a time when you could get things done.

That’s how Dennis Spears saw things and you could never convince him differently. Spears was the director of Hillside Cemetery, which was not a full-time position, but more of a part-time managerial thing. Spears had a real nine-to-five thing over at Cumberland Paper in Stevens Point where he had his hand in on marketing and R & D, made a shitload of money and had forty people under him, most of them junior execs and middle management types whose career path at Cumberland revolved around how much they sucked his ass. 


 The directorship of Hillside was something of a tradition in his family.

It went right back to great Granddaddy Spears who had come from Yorkshire, England in the 1840s, made a name for himself as something of robber baron in his drive west to Wisconsin, and turned Bitter Lake from the sprawling lumber camp/fishing village/railroad spur sort of place that it had been to the real town it now was. And from generation to generation since, a Spears had always managed Hillside. The Spears family saw it as something of a community service, but Dennis Spears saw it as a right pain in the ass.

 The shit he had to do to maintain appearances.

Generally, he only showed up at Hillside once or twice a week, in the very early morning or late at night and signed a lot of papers that had been dumped on his desk. He went through the books, made sure the manager-cum-secretary who ran the office was doing her job and that the caretaker and his part-time staff kept the grounds in order.

 And this is exactly what he was doing tonight.

Instead of climbing into his warm bed with his twenty-three year old wife, who was also quite warm, he was out at the goddamn boneyard, bulling around through the paperwork. Needless to say, he was not in the best of moods. The cemetery office was out behind the chapel and just up the road from the mausoleum. It was an old brick building, chilly and damp and dank-smelling, and he was all alone.

 Not that he was bothered by such a thing.

A cemetery was just a cemetery, day or night, and there was not a superstitious bone in Dennis Spears’ body. Still, he wasn’t real thrilled to be there in his little office listening to the wind moaning amongst the graves and throwing dead leaves against the windows while he burned the midnight oil. His only company was the little radio he had tuned to some talk show about alien abductions and the ever-present scratching of his pen, the pecking of his fingers at the keyboard of his laptop.

 And it was as he was so employed that he heard a sound.

It wasn’t much… just a peculiar squeaking sort of sound.

It could have been anything… a tree branch brushing over the roof of the office, a stray twig blown against a window. There was no need to be concerned… yet, he was. He didn’t expect a midnight visitor dressed in the cerements of the grave or anything quite so melodramatic, but he was struck by the sense that the sound he heard was not at all accidental.

 It was on purpose.

Which meant… 


Turning down the radio, he listened to the wind. Now and again a good gust shook the office and the lights flickered. It sounded lonely and desolate out there. He looked at his watch. The screen of his laptop. The door leading from his office.

 He kept listening, a hint of gooseflesh at his spine.

 And that’s when he heard a creaking noise.

It was unmistakable. Just as its source was unmistakable; the main door to the outer office had just been thrown open. He could hear the wind out there, much louder now that the door was open. He could feel frigid fingers of night slipping beneath his own door. It rattled momentarily in its frame.

That first sound, that squeaking… it was the doorknob being turned, he thought then. And now the door has been thrown open.

Although a little floor heater chugged away to dispel the cold, a trickle of sweat ran down his temple. His heart sped up in his chest, skipped a beat as it tripped over its own galloping rhythm. 


 Out there, the sound of the wind was muted as the door was shut again.

 The wind could have done it.

But he knew it was not the wind. For what had come into the office here in the dead of night had come in on purpose.

 Silence.

His chest feeling tight, a prickling at the nape of his neck, Spears opened the top drawer of his desk soundlessly. He knew there was no gun in there, no knife, not so much as the dreaded ultra-sharp letter opener. No, in the drawer were paper clips, Post-It Notes, Hillside Cemetery Stationary, a variety of pens, pencils, white-out, but nothing more dangerous than a few push pins for the corkboard.

 Spears was sweating profusely now.


 He was tense.


 His skin felt so tight on the anatomy beneath he thought it might crawl right off.


His throat was dry as coal dust, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. And it occurred to him at that precise moment that he had never been so scared in his life. And he did not like that. For Dennis Spears was the sort of guy that inspired fear, that sent lackeys scrambling under their desks and made temps beg for mercy. 


But now he was dreadfully, irrationally afraid because he knew whoever had come into the office out of the charnel darkness was standing right outside his door like the lady in that Poe story, the one who had scratched her way out of her coffin. Which was a hell of a thing to be thinking right about then.

It took some doing, but he cleared his throat. “Is somebody out there?”

There was only silence, but a silence that was thick with apprehension, with foreboding. He could almost hear that person breathing out there. Almost… smell them. Not a smell of the grave, but a smell of soap, maybe a lingering after-odor of perfume. And that was somehow worse.

 He picked up his cell phone.

He would call the police, he would—

The door whispered open, a cold breath of night coming in with it. He could smell autumn leaves and dirt wet with dew. There were shadows out there in the outer office gathering. He could hear the clicking of the clock. Then one of the shadows stepped forward and he jerked with the shock of it, his cell clattering over the desk blotter.

 A woman.

 Not a ghoul, not a shadow from a crypt.

A flesh-and-blood woman.


She was tall and slender and almost feline dressed in black jogging pants and a black leather jacket. Auburn hair was tossed over one shoulder. It was wind-blown, a stray leaf caught in it. She was quite pale, only a hint of blood pinching a bit of color into her cheeks. Her mouth was full-lipped, pulled into a scowl. And her eyes were the blue of cracking spring ice.

“What… what do you want?” Spears asked her.

He didn’t know who she was, but if he had seen her before he would have remembered. For though she was not beautiful in the common sense, she was pretty, striking even. Her face was blank of emotion like a blackboard that had been wiped clean and her eyes were unbearably cruel. The way she looked at him made his guts go to sauce.

“I’m here for you,” she said. 


That voice… no, it was not some evil whispering voice from a late night movie, but there was definitely something disturbing about it that made waves of sickness come rolling up from the pit of his belly. He found that he suddenly could not breathe, could not weave a single rational thought in his brain for that voice, that awful voice… it was not the voice of a pretty woman, but the voice of something savage and animal, the sort of thing that killed because it had to kill, spilled blood because it needed to smell the death of its prey.

Spears gasped and in gasping, remembered with a hallucinogenic clarity going to the Milwaukee Zoo with his mother when he was seven years old. How she looked down at him as she held his hand and how he had looked up at her, feeling connected to her like they were part of the same whole. The monkey house. The reptile house. The bird house. The rhinos and elephants. It was fascinating. Then they had stepped into a glass enclosure and were staring into the run where the tigers were kept. Most of them had been dozing in the wet July heat… but one of them, a big Bengal with a froth of saliva at its mouth, had walked over to the glass. It did nothing threatening really, just sat there on its haunches and stared at them. Spears could remember how it drooled, the raw appetite in its eyes. It was telling them quite plainly that if it hadn’t been for the glass it would have taken them down. That he… a small, plump, and spoiled boy… was nothing but meat to it. That his blood was merely for quenching its thirst and his bones only for sharpening its teeth. Life existed to be taken and that was the first rule of the jungle and also the last.

The memory flashed through his mind because the woman, this intruder, this crazy bitch was looking at him like that tiger had looked at him. Not the way a civilized woman would look at you, but the way something would peer out at you from the depths of a meat-smelling cave. 


 There was death in those eyes.

 A pure and seamless death unsullied by morality or ethics.

“Listen—” he began, rising as he felt death circling him.

The woman, her expression unchanging, pulled out a gun. And Dennis Spears, who was a gun collector, recognized the weapon in her hand as a .25 caliber automatic. A gun with absolutely no range, yet deadly efficient up close.

“Now wait a minute,” he said. “Wait a fucking minute here… I don’t know what this is about, but I’m a rich man… I can get money for you… I can get you anything you want, but please don’t—”

She did not blink. Her eyes were huge and scary. “It’s not about money, Mr. Spears. It’s about my sister. If I don’t kill you, then he’ll kill her. I don’t want to do this, but you have to see that I really… don’t… have… a… choice…”

 “Wait!”

Clarity came in Spears’ final moments and he knew exactly what kind of man he was, what he had done, what was beneath him and what was not. And begging for his life was not beneath him, because he had things to live for, he had money and position and a sexy young wife and a brilliant future and—

The first bullet went into his chest, just left of his heart. It punctured his lung, collapsing it, and was deflected off one of his ribs, lodging itself neatly in his stomach.

 He was aware of little but the impact.

At least until he stumbled over backwards and felt the fire in his belly, his chest, heard the moist whistling of his lung. Pure animal panic came next as endorphins flooded his system and he vaulted to his feet, his eyes wide and glassy, a pathetic wheezing sound coming from his blood-slicked mouth. His right hand was pressed tightly against the entry wound and blood, hot and pumping, blossomed over his fingers and dyed his hand red. He pressed harder and blood squirted between his fingers.

 The look on his face was mainly surprise.

 Then the woman fired again.

The second slug went into his throat, punched a hole through his esophagus and shattered his carotid artery as it exited. The impact was there again, but he stayed standing for almost five seconds as an arc of blood fountained from his throat and splashed against the wall. Then, in shock, he fell straight over, striking his face against the edge of the desk and knocking out two teeth in the process. 


The woman walked around the desk, the stench of blood hot and nauseating in the air. There was pain in her eyes, revulsion, as if she had now seen something that should never have been seen. It dislodged something in the brain behind those eyes and her lips pulled away from her teeth, which were locked tight and grinding.

 Spears was nearly dead.

 He looked to be sinking in a sea of red.

His mouth continued to work, a wet gurgling sound coming out in lieu of a voice. He shuddered, legs and arms gyrating spasmodically and then he went still, his eyes wide.

 A strange whimpering sound in her throat, the woman turned and left the office.

 She shut the door behind her, leaving the dead to do whatever they did in privacy.

The game was afoot. 
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The third day of hell—though it was technically just over twenty-four hours since it had all began—started like this for Tara Coombes:

She pulled into the driveway, feeling both cold and hot, a rushing sound in her head like wind blown through a tunnel. She shut off the car, breathing so fast and so hard now she could barely catch her breath. Sweat ran down her back and her skin felt hot. Within seconds, she was shivering. Hot then cold, cold then hot.

She sat there a while, shivering so violently the car nearly shook with her.

 Finally, pressing her gloved fist into her mouth, she screamed silently.

 Then she went inside, locking the door behind her.

She was not sure how she was feeling. Not calm, not reassured that she had made a move that would bring her closer to Lisa. Mostly sick to her stomach and offended by what she had just done. And also revolted… because something inside her, that same purely animal sense that was guiding her through this nightmare, was actually fat and happy, satisfied. She could almost feel it purring like a cat with a full belly of bird.

Without turning on the lights, she went upstairs and into the bathroom, stripped and stepped into the shower. She lingered under the hot spray for almost ten minutes before she took up a sponge and body wash and began to scrub. She went after her own body like she had gone after the kitchen lately, washing herself abrasively until her flesh was red and tender.

Then she stepped out of the shower, still in darkness, and squatted before the toilet and threw up. Not much came out, because in those dark and dire hours since she’d found Margaret Stapleton slaughtered in her kitchen she had not eaten. She had smoked a great deal. Drank pot after pot of black coffee, but took no solid food whatsoever. What came out was mostly sharp-tasting bile that squirted into the bowl. When the little that was in her was voided, she was wracked with dry-heaves for nearly fifteen minutes until her abdomen ached and there were tears in her eyes.

 Her throat was raw.

Her mind filled with the ever-rotating and mutating imagery of corpses and blood and limbs stuffed into plastic bags. 


Finally, she collapsed with her back against the wall, edged tightly in-between the toilet and the sink. She still did not turn on the lights because if she did she might look at herself and the idea of that frightened her in ways she could not even understand. She figured something like her belonged in darkness.

And in her head, a voice: You just committed cold-blooded murder.


You.


Just.


Committed.


Cold.


Blooded.


Murder.

And it was only the beginning of what that monster had planned for her. Inside, that awful presence in her thought it was much smarter than the boogeyman, but she now knew it was not. The boogeyman was experienced in these things and, using her sister as bait and ransom and influence, he had quite carefully and meticulously manipulated her. 


 Just a puppet.

 Here she thought she was brave and sure and doing only what had to be done to ensure Lisa’s survival, but in actuality she had been used viciously.

Some submerged, still human part of her knew now that she should have gone to the police right away. But now it was too late.

 Much too late.


 She had committed murder.


 Her hands were red with blood.


If she went to them now, they’d lock her away.

The boogeyman had known how deep her love was and he had exploited this and achieved his ends and now Tara was trapped, she belonged to him as surely as Lisa did. She would have to do as he said now, regardless of how heinous and vile his demands were. Freewill no longer existed, and choice had been removed from her by her own hand, no less.

The sorrow she felt then was not just mental but physical. It was hands strangling her and knives slitting open her belly and fingers thumbing out her eyes and dirty, evil digits stroking her brain. This is what it was like to be owned. To be a slave, to be molested, to be a dog that was kicked and abused and poisoned by its own inability to do anything but obey. Blind, unreasoning obedience. She could wash and scrub and sanitize, but never would the stain of what she had done and what she would yet do come clean. 


 Tara’s life was a tragedy.

 An atrocity.

And inside her own mind there was an ominous truth: If Lisa dies, then I killed her. Her blood will be all over my hands. I will be responsible as surely as if I killed her myself.


And you’re giving up?

 I don’t have a choice.

You do. You can play the game.

 Commit more crimes?


If that’s what it takes.

 I can’t.

Think of Lisa. Think of your love for her. What she means to you and how, right now, as terrified and hopeless as she must be, how she must know that there is only one person in this fucking world that would give their own life to help her and that person is you. Do not let her down.

 I already have.

No, you haven’t. But if you fold up now, girl, then that sick twisted motherfucker wins and you live with the knowledge that you let him.

I’m afraid… afraid of what I am now.

No fear. No remorse. Think of Lisa. Think of your love for her.

And she knew then that there really was no choice. Yes, she would have to do what he asked, but she could do it knowing that it would bring her closer to him and to Lisa. 


Think, then! Think! If your strength is your love for your sister, what is his weakness?

On the phone tonight, he had almost shriveled up when he heard that overwhelming dominance in her voice. Like all men, he was a little boy inside and once you controlled that little boy within, you controlled the man without.

I love you, Lisa, she thought then. I’ve always loved you ever since I saw you in that crib when you came home from the hospital. God knows I was jealous of you, jealous of how mom and dad always fawned over you and ignored me. How you were the baby and you could fuck up, and that was okay. But I was the older sister, I was supposed to be mature and make informed choices. I could not make a mistake and you could. But when I came back from Denver I realized how none of that mattered. Tangled in my envy and jealousy were the beads of my love. Remember how we held each other the night after the funeral? In the living room, just me and you? I wanted to comfort you and you ended up comforting me because I broke down in tears and I loved you then, I respected you, and I’ve loved you a thousand times more since that day.


I will not let you suffer.


I will have blood for blood.

For every twitch of pain that cocksucking pervert has caused you, he will know an agony that he cannot comprehend of and I promise you this by my love.

Then Tara broke down into tears and hated the world for allowing this to happen, hating God and fate and the angels above and the devils below. But mostly she hated herself for thinking like an animal with a mindless lust for vengeance. 


 She needed to punish herself for making mistakes.

Maybe it was grief and guilt and mania and maybe it was her Catholic school upbringing, but there was a real need within her for punishment, for atonement and penance, and maybe for something much darker and much more unthinkable: expiation. She needed to make an offering of her pain, a sacrifice of her own blood.

 In the medicine cabinet there was a razor.

She slashed herself across the belly and breasts, laid open her thighs and arms and the palms of her hands until the blood flowed, draining something from her and making her feel cleansed, renewed. She thought about opening her wrists, but that was destruction and not purification.

For some time she sat there, bleeding, the pain almost hygienic.

It sharpened her mind and heightened her senses. The guilt and self-torment was drained from her like poisoned pus from an infected wound. The feel of her own blood trickling down her belly and coursing down her thighs was invigorating and she wondered if this is why ancient warriors laid themselves open with blades before going into battle.

Her fingers wet with her own blood, she licked them clean and was startled by the hunger that ached in her belly. Right then she wanted to stuff herself with raw meat, red meat, meat well-marbled and seamed with fat.

Still naked and glistening with her own blood, she went to the window, threw it open and swallowed in great gulps of night air. She could smell the moist leaves in the grass, the dewy humus, things living and things dying and the cold eternal spice of the night itself. She grinned and her heart hammered.

 The beast inside her was pleased.

But more so, she was pleased. Because she felt renewed and remade by the love of her sister, a love that was timeless and deep and enriching. Nothing could stand in its way and the world was about to find out all about that.
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 The phone rang.

Tara answered: “I’m here.”

 “Did you do it? Did you play the game?”

His voice. More than just degenerate or cruel, but somehow childlike with barely suppressed glee and anticipation like a little boy wondering if his father had indeed gotten tickets to the circus. He was nearly panting with expectancy.

Tara almost answered right away, but she bit her tongue, relishing the suspense she was creating. She knew she had him pegged right: a little boy, a sick and fucked-up little boy at heart. Finally she said, “Yes. It’s done. I’m sure you’ll read about it in tomorrow’s paper.”

Maybe he didn’t like her calm delivery, maybe it made him not believe her. There was definitely doubt underlying his words. “Spears… at the Hillside office… that’s where you went? That’s who… it was him, wasn’t it?”

She cleared her throat. “Fifty-ish. Slight paunch. An arrogant face. Sandy hair.”

“Yes… yes, that’s Spears!” He kept swallowing as if his mouth were overflowing with saliva. “You played the game, Tara. Tell me, how was it?”

“It was easy. He was all alone.”

The boogeyman laughed. “Good, good, Tara. Did you get rid of the gun?”

“I threw it in the lake like you said,” she lied.

“Good,” he said. He swallowed a couple times. “Were you scared?” 


Oh, he wanted her to be. The sadist inside him demanded it. It would be satisfied with nothing else.

“No. Like I said, it was easy.”

He swallowed again. “But weren’t you… sickened by it?”

“No,” she lied. She would not give him the satisfaction of knowing what it had done to her. How it made her feel far less than human. The way he must have felt every time he looked in the mirror and cringed in horror at what was looking back at him. “After what you left in my kitchen, I doubt I can be sickened.”

“But that wasn’t me, it wasn’t…” he started to say, then caught himself. She could nearly hear his lips being pressed in a tight white line to keep from saying anymore. “You played the game. I knew you would.”

“No, you didn’t. You hoped I would.”

“Listen to me, Tara—”

“No, I don’t want to listen to you. I want to listen to my sister. That was part of the bargain, part of the game. Put her on the phone now. You have nothing to fear. I told you I wouldn’t bring in the police. I haven’t. There’s no tap on this line. Let me speak to my sister.”

 “All right, Tara.”

There was a sound of the phone being jogged around, muffled, then: “Tara… Tara… please do what he says… I’m all right… but… but he’ll kill me if you don’t do what he says—”

 “Lisa!”


 “That’s all you get.”


 “I want my sister back.”


 “And you’ll get her back.”


 “When?”


“When the game is finished. A day or two. That’s all.”

Tara felt positively unhinged by hearing her sister’s voice. She had been weakened by it, the wind sucked out of her. It was only through sheer determination that she was able to continue. “A day or two. No more. Then the game is done.”

“Of course. Just play the game, Tara. Play the game.”

 He hung up.
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 After the call, Tara was nearly finished.

She had been feeling stronger… or something in her had. But the sound of Lisa’s voice was just too much. She was ecstatic to hear her, even under such duress, but part of her was thinking that it was probably the worst thing possible for it had seriously depleted her energy, sapped some necessary thing in her that kept her going, undermined the grip she had on it all and the strength to carry out whatever horror came next.

But what it really did was made her feel human again.

Made her feel like a woman who was in dangerous straits, walking some precarious tightrope over a pit of flame. She was in this alone with no back-up and no earthly hope of the same and she was doubting her ability to see it through. Already, what she had done… dear God, it was horrible. She was wounded by it both psychologically and spiritually and she would carry the scars for the rest of her life. How could you pretend life after something like that? Even if she got Lisa out of this nightmare… what about herself? What about Tara? Could she possibly hope to go on? Would she even want to? Or was she just being selfish even contemplating something like that.

 She did not know.

She only knew that as she laid there on the kitchen floor, naked and cut and crusted with her own blood, that she needed to cry. The anguish swelled up inside her chest until it ached… but no tears would come.

 Nothing.

She sat up, back against the refrigerator. Carefully, she removed the Band-Aids from her raw, gnawed fingertips. Then she began to chew them, the pain exploding brightly in her nerve endings and sweeping the rubbish from her mind. She bit and chewed until the pain made her cry out, until hot sweet blood was in her mouth. Blood that she sucked and swallowed.

I’m just a woman, she thought. I can’t go through with all this. I’m just a person. I’m just a human being.

And another voice in her mind, not her own, simply said: Not anymore, you’re not.
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 By candlelight there was time to play.

Worm decided her dolls weren’t being bad, so she crept into her secret room. 
Henry had told her years ago it had been called a coal bin back when people burned coal. Now it was just a shadowy room in the cellar with a creaking wooden door, a dirt floor, and stone walls that were draped with ancient feathery-looking cobwebs. It smelled of dank earth, crumbling stone, and age.

This was Worm’s place.

 Henry said it could be her secret place.

Worm could remember that sometimes Henry would get mad at her for things she had done and he would lock her in the secret room in the darkness. No candles. Just the blackness that seeped from the walls like tar. Worm would huddle in the corner, wrapped in the cerecloth of night while things skittered over her legs and arms. Sometimes they nipped her. Sometimes Worm would catch them, scuttling leggy intruders, and squish them between her fingers.

 Sometimes she would eat them.

In the darkness, alone, but never really alone, Worm would hum songs and whistle and listen to the noises in the walls. There were always noises in the walls like things were living in there, scratching and crawling things.

Rats. 


 Maybe they were rats.

But Henry hadn’t done that to her in a long time because she was always good and did what he told her. Henry liked that. Henry would not hurt her or shut her away if she was good. He told her she was a good girl. A pretty girl. That he loved her very much, but that their love was secret. Ssshhh. Secret. Just between you and me.

But he never, ever plays with you anymore. He’s always too busy with other things. No games. No stories. No chats. Not like he used to. Not like he used to when you would play corpses and paint your faces white and put the black under your eyes and the red lipstick on your mouths. Never, never anymore hiding amongst the stones or digging in the old crypts and taking the people from the boxes and having tea parties with them and dances.


No, now you have to play alone.

Worm had not played with her dolls for several nights because they had been bad, very bad. So bad that she had to punish them. Naughty things. What they had asked of her and where they wanted to be touched. A mother didn’t touch her babies like that.

Bad, bad dolls! Now I’ll have to punish you like Henry punishes me! It’s going to hurt and you’re going to cry! See? See what you’re making Mother do to you… like this… like this… bad, bad babies… 


There was a little dirty table in the corner with little dirty chairs pulled up to it. The surface was scuffed, yellowed, terribly filthy. There were dishes on it. Plastic dishes and a tea party setting that Henry had gotten for her.

 Sometimes she let her dolls sit at the table.

 But not lately.

They had been bad.

 Now they were buried under the dirt floor.

The candle threw a grainy yellow-orange illumination in the secret room. Distorted shadows leaped and jumped. Worm liked to watch the light. Sometimes it formed shapes she recognized, shapes like people she could talk to. Kneeling on the earthen floor, wearing nothing but a poorly-fitting yellow dress that was faded and soiled with dark stains, she pressed her fingers into the dirt.

It was cool and moist. 


 Only she knew where the graves of her dolls were.

She began to dig in the dirt with grubby, blackened fingers. She scooped out handfuls of damp earth, liking the feel and smell of it. Sometimes she pressed the earth to her face so she could breathe in its aroma. It excited her. Made her dig deeper, worms threading between her fingers, soil packed up under her splintered nails. 


 She touched something cold.

 Dirdree.

Dirdree was one of her dolls. Worm slowly scraped away the dirt until she could make out the body, arms and legs and head of the doll, still clumped with dirt. She brushed and brushed and there was Dirdree. Grunting, Worm pulled her up from her grave. 


 Dirdree grinned at her, naughty thing.

“Did you think mummy forgot about you, my darling Dirdree?” Worm said.

The doll said nothing. She just grinned.

Worm knew that Dirdree was not a very pretty doll. Her skin was too yellowed and too wrinkled, her head shaped like a shriveled gourd. Hair that was a faded red sprouted from the top and fell to her shoulders. But it was patchy and there were great bald spots where Worm needed to glue new hair. Setting her aside, Worm dug up Lazy Baby who was fat and round and soft to the touch. Then she dragged Billy No-No from his grave. Happy then, she clutched the dolls to her, aware of the insects that infested them but paying them no mind. Dolls seemed to attract bugs and worms.

 “Do you want to have a tea party, babies?”

They said nothing, of course, but that’s how it was. Good dolls did not talk back and when they did Worm had to punish them. Sometimes she pinched them and sometimes she hit them. When she was really angry, she would bite them. There were other things, too. Things she did not like to think about. Henry said that the dolls were special and they must never be taken from the secret room. Never, ever. Like Worm herself they were not allowed out of the house, though sometimes Worm liked to imagine how they would look sitting outside in the sunshine and what people would say when they passed and looked upon her pretty little dolls.

 But that could never happen.

 Henry wouldn’t like it.

Besides, Worm did not like the sunshine.

She set her dolls at the table and pushed their chairs in. It was going to be a very nice tea party and Worm liked to imagine that they were in a big fine house and it was raining outside, just like in the books Henry sometimes read her. That her dolls were not dirty and neither was she. No, no, they were fine girls and fine boys in fine dresses and suits. But it wasn’t true and she knew it. Billy No-No’s suit was black and dusty, patches of mildew growing up the sleeves and collar. In fact, they grew right up Billy No-No’s face like moist fur. 


Worm knew she would have to scrape that off.

Lazy Baby had a white, frilly dress on but it was very badly stained, torn and speckled with mold. Not very pretty for a round pretty baby like her. And Dirdree… well, her dress had been a very lovely purple velour when Henry first bought her home, but now it was almost black like the skin of a rotten plum.

Billy No-No kept falling forward, his face striking the table and leaving a very messy stain.

“Stop that!” Worm told him. “Don’t you see the mess you are making? Bad boy… why must you always be a bad boy?”

She set him up again, settled him into his chair and gave him a sharp pinch on the neck and a scrap of something came away with her fingers. She flicked it aside.

“Now, babies, today is the day that we have a nice tea party and drink our tea like ladies and gentlemen,” Worm told them. “First, I will pour the tea.”

She filled each of their cups with pretend tea from the plastic teapot. In her mind, the tea steamed. It was good and the babies liked it very much. She helped them drink until their cups were empty. Then she showed them how she could dance around the table while she sang a song that Henry had taught her. It was all great fun.

 Until Dirdree ruined everything.

Worm caught her sticking her tongue out at Billy No-No. Then she said the most awful thing in the most awful whispering voice: “Punished! You’re going to get punished! Pull out your stuffing! Pull out your belly-stuffing and chew it up, chew it up, chew it up!”

“Dirdree!” Worm said, very crossly. “What did you say?”

 “Nothing!”

 “You did!”

 “No! It was Lazy Baby! Lazy baby said it!”

But that wasn’t so because Lazy Baby couldn’t talk. Lazy Baby was a good girl because she just sat there, head hanging to the side and no words came from her mouth. Oh, she knew how to talk, but Worm had soon put a stop to that because Lazy Baby said the most terrible things, so Worm sewed her lips shut.

 So this is how she knew it wasn’t Lazy Baby.


 It was Dirdree.


 Bad Dirdree.


 “What did you say, Dirdree?”


 “I won’t tell you because you’ll do bad things to me!”

Worm flew into a rage and yanked Dirdree from her seat and threw her to the ground. She hit her and scratched her and bit her, yanking and pulling on her and, oh dear, look at that, will you? 


Dirdree’s head had come off and rolled into the corner.

 Billy No-No screamed.

“Enough of that,” Worm told him. “Mother can fix her up. Bad little girl.”

Dirdree’s head giggled in the corner, then it spoke: “We want a new friend, Mother. Why don’t you bring us a new friend to play with?”

Worm thought that was a good idea, but only Henry knew where to get dolls and he told Worm she must never go looking for dolls herself.

“There’s only us, Dirdree. We must play together.”

 “There’s Lisa.”

 “No, Henry would not like that.”

“Get her!” Dirdree said. “We can play funny games with Lisa.”

Well, if Henry didn’t find out it would be okay. Lazy Baby liked the idea and was giggling behind her stitched mouth. Billy No-No was chattering his teeth in delight.

“Well…”

“Please, Mother, Lisa is so lovely… show us how lovely she is…”

Worm said she would think about it. Luckily, she knew how to sew and stitch. She had seen Henry do it and sometimes he let her help. Worm got her needle and thread and began to sew Dirdree’s head back on, humming as she did so. She had sewn her babies up before. Sometimes she pulled Billy No-No’s arms and legs off and did the same with Dirdree, then switched them, sewing them in place so Dirdree had boy’s legs and Billy No-No had girl arms. It was very funny.

 Lazy Baby liked that game best.

When Dirdree’s head was stitched back into place, Worm wiped things off her hands onto her soiled dress.

 The tea party was ruined.


 Or maybe it wasn’t.


 There was Lisa.


Dirdree was grinning again. “I like Lisa! Bring her to us, Mother! She’s so lovely! I want her to be our special friend so I can love her… and bite her…”
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Tara.


Tara.

Fucking cunt. Fucking whore. Fucking bitch. She was taking the fun out of the game and she didn’t even care! She was supposed to be horrified and broken after killing Spears… why wasn’t she? WELL? Why the hell wasn’t she?

Henry paused, leaning against the vault door, his ring of keys trembling in his hand. He had to calm himself. Being calm was so important in life. If you were not calm, you made mistakes and as Elise had told him again and again he could not make mistakes. He stared out across the graveyard, finding solace and warm contentment in the shadow-draped monuments and leaning headstones. He listened to the creaking tree limbs high above, the leaves blown against marble faces. 


Still… that Tara. That damn Tara.

I
will keep my promise. And you had better keep yours.

Who did she think she was to make demands? He had her sister. He held the cards. He had the power. She was his puppet. His pawn. His plaything. Yet, like the miserable bitch she was, she was making a blind grab for authority. Instead of being broken and cringing, she was rising up out of her shell, trying to confuse him with her vile feminine dominance. Talking to him like that. Like… like she was his mother. Like he would listen to what she said and obey like a good son, a good dog, a sniveling little worm.

 In the back of his head, he could hear his mother laughing.

Grinding his teeth, he tried his keys on the vault door, scraping each one across the rusting metal for purchase. He went through seventeen of them before he found one that worked.


I want my sister back, alive and unharmed.

(fuck you, witch! i’ll give you the little cunt in a bag, do you hear me? in a fucking BAG)

I will not go back on my promise and you better not go back on yours. 


 (shut up!)


Because if you do.

 (SHUT UP!)


God help you.

The door swung open with an unpleasant groaning of metal fatigue that sounded impossibly loud as it echoed through the marble forest. The breath of the vault was cool and earthy, a scent of wilted flowers and autumn leaves and deep, dark, subterranean decay. He crossed the stone floor, thinking that this was the sort of place to bring Tara. Get the uppity little bitch in here and lock the door, push her down on a slab.

“No,” she would say. “Please… please… not here, Henry.”

But Henry would only laugh coldly at her fear, her unease, her horror in this chamber of the dead. He would approach her slowly and she would shudder and he would giggle with a scraping, rasping sound that would echo through the vault, the music of the necropolis. 


Yes, that’s what he would do.

 He could see it all in his mind now with a frightening clarity.

Taking up his crowbar, he approached the berth of ELIZABETH SAUNDERS, 1997—2012. He caressed the smooth brass faceplate, feeling a vague electric thrill that was nearly erotic. He gasped. He slid the tip of the crowbar under the lip of the plate and popped it free after some exertion. It clattered to the floor.

“Yes, Tara. Here. In this place. Witnessed by a host of the dead.”

She would beg for mercy but there was no mercy for cunts. They asked for IT and they got IT. Uppity Tara Coombes with her slutty little sister. Tara would begin to sob. She would claw frantically at the iron vault door and 



(the box the wooden box under your fingers pull it out)

it would do her no good. “Come over here, Tara. On the floor. I want you on the floor.” But she would cower as rats grown fat on coffin litter scratched in the corners and a wind of mourning blew across the cemetery in the tortured voices of lost souls. “Please, Henry… please…” Oh yes, because that’s how they always got when it came down to it, when they


(the lid pop the lid free what’s inside oh dear god)

knew there was no escape and they belonged to you and you alone and the realization dawned in their lovely little heads that you owned them. Oh yes, that’s how it would be. Tara. The apex bitch, the predatory snatch, the obscene cunt, the queen of whores. She would fight because that’s how it was: they liked to fight, they liked to


(fingers pulling her free her gray leathery face)

pretend they didn’t want IT. But they always wanted IT. Each and everyone of them and especially BITCHES like Tara Coombes who thought they were so fucking SMART. Thought they could play him and use him and make him do things he did not want to do. Yes. He would slap her senseless and tear her clothes off, let her feel the chill of the grave against her naked skin. Then he would touch her… warm, inviting, hot-blooded and taut-muscled, nipples hard from the cold and


(the cerements the burial gown strip it away expose her)

from desire. Because she wanted it. She wanted him to rape her in the dust and crunching brown leaves, to lay her down on the flagstone floor amongst the wilted petals of orchids and white roses and take

(on the floor yes on the floor the sheared cerecloth)

her here in this night-riven sepulcher, this Golgotha of rustling shadows. To show her that he was the master and not she. That he pulled the strings and she was his dancing puppet who would do exactly what she was told. Yes, she would beg for it as they were wrapped in a common mold-speckled winding sheet, and he would

(the cold clay tearing biting scratching rolling in it)

make her cry out and scream with the shrieking of violated tomb angels as he thrust into her, her voice taking flight like a winged seraph and his teeth drawing honeyed gouts of blood and his nails scratching, digging deep into her

(graying flesh)


skin until she could take no more, limbs trembling, winding around him, tighter and tighter, squeezing him, owning him, claiming him as

(the taste the taste the necrotic sweetness)

her own. The wanting, the needing, the mortuous kiss oh the sweet mortuous kiss upon

(blackened seamed lips grinning death angel face)

her throat, her mouth. Dear Lord of Catacombs, the pleasure of the charnel house, the cool rapture of the mausoleum, two bodies moving with a pulsating death march. Fingernails splintering on crypt stone and thrusting, thrusting, reaching higher realms of funeral delight, the soft dark entombment of lusting bodies seeking the cold and perfect silence of the oblong box and the caress of the worm and enshrouding perfume of noxious graveyard damps as rustling armies of graveyard


(fucking fucking FUCKING HER YES)

rats pour from the crumbling walls in ravenous, verminous rivers and his bride writhes beneath him in a maggoty marriage bed of rotting silk and fungi-caked satin


(hands around her throat squeezing)


(oh god pulling tearing ripping it off at the roots)

and cries out as they both reach the ultimate release of their nameless and unspeakable passion in the dead watches of night.

Henry lay there, breathing hard, trying to catch his breath, trying remember who and what he was while part of him, that tomb-loving shadowy other he kept secretly interred in a narrow box, wondered why it mattered at all.

 Tara.

“Now, my darling,” he said to her. “Now we know who owns who and who grovels at whose feet.”


(touch me touch me again)

Pulling his clothes back on and wiping sweat from his face, his pink tongue wormed at his lips, hungering for the giddy intoxication of the exhumed, of flesh sweet with mortuary perfumes and embalming spices.

“No, Tara. Not until you beg.”


(oh please master please)

He swept her up from the floor and she was remarkably light in his arms like a bag of bones. Stepping out into the night and leaving their nauseous marriage chamber behind, Henry crossed the sleeping, wind-rustling graveyard with his bride. It was only when he dipped his mouth down to kiss his betrothed that he remembered that she no longer had a head.

 



45

She slept, she must have slept because she came awake there in the kitchen, curled on the floor, the beat of her heart like something tiny and muffled scampering through her chest. Along the walls, the shadows were beckoning things welcoming her to a world of soft darkness where you could hide away like a child beneath a blanket. 


 Tara sat up with a sudden, inexplicable cry.

She did not come awake as she used to—slow, fuzzy-headed, groggy beneath a crust of sleep—but like an animal: bright-eyed, tensing, ready to spring. Something has happened here, Tara, and do you know what that is? That little voice, that little awful voice… was it her voice? She did not recognize it. It was alien, disturbing, like hot sour breath against the nape of the neck in the dead of night. It did not belong and yet it belonged completely and it had given her a puzzle to solve. Her mind filled with a cool blackness, her raw fingers like rusting hayforks, she pulled herself along the floor on her belly. That’s it, the voice told her, now you’re in the zone. She crawled over the linoleum, a machine of flesh and blood obeying unspeakable rhythms, grotesque thoughts skittering through her head like frightened mice.

 Her shoulders bunched.

 Her heart raced.

Something inside her pulled up, cornered, baring its white shining teeth. Invasion. That’s what: invasion. Now you know, Tara, now you can feel it in you like a dark wine, can you not? Yes, yes, she could. While she had dared sleep—dreaming, dreaming she was an owl hiding in a tree, waiting for a rodent to swoop down upon—there had been invasion. She sprung to her feet and ran hysterically from one end of the house to the other, turning on lights, filling the tomb of sleeping shadow with light to see by, light to work by and—oh no, no, no, no, how do they dare?—she saw the invasion: spiders. Spiders had spun cobwebs over the walls, her clean, sterile walls. And not just webs, but careful silky plaits and sweeping parasols and fine intricate ruffles. And maybe even worse… she could smell death again, a morbid perfume that oozed from the walls in a yellow effluvium.

Tara knew she could not stand for it, would not stand for it. Out came her battalions of buckets and pails, ammonia-smelling cleaners and pine-smelling disinfectants, sponges and scrub brushes and rags. She started to clean, scrubbing and wiping and sinking her stinging fingers into pails of hot water and the pain it brought was like a holy penance and she dwelled in its house and was content there, for all dirt and filth and scum had to be cleaned away by her hand and none other.

 And in her head: the metallic echo of a scream.
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His father lay in the coffin, a wax effigy melting into casket satin, sinking slowly into mortuary depths and Henry loved him and hated him and was maybe even jealous of the dark waters his father was descending into. The funeral home was a calm and quiet place and nobody stared at you or called you names or pointed at you—graveworm, graveworm, lookit Henry the graveworm—and you could relax there and know peace amongst the dark woodwork and purple velour tassels and pleated curtains, listen to the mourners coming and going, passing like rain, patter-pitter-patter, shadows sliding about, here then gone.

“Henry.” Oh God that voice. “Henry, Henry. Come to the casket.” His mother’s voice and as he heard it he looked for somewhere to hide: a sofa to slide under, a dark corner to secrete himself into, anywhere she could not find him but then her plump greasy hand seized his own, enveloping his fingers in a white mushroomy flab. Tall and cavern-eyed, mother pulled him toward the box, drowning him in a fetor of nauseating flowery perfume which canceled out the good pleasing odors of funerary spices and secret chemicals.

Henry could not escape and mother dragged him over there, Say goodbye to your father, her voice instructed him and Henry could not because there was something thick and clotted in his throat and his voice would not come and as it would not come, that awful sweating toadstool hand seem to grow larger until his own hand—fine and thin-fingered—disappeared into moist, hot folds. He squeezed his eyes shut, but—Henry—she forced him to look and he remembered in that stark moment how they had found the old man who was not so old, maybe a middle-aged man with an ancient defiled soul, lying on the floor, curled up, hands clutched to his chest and eyes like shiny dark marbles that rolled in dun sockets. Dying, dying, as something inside him let go from the strain of what he had seen his son doing and what his heart could not hope to contain and that which his mouth would never speak of. Henry did not want to look at him because he was afraid those gummed eyes would pop open and impale him with a disapproving look of utter disgust—

No, no, please, I didn’t mean to disappoint you. Please, please, PLEASE… I can’t help what I do.

His father had been a stern man. Proud, self-reliant, independent. He had loathed what he found his son doing, yet loved him when he looked past all that to the man his son could have been. Without his mother and that crazy brood of relatives. Touched, Henry. Man to man, I say to you, they’re all touched. It runs in the blood.

Henry breathed in and out, shaking away the chill that crawled over his skin. That was years ago and he was not a boy now. He was a man. A man with business that needed attending to and if he didn’t get it done, then no one would because that’s how it worked. But there in the darkness of that old wind-creaking house, he could not seem to remember what the business was. It got that way sometimes and he had to think to remember because it was important.

 But he could not remember.

 His mind was blank.

There was a woman… but his mind could not give her a face.


Oh God, what will I do now?

Then the thing that lay across his lap said, “You’ll do exactly what I tell you.”


(yes, mother)

 “Yes, Tara.”
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Keep your nerve. Don’t lose it now.


Whatever you do, don’t lose your head.

But she was in the dark, chained to a wall in this filthy cellar, trapped in an envelope of rank, sweetish decay. It was like living in a freezer filled with spoiled meat. 


Worm had extinguished all the candles earlier because she thought the dark was nice, very nice. No, that’s not what she said and you know it! Pretty, pretty, pretty. Something like that. Isn’t the dark pretty, Lisa? Pretty like you? Lisa waited there, her ass and legs completely numb now, her shoulder not in much better condition from the dog chain wrapped tightly around her wrist and secured to the wall so that her arm was perpetually stretched above her head.


You could stand up.

No, not yet. For some reason she did not want to do that. When the time came, but not until. She kept formulating one impossible escape plan after the other. Worm was dangerous. Even if she got her wrist free of the chain, she’d have to contend with Worm who was deranged and somehow primeval. And who could say where Henry was? Hiding in the shadows upstairs maybe. Waiting for her to try something.

 The stench.


 Worse now.


 Buried things, black wormy soil.


Worm.

She was near. Lisa was certain of it. Then something brushed the back of her hand and she flinched. Worm giggled. Lisa waited. A game. Some kind of game. Worm made her hands into crawling spiders that skittered up Lisa’s legs, spending far too much time between her legs. Now up her belly, moving across her breasts with a tickling of fingernails. Her throat. Those dirty, casket-smelling fingers were in her face now. She did everything she could do not to scream or ball up her free hand and punch Worm in the face. It wasn’t time for that. Not yet. The fingers tried to get in her mouth but she pressed her lips tightly.

 The hands withdrew.

She could hear Worm breathing.

Silence for a time that dragged out to five minutes, then ten. Her skin was crawling. Her heart pounding. Her tongue pressed tightly to the roof of her mouth to keep down the roiling nausea in her belly. It was bad enough when Worm touched her, but when she didn’t know from which direction it would come… 


A stealthy movement just off to the left. A dragging sound from the right. A heavy breathing near her left ear. The sound of hands—or paws—digging in the dirt.

A match was struck and Worm’s face in the flickering light was ghastly like a mask carved from moist yellow tallow, the grinning mouth wide and thin-lipped, almost reptilian, the eyes huge and green and wet like sliced grapes.

“Shhh,” she said, holding one mold-caked finger to her lips. “I’ve brought my friends, but you have to be quiet. Very quiet.”

Lisa tensed, her breathing accelerated. It felt like something thick and slushy was rising up the back of her throat. She gritted her teeth. “Okay,” she managed. “I’ll be very, very quiet.”

“You must,” Worm warned her. “Henry said I must never take my dolls from the secret room or he’ll take them away.”

 Lisa swallowed.

“Close your eyes,” Worm said.

Worm lit the other candles, tall slender tapers that looked like the sort you would see on a festive table for a Thanksgiving or Christmas ad. Lisa closed her eyes and waited for what came next because she knew it would be bad beyond belief but if she wanted to get out of here in one piece she would need to be delighted with whatever it was that Worm showed her. No disgust. No horror. Absolute delight.

 The stink of putrescence was suffocating.

“Open your eyes now,” Worm whispered.

Lisa did and choked down a scream at the back of her throat. Even so, a slight strangled moan came from her lips. A hot fever sweat broke on her face and her teeth chattered involuntarily as an icy chill raced over her body, down her belly and up her back.

Worm’s friends were in attendance.

There were three of them and Worm introduced them as Dirdree, Billy No-No, and Lazy Baby. Yes, they were small like dolls but bloated and nasty, corpse-things with blackened faces and plump fleshy gourds for heads. They were puffy and soft and unbearably grotesque, all of them decaying and bursting with maggots. Small, pathetic things stolen from ripening graves and sutured intricately so they would not fall apart.


Oh God, oh God, not this, not this—

“Do you like them?” Worm said. “They like you. They think you are very pretty and would like to play with you. Do you want to play with them, Lisa?”

Lisa found that she could not speak. Her brain was reeling, her sanity like something warm and pliable settling into a pool in her skull. Her tongue felt thick, her lips numb… it was as if her mouth was filled with cold unyielding tar. She was precariously balanced at the edge. Between the here and the now and a bottomless black sucking hole of madness opening up inside her.

 Tears running down her face, she tried to speak.

 “Lisa?”

“Yes… yes, I want to play with them.”

Worm crouched there, staring at her. “Why are you crying?”

“Your friends…” Lisa breathed in and out, slowly. “They’re so beautiful… they make me sad because I miss my friends.”

Lisa wanted to shut her eyes and never open them, but she could not. Part of her refused and another part knew that it would anger Worm and that wouldn’t do at all. So she looked. Absorbed. Filled her narrowing mind with the meat of nightmares that would keep it fed for years. Giggling, Worm picked up Billy No-No and held him up in his rotting little burial suit so she could look into his black shoebutton eyes and see the grave mold growing up his puckered little face like a black pelt. His lips had shriveled back exposing tiny even teeth and gums gone gray and corrugated.

“What did you say, Billy? Tell mother.” Worm held the little horror to her ear and grinned. “Billy No-No thinks you are so pretty he would like to kiss you, Lisa. Kiss and kiss and kiss you. Kiss you all over.”

Then Worm turned and shook a finger at Dirdree. “You must not cause trouble!” she warned her. “Or we’ll have to bury you back up! We have a guest and we must be on good behavior.”

Dirdree, who had been planted in the dirt, slumped over and fell, one stiff little hand reaching up. There were tiny white things crawling in her hair, beetles exploring the hollow cavity where her nose had been.

“Bad girl!” Worm told her. “Always causing trouble! Always showing off! Mother is very disappointed!”

Lisa was on the verge of a complete breakdown. The tears would not stop coming. Her teeth would not stop chattering. She was hot and cold, sweating and shivering, a thick white jelly filling her chest, her thoughts bouncing around in her skull like marbles.

I can’t… I can’t… I can’t lose it. I’ve got to keep it together got to keep it together got to hold on got to to to… 


Worm turned away from her and picked up Lazy Baby and shook her violently in Lisa’s face, things falling off her. She looked like a swollen white slug bursting from her frilly white baptismal dress. She had distended so badly that her skull was misshapen and huge, the fine cornsilk hair which once covered her scalp now reduced to a single lock sprouting from the crown of her skull. Her face was green and black and oozing with foul drainage.

“Lazy Baby thinks you are the prettiest of all,” Worm said, bringing the putrid thing ever closer. Grave maggots fell from it and squirmed on Lisa’s bare legs. “She wants you to touch her… to kiss her and love her and play with her.”

“No… no… please… no I can’t… I can’t… I CAN’T TOUCH THAT FUCKING THING—”

“You will! You will! You will!” Worm told her.

She took hold of Lisa’s free hand and pressed her fingers against Lazy Baby’s face which was soft and squishy. Like a swollen, rotting peach, her fingers broke through the skin and corpse slime ran down her fingers.

 Lisa screamed.

 “SHUT UP!” Worm cried. “YOU SHUT UP WITH THAT!”

But Lisa could not shut up. She no longer had control of her mind and it was breaking open, shearing, splitting right down the middle and the noise it made was the wild, hysterical screaming that came from her mouth.

 “WHAT IS THIS?”

Henry Borden stepped into view. “What have you been doing, Worm? What are those things doing outside of the secret room? You’ll ruin everything! You’ll ruin the game!” He had a corpse in his arms with dangling gray limbs. He kicked Worm and she made an animal-like squealing sound, dropping Lazy Baby whose head broke free and rolled across the dirt floor.

“Not my baby! Not my baby!”  Worm whined, trying to put the head back on again as Henry dumped his prize next to Lisa and began to slap Worm viciously until she rolled over and offered her ass to him and then spun around, snarling, anxious to draw blood.

 And all the while, Lisa screamed.


 And screamed.


 And screamed.


And screamed as her mind came apart like delicate candy glass… head thrashing, eyes wild and glassy, saliva bubbling from her lips in a pink froth.

“SHUT HER UP!” Henry shouted at Worm. “YOU BETTER SHUT HER UP IF YOU KNOW WHAT’S GOOD FOR YOU!”

Worm snarled at him again and he kicked her. She let go with a short sharp doglike bark and then leapt on Lisa, her scabrous hands gripping her throat and squeezing and squeezing until Lisa’s mind began to close up like a hothouse flower, petals folding into themselves and sap running cold and dead. Teeth gnashing and mouth foaming, Worm continued to bear down, squeezing harder, pressing Lisa’s windpipe shut, banging her skull against the cellar wall again and again as darkness exploded in her head and she sank into serene oblivion, a voice very much like her own wailing in its madness: thank god thank god oh thank god—
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Tara’s eyes peeled open: they were bright and aware with an animal intensity as was the brain behind them. There was a threat nearby and she had sensed it in the depth of some twisted nightmare of the chase.


Yes.


She could smell the threat—decomposition.


She leaped naked out of bed and ran about the house turning on every single light again, beads of sweat running down her brow and plastering her hair to her face.


That stink.


Where was it coming from? Down on her haunches at the bottom of the stairs, she sniffed like a dog. Smelling. Casting. Locating. The kitchen. It was coming from the kitchen and she had to take care of it before the entire house reeked like a plundered tomb.


Drip, drip, drip.


On all fours she crawled madly into the kitchen.


Drip, drip, drip.


She stopped at the archway.


Drip, drip, drip… 



Yes, the stink was oozing out of the walls like blood from a slit artery. In her mind she could see the yellow festering streaks the stink left as it trailed down the walls and pooled on the kitchen floor. It was flooding. The kitchen was flooding with vile charnel perfume. If she didn’t take care of it, it would sink the kitchen in loathsome grave stench.


Into the closet. Plastic buckets. Mr. Clean. Pine-Sol. Lysol. She emptied them into the buckets and filled them with steaming hot water from the sink sprayer. She filled a Dutch oven with water and turned the burner on high to get it boiling. 



She went after the walls with a scrub brush.


The floor with a mop.


The appliances with a sponge.


She soaped and scoured and disinfected, scrubbing and swabbing and sanitizing. She went at it until she was glistening with sweat, her hair dripping wet, moisture pooling beneath her eyes and running down her cheeks. Her lips tasted of salt and her sense of smell was numbed from antiseptic cleaners. When the water was boiling, she poured it right in her buckets, scalding her hands as she recharged her sponges and scrub brushes and rags. She cleaned and cleaned and cleaned. Washing down the countertops, scraping them with a razor in search of residue. She polished the stainless steel sink basin, the faucet, the spigots. Nothing eluded her. She even got out a fine-bristled toothbrush to get at anything she might miss.


And when she was done, she started again.


And again.


She went at it for a solid hour before she was satisfied. And then, sobbing and moaning, an agonized cry twisting in her throat, she collapsed on the kitchen floor with rags in her hands.


In her dreams, she could smell a pervasive rot.


It was gagging.
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In a gloomy, candlelit cellar in a gloomy house of death:


Worm squatted in the corner, sucking her thumb.


Lisa’s still form was slumped against the wall, head hanging to the side, eyes sightless and staring.


And in the dirt before them:


Henry with the cadaver of a woman he not-so lovingly referred to as Tara. He was breathing hard on top of her. Pushing. Pushing. Deeper. Teaching her, yes, schooling her as he had schooled Worm, loving Tara in front of her to show his displeasure with her.


Breath barely coming.


(discipline her, henry)


Lungs filled with fire.


(she’s ours and we have her now)


Loins slapping.


(soon… soon we’ll have her)


Climax building.


(just like we’ll have the other tara)


(ours)


(ours alone)


(soon… soon you can return to mother)


And beneath him, the moldering and thoroughly putrefied headless corpse was ground into the dirt, gradually breaking apart.
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Tara jerked awake on the kitchen floor and for some time had no idea where she was or her minor little place in the universe at large. But she did know what had wakened her and that was Lisa’s voice. Lisa’s voice shearing through her muddled dreams like a straight razor and filling her being with a cold, weary sickness that made her moan and pull herself into a trembling fetal position there on the floor.


Lisa was hurting.


Lisa was in danger.


Lisa was dying.


Lisa was dead.


The thoughts and possibilities stumbled through her mind and she shook and whimpered, feeling so unbearably helpless, weak and pathetic. But still that voice, the one at the back of her skull cried out: I’LL FIND YOU, LISA! I’LL FIND YOU AND I’LL FIND HIM AND WHEN I DO WHEN I DO—


Yes, she knew exactly what she’d do and she closed her eyes.


Drifting off.


Grinning.



 



Part Three:


Dead Skin Mask
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Detective-Sergeant Wilkes stood outside the Hillside Cemetery office while the coroner’s people and CID techies came and went, buzzing about like bluebottle flies around an especially juicy brown turd. He paid little attention to them. He was looking out across the grounds, watching leaves falling from the trees. Cool night last night and the cool nights brought autumn that much faster this far north. Second of September and already it was beginning. Stray leaves fell from the big oaks and maples, clustering around gravestones and blowing around the doors of crypts.

Fingerman came from inside, stood there, a good cop for the most part, but big and gangly the way they built kids these days, weaned on too many cop shows, always going on about his “gut-instinct” and “bad feelings” like one of those carefully pressed and polished Hollywood cops on the tube. Too stern, too cool, lots of bullshit dramatic pauses like he was David Caruso or one of those glamour boys reading from a script. But that’s the way they turned ‘em out these days down at the Academy. Like they were all pressed from the same mold.

“Pretty cut and dried, you figure?” Wilkes asked him.

“Whatever is in this business?” Pause. “It’s a funny world.”

Wilkes liked that: the script was getting better all the time. Sounded like something Charles McGraw might say in an old cop movie. All the kid needed was a cigarette now, only these young cops never smoked, bad for your health and all. Still, a cigarette dangling from the kid’s lower lip would have completed the picture.

 “What are you thinking?” Fingerman asked.

“Nice day. That’s what you got to love about the fall of the year,” Wilkes said, breathing in deep and exhaling. “Cool nights. Good sleeping weather. Warm days, good for working outside. Raking leaves. Giving the grass a good last cut before winter. Maybe edging the walks.”

 “That’s what you were thinking?”

“Sure. I’m a simple type of guy.”

But Fingerman didn’t seem to believe that. “Did you happen to give a thought to the dead man in there?” he said.

Wilkes nodded. “Sure.”

 “And what did you think of that?”

Wilkes watched the leaves. “Weird business, is what I thought. A guy shot down in cold blood out at a cemetery office. Nice set-up for a murder mystery. Something out of Hitchcock.”

 “Who?”

“Never mind.” This kid was really something. But he was chomping at the bit, wanting… no, needing… to get down to the business of being a cop and solving crimes. “Why don’t you run down the pertinents for me?”

The kid was happy now. Cop business. He pulled out his little notebook and went through it all by rote just like they’d taught him at the Academy. He had a stiff, mechanical sort of delivery he’d have to work on. “Dennis Patrick Spears, aged fifty-five. Divorced. No children. Some kind of R & D exec for Cumberland Paper. He manages the cemetery part-time, a family thing. He’s got a place down in Steven’s Point, a cottage in Egg Harbor, and a wife half his age. He comes here late at night or early in the morning to do his business. He took two rounds, one in the lung, the other in the throat that took out the carotid. Bled to death. Small caliber, probably a .25 or a .32, possibly a .380. Ballistics will figure that out. Um… lot of blood, but no tracks in it.”

 “Shells?”

“Nope. Not that we could find. Looks like the area was policed.”

Interesting, is what Wilkes thought. A guy is working late in the cemetery office, doing some paperwork by the looks of it, somebody comes in and gives him two slugs, picks up the shell casings, and off they go. Not much there. Could have been just about anybody.

 “What’re you feeling on this one?” he asked Fingerman.

The kid just shrugged. “He’s an exec. He got to the top somehow and probably has a few enemies. No sheet on him so I think we can rule out the hardcore criminal element. His watch—a Rolex Submariner, worth about eight grand—was untouched as was his wallet which held about three hundred bucks. So it’s not robbery.”

“How did you get all that background?” Wilkes asked him. “The watch?”

Fingerman was pleased with himself and he beamed. “It’s called a Blackberry,” he said, holding out his cell. “Voice, internet connectivity. Also, I asked the uniforms in there.”

Wilkes had to smile, too. “Say, you’re pretty good at this cop stuff. You ever thought of doing it for a living?”

Fingerman’s smile faded. “You always have to go on, don’t you?”

Poor kid. As Dennis Patrick Spears was taken out in a zipped plastic body bag, Wilkes watched Fingerman get his dander up. He didn’t like being toyed with and Wilkes toyed with him constantly and being his superior, that was his right. Still, Fingerman did not like it. But before he got hot under the collar and started pissing about things and Wilkes had to tell him to grow the hell up, Wilkes said, “What are they making the T.O.D. at?”

Fingerman swallowed it down. “Just before midnight, roughly.”

“No witnesses, I’m guessing,” Wilkes said, looking around at the crowded headstones. “Nobody out here would report a gun shot.”

Fingerman ignored that. “CID pulled latents off the door, the desk, you name it. Some of them probably belong to Spears and the rest to God knows how many people pass through here in a week. We’ll be asking a lot to hope one set belongs to the perp.”

Wilkes stood there, thinking. “How do you plan on handling this?”

“I… um… well we’re going to talk to the victim’s wife, his family, his co-workers, a few others that work here at Hillside. Lot of Q and A, I guess—keep our fingers crossed that something comes of it. Other than that…”

 “About what I figured.”

Wilkes didn’t need to go back and eyeball the crime scene, he’d already had a gut full of it by then. In his mind, this was a premeditated murder: somebody with a grudge, a hate, or an axe to grind knew the routine, knew that Spears worked late, so they came in, surprised him, and put a few into him before he could so much as say how-do-you-do. The sort of person who planned out a cold-blooded killing like this knew enough not to waltz through the blood and leave any footprints and probably wore gloves.

 That was how it stood.

“We need heavy background on this guy,” he told Fingerman. “I’m guessing that somewhere in his past or present there is a thread that will lead us right to our perp… if we can get our hands on it, that is.”

“I’m going down to Stevens Point to nose around, ask a few questions. That is, if you can live without me for a day or so.”

Wilkes smiled. “It’ll be tough, but I’ll try.”

What he didn’t tell the kid was that he was getting one of those cop feelings himself. An old lady disappears. Strange. Then a guy is gunned down at a cemetery. Double strange. Neither of these things were the sort of activity you’d expect in a quiet little burg like Bitter Lake, population eight thousand. A teenager or two might drop from the radar now and again, runaways, or a hunter might get gunned down out in the woods… but this didn’t wash. He knew he was crazy trying to connect the dots between these two incidents, yet he couldn’t seem to help himself.

 When they were sitting in the state car, he said, “Ever get anything on that Coombes woman? She still bothers me and I rightly don’t know why.”

Fingerman nodded. “Tara Coombes. Ran her sheet and there’s nothing. No priors. Not even a parking ticket.”

 “She’s clean, as Peter Gunn used to say.”


 “What?”


 “Never mind.”


 “She was lying to us, you know.” A statement.


Wilkes nodded. “I figured as much.” 


 “You gonna go have another talk with her?”

“Maybe tomorrow. I’ll sleep on it. Hell, that girl’s been through a lot. Anybody can see that. But is that because she’s running herself ragged trying to give her kid sister a decent home life or is there another reason?”

Fingerman was quiet for a time. “I can’t stop thinking about her eyes.”

Wilkes couldn’t either and that was the thing that was keeping him up at night. Every time he closed his eyes he could see them looking at him. And why was that? He did not know. But it had almost been like there was something hiding in them, something crouching in the darkness, something almost feral and almost inhuman as if the mind behind them had become unhinged and she was putting forth a great effort to conceal that very fact. He wanted to believe her story. He wanted that very much because, knowing her history, he respected her for what she was doing and he wanted to go easy on her… but those goddamn eyes kept watching him, peering out from the shadows of his mind, electric and cutting.

As they drove out of Hillside, Wilkes studied the changing colors in the trees. Just starting, but how pretty it all was. How fresh was the air and how lonely did the tombstones look all leaning, white and weathered, holding down what was beneath them. Funny how graveyards could make you feel: small, insignificant, your own mortality slowly winding down day by day. 


You got something happening inside you and you know it. You got the mother of all gut feelings about Bitter Lake only you won’t admit it to yourself.

 That was true enough, but he didn’t dare mention it to the kid because the kid would make too much of it just as he himself was making far too little of it.
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Although he couldn’t bring himself to eat, Bud Stapleton knew he had to keep the kitchen clean, so he dunked all the coffee cups into the sudsy water and slowly, meticulously, washed them, liking the feel of the hot water as it chased the cricks and numbness from his old knuckles which were more than a little swollen with arthritis. Some mornings it was bad and he had all he could do to make a fist and on others, his fingers were just stiff and clumsy. The hot water felt good and the very act of doing something—even if it was just washing half a dozen coffee cups—distracted him somewhat.

 At least he wasn’t listening.

 For the phone to ring.

For the footsteps of cops on the front porch bearing bad news. But really, by that point the news could not be good. He would be seventy-four next year and Margaret was only a year younger than he. If her mind had drifted off and she had wandered somewhere, well, she wouldn’t survive the exposure. Not after this long. It had been nearly forty-eight hours. Oh Marge, where in the Christ did you go and what happened to you and if you were in trouble why didn’t you call?

A sob built in his chest and moved up into his throat but he would not allow it. He set the cups in the dry rack and wondered just what it was he was going to do now that he had to face the very real possibility that his partner of fifty-one years would never come home again and he would be alone, so very alone.

Drying his hands, he hung the towel with the yellow mushrooms on the stove rail the way his wife would approve of—carefully folded, mushrooms right-side up and not upside down—and moved down the hallway, passing the antique copper-framed mirror that Margaret just had to have at that auction in Clintonville. That had been a nice fall day like this one, warm with just a hint of chill in the air, a slight blush beginning to touch the leaves overhead. He saw himself in the mirror—a stoop-shouldered old man in a wrinkled flannel shirt and green work pants, white hair receding, facial lines deepening and beginning to look craggy—and did not like the image presented. Old now, everything going to hell. He looked like a threadbare old rag that had wiped up too many spills and polished too many countertops and was ready for the ragbag. Death was coming and he could feel its shadow moving closer by the day. He did not welcome it. Old people often said they weren’t afraid of death, but that wasn’t necessarily true. Maybe you understood it better than you did in your thirties and forties, but you did not welcome it with open arms and measure yourself for a shroud.

You fought it.

You evaded it.

Maybe Death would win in the end (of course it would) but you did not make the chase easy on that bastard. You made him work for every inch of it.

He looked over at the phone, wishing it would ring and wishing it would remain silent for an eternity. The kids had been calling, of course—Katherine and Peggy from Oregon, Elena from California, and Ronny from Mexico City. He could only tell them the same thing again and again. We just don’t know. Your mother went out and just didn’t come back. I’ll keep you posted. How empty that sounded. How weak. By the weekend, they’d start flying in and he did not look forward to it. They would remind him too much of Marge and, honestly, he was afraid to look them in the eyes.

You did nothing wrong, old man. Nothing at all. You have nothing to feel guilty about.

 Yet he did and that guilt was deep and cutting.

He went out onto the porch and sat in his camp chair, easing himself down so his back did not protest too much. Sitting there, it amazed him how quickly youth faded, how bitter was its passing. If there was a God above then Bud hoped in His infinite wisdom he would grant him his remaining years as a younger man. Forty would be about right. Your brain worked when you were forty and so did your body; you were mellowed by time like a fine bottle of merlot but you hadn’t lost too much zip. The grapes of life had not yet begun to sour and still tasted sweet.

Listen to yourself, you old fool. Going on about being young again and thinking God’s going to grant you wishes of all crazy stupid things.

 So he sat.


 He thought.


 He remembered.


Feeling the sun on his arms, he figured he would spend whatever days were left to him wishing that when Marge had left he had paid more attention to what it was she had said. For, truth be told, he could not be sure… but he was almost certain that he heard her voice call out as it did most weekdays. See ya later, Bud. Be home late like usual. But was that it or was his old brain just telling him that because that’s what she said just about every day as he puttered about in the garage?

 Margaret.

Oh Jesus… Marge.

Seeing her face in his mind, hearing her voice chiding him about this and that, he smiled and remembered once, some years back, just before he’d retired off the force, when on a whim, filled with a love for his wife he had not felt in twenty years, he’d stopped and bought her roses. When he came in the door with them, her face went wet with tears, and her voice bright with forgotten youth. “Oh, Bud,” she had said. “Oh you dear, wonderful man.” The memory of that day and the look on her face had kept him going for many weeks.

But now, the smile fading from his lips, his weary eyes graying with sadness, the memory only brought to him a feeling of suffocation for things he had known and would never know again. He knew he had tears on his cheeks and he had not cried openly since he was a child but he could not stop for all he could see was his wife’s face and the more he concentrated on her image the more it began to blur until it was no more, like maybe it had never been. Oh good God, Marge, where the hell have you gone and what could have happened to you?

And it was at that moment that he knew, despite his years, that he could not sit and do nothing. He could not suffer himself that slow, agonizing death. No, that would not do at all. He had to find Margaret. He owed himself that much and her that much for only he could make it right. 


With that firmly in mind, he started thinking about Tara Coombes.
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Waiting for the night because it was now her natural element, Tara lay naked on her bed shivering in shallow sleep, her face and breasts and thighs hot with a sickly-smelling fever sweat. She dreamed she saw Lisa skipping down the sidewalk as she had always skipped as a little girl, except she was no little girl but seventeen. Tara tried to catch up to her, but the faster she ran the faster Lisa skipped away into the filmy yellow sunshine. Then Lisa was skipping through the gates of a cemetery, down a path, threading through the stones and wet grass like some jubilant, mischievous specter that had arisen for a day of play amongst the tombs and markers. She darted in and out of the shadows of trees, seeming to glide over a carpet of pine needles and heavy loam. She would appear behind a stone cross or a weathered headstone, then disappear again. Tara gave chase, her feet unnaturally heavy and lumbering. Then, just ahead, Lisa went down like she was submerging in a lake, sinking away, and Tara saw the open grave that had claimed her. Lisa was trying to dig deeper into it and Tara herself dove in there and took hold of her sister and it was at that moment that Lisa dissolved into a swarm of bloated, crawling graveyard rats.
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Steve Crews did not go to work that day for several reasons. One of them was the ugly welt on his cheek and another was the awful hangover that was running rampant in his belly and in his head. But those were minor, insignificant reasons. The big one was Tara Coombes because he was haunted by her and not in a good way. He and his new friend Frank Duvall—Frank, of all people—had decided they needed to stage some sort of intervention with her, but as to how to go about that they just did not know. Steve had crashed on Frank’s couch and had woken about nine to the smell of coffee. It should have been very uncomfortable, but it was not. They drank coffee and chatted.

 “I’m going to need your help with her,” Steve finally said.

“You got it. Trust me, the way things are going, I don’t have any jobs anyway.”

 “No work?”

Frank shook his head. “She’s pretty dry of late.”

Steve thought about it. “We’re doing a big expansion down at the office, putting a new wing on. Why don’t you handle it?”

 “You’re kidding.”

“Hell, Frank. You’re a contractor, you need the work. We need somebody to handle it, see it gets done. I think you’re that man. We haven’t taken any bids yet, but I know my partners would be more than happy not to have to go through that process. It’s yours if you want it.”

Frank kept looking at him like he was expecting a joke in the offing, but seeing none, his eyes softened and he gripped Steve’s arm firmly—too firmly, guy didn’t know his own strength—and the bond between them was solid.

 “You just saved my bacon, Steve.”

 “Now maybe together we can save Tara’s.”

After Steve got home and took a shower, he called Rich Corby at the office and told him he had their contractor and Rich sounded enormously relieved that they wouldn’t have to be taking time out of their busy days to hem and haw over bids. When that was done he went over to Tara’s just on the crazy off-chance that he had exaggerated the entire thing and misread the signals he was getting from her and maybe blown it all up in his mind into something it was not. He stood on her porch knocking for twenty minutes off and on. There was no answer. The doors were locked. Tara’s Stratus was in the garage. Nothing looked out of the ordinary save that the mailbox was bulging with letters and flyers. It looked as if Tara hadn’t bothered checking it in days.

That didn’t necessarily mean anything… did it?

Next he went over to the Teamsters Hall just off Elm and found Jan Gerlich at her desk, chatting on the phone. When she saw him come in, she did not smile or roll her eyes as she usually did to indicate that whomever she was talking to was going on and on. Steve grabbed a chair and waited about five minutes.

“Whew,” Jan finally said. Still, no good humor had touched her usually smiling face. “And what can I do for you, Steve?”

 “I’m looking for Tara.”

Again, that pinched look. “She’s not here today, Steve. In fact, she said she wouldn’t be in the rest of the week.”

Hmm. “Did she say why?”

Jan shook her head. “No.”

 And was it him or did Jan seem just ever so slightly uncomfortable talking about Tara? She was like some soldier, fresh from the front, her eyes mirroring some secret atrocity that she could not bring herself to put into words.

“Listen, Jan,” he said. “Something’s going on with Tara and I don’t know what it is, but it’s scaring the shit out of me. If you know something, anything, please tell me what it is before I go out of my freaking mind here.”

 “Then it’s not just me?”

Steve felt a spike of dread in his chest. Vindication of his formless fears, yes, but it hardly put him at ease. Something was really happening, but what?

Jan sighed, picked up her coffee mug, realized it was empty, and set it back down. “I don’t know what’s going on, Steve. But she called in yesterday morning. I thought maybe it was my imagination or maybe I hoped it was, but there was something in her voice.”

 “What kind of something?”

“I… I’m not sure.” Jan shook her head. “She sounded… I don’t know… weird. I mean, Tara is always intense, but this wasn’t that… it was almost hollow… empty, you know? Like a prerecorded message when a computer calls you or one of those dolls where you pull the string and they talk. I don’t know, it makes no sense.”

But to Steve it made all the sense in the world. He had gotten much the same feeling from Tara himself. Like she was just going through the motions, saying what she thought he wanted to hear but with no feeling behind any of it. As if the real Tara was light years away and the one he saw was just a dummy reciting a script. Though, now and again, that veneer would crack and something else would peer through and whatever it was, it scared the shit out of him.

Monsters, Steve. Fucking monsters. When the lights go out, that’s when the monsters come.

“Something’s going on, Jan. Something bad, only I don’t know what.”

Jan was concerned too, so he told her about his visit with Tara. Maybe he was betraying Tara by doing it, but he didn’t really think he was because Jan was her friend and she deserved to know how bad things were getting. Besides, the way he was seeing it, the more people who cared about Tara who stood behind him the better.

“I don’t like any of it,” Jan admitted, tapping her lacquered nails nervously on the desk blotter. “Like I said, she’s always intense, but not like this. Do you think… I even hate to say it… that she might be, you know, having a nervous breakdown?”

But Steve could only shrug. “I just don’t know, Jan. But I’m worried. Hell, I’m scared to death.”

 “I called her this morning.”

Steve sat forward. “Did she answer?”

“Yes. She sounded very weird and I asked her if she was feeling okay and she said she was feeling under the weather. So I asked her if there was anything I could do for her, anything I could help her with.”

 “And what did she say?”

Jan chewed her lip. “She said nobody could help her. Then she hung up.”

Well, that was all he got from Jan and it did little to calm him and even less to make him understand just what in the hell was going on. He was more worried than ever after he left the Teamsters Hall. This was big and ugly and he honestly did not know if he was up to it, but he had to be. He had that feeling when he spoke with Tara that something inside her was calling out to him, begging for help, and that feeling was growing stronger by the moment.

It wasn’t until three that he got over to the Starlight Lounge where Tara put in four hours a night hustling drinks. The Starlight didn’t open until five, but some of the employees came in at three. Steve knew they used the back entry, so he parked in the alley and waited.

About five after, Bobby Drew pulled up in his Cadillac convertible and adjusted his toupee in the rearview mirror, pulling off a Pall Mall that was longer than a pencil.

“Steve,” he said, puffing smoke and exuding cologne. “How’s the boy?”

“Okay. Has Tara been in lately?’

Bobby pulled off his cigarette. “Tara? No, not last night.”

 “Did she call?”

“Hell, I think so. Lucky it was slow. She not coming in again?”

 “I don’t know, Bobby.”

Bobby just stared at him, then he smiled. “Oh, one of those things, hey, Steve? Lover’s spat. Shit, it’ll work itself out. They always do.”

“I hope so. Who would have taken the call?”

 “From Tara? Probably Linda.”

They went through the bright red backdoor and into a supply room stacked with cases of beer and liquor. Steve followed Bobby into the barroom. The smell of old booze hung in the air like a yellow memory. The juke was already thumping with old rock and roll.

 “Hey, Linda!”


 “What?”


 “C’mere!”


 “What?”


“I said c’mere!” Bobby shook his head and Steve waited for the toupee take wing. “Jesus, these broads.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming! Keep your shirt on!” Linda appeared from the back carrying a case of potato chips. “Oh, hey, Steve. How’s Tara doing? Still under the weather?”

Is that what she told you? She’s under the weather. That’s good, I like that.

As Bobby went on his way, Linda set her case on the bar, jotted a few things on a sheet of paper and Steve stood there, his mouth filled suddenly with dry cotton, his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth. There were words in his brain, but they would not come. And even if they did, they would scratch dryly in his throat like a stick dragged through desert dust and his lips would never be able to give them form. 


Linda was looking at him, seeing the darkness clinging to his face and knowing, as all women knew, trauma and terror and anxiety when she saw it. “Steve? Are you all right?”

 “What did Tara say when she called?”

Linda sighed, gave a noncommittal shrug of her shoulders… then dispensed with the pretense and let herself go tense to her roots. “There is something going on with her, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” Steve said. He sketched out a few things for her and asked her to keep it all to herself.

“I thought so.” Linda leaned against the bar as if her body was suddenly too heavy to support itself. “She called and said she wouldn’t be in, that she’d be gone all week. Said that she was under the weather. At first I didn’t even know who the hell I was talking to. It didn’t sound like Tara. It sounded… I don’t know, like a different person, someone much older, you know?”

Oh, Steve knew, all right. “What did she say exactly?”

“She said she was sick, you know, under the weather.”

“Nothing more than that?”

Linda shook her head. “I asked her, but all she said was… I don’t know… something kind of strange like if she got better, she’d call.”


If she got better, she’d call.


If.

If… 


There. Did he need much more reason to be afraid? Tara was unhinged and the evidence was abundant. But if that were so, then what exactly unhinged her? There had to be a catalyst. Something. Standing there, Linda’s words echoing through his head with a dull rhythm, he was gripped by the oddest sensation of fear and unreality. It seized him and would not let him go. On the surface things seemed to be quite normal—she was under the weather—but he, like Tara, was no longer a surface dweller. To know her and understand what had happened, he had to crawl on his belly through her murky labyrinth now, get his nose in the dirt and soil on his tongue.


I’ve come down with something and I feel like shit.

That’s exactly what she had said to him. There was truth in that statement, yes, but only a hint of it. He’d known it at the time, that blankness living in her eyes, shrouding what was really going on inside her skull.

“Hey, Linda!” Bobby called out. “I need you over here! Did you order two cases of pizzas? There’s a guy here with two cases of fucking pizzas!”

Linda shook her head. “I gotta go, Steve. You let me know how things turn out. She’s probably just in a mood or something.” Linda uttered a quick laugh at that but it was dead before it left her lips. “Let me know if I can do anything.”

 “Linda!”

“I’m coming! Jesus Christ!”

Then Steve was alone, feeling things he did not want to feel and knowing absolutely nothing. He felt weak in the belly and dizzy in the head and he stumbled out into the alley, gulping in fresh September air, a perfectly awful taste in his mouth.
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Bud Stapleton wasn’t sure when he started getting a bad feeling about Tara Coombes, only that it was there and maybe it had been from the first. Like catching a whiff of rotting meat, once it was in his head he could not get it out of there… something was wrong, something had gone bad in that girl or around her and he knew this without actually having any evidence to the same.

 His mind kept going back to the day Margaret had disappeared.

He’d been in the garage working on that old rocking chair Marge had picked up at a flea market. He was on his second coat of varnish, following the grain of the wood with sure, easy strokes. That’s when Marge had called out to him. He could even hear her voice: “See ya later, Bud. Be home late like usual.” There was no doubt of it in his mind now. If she had been going anywhere but over to the Coombes’ house she would have told him.


So either something happened on her way there (which was highly unlikely being that they were only six houses apart) or… or something had happened to her at the Coombes’ house. But Tara said she had not come over, that Lisa was down in Milwaukee. Bud could hear Tara now as easily as he could hear his wife: “No, she’s not here, Bud. I mean, I can go look around, but no one was here when I got home last night. Lisa’s down in Milwaukee with her Uncle Joe and Aunt Claire for a week, so I just figured Margaret didn’t come over. No reason for her to.” That’s what Tara had said on the phone that night. But Margaret must have gone over there. Something was screwy with this whole business. Something was wrong about it.


But Tara wouldn’t lie.


Christ, she was a good kid. Raising her sister up right, working two jobs, she was true blue. And that’s what he was having trouble with. He knew that Margaret had gone over there but Tara denied the same. If you ruled out abduction, then Marge had gone over there and that meant… that meant Tara was lying.


But why?


Why?


Think, old man. You were a cop, so act like one. Okay. 



He went over what Tara had said to him. The way she had said it. He looked for anything in her voice that might clue him in that she was lying. She sounded a little funny… but it was late at night and he woke her up. Yet… yet, for a groggy person, she had her story down pat. That gave Bud a moment’s uneasiness. You woke most people up out of a dead sleep and they were confused. They made little sense. But Tara had seemed quite alert.


Now you’re jumping to conclusions. You know Tara. For chrissake you watched her grow up. You bought Girl Scout cookies from her. You gave her candy on Halloween. You watched her go from being a shy, brainy kid in rollerskates to becoming homecoming queen.


Yet… in his belly, there was a slick of grease when he contemplated the sound of her voice… too quick, too easy, too practiced. In the old days he used to get that feeling from perps.


But Tara?

He picked up the phone, dialed the Coombes’ house. It was picked up on the third ring.

“Tara?” he said. “Tara? You there? This is Bud Stapleton from down the block.”

 Nothing.

No… not nothing, there was something there all right—a heavy, distant breathing that made a chill run down the middle of his back.

“Tara?” 


 More breathing.

 Then the phone was hung up.


What the hell?

There was only one possible solution and he knew what that was so he went and paid Tara a visit. He had to see her. He had to dispel the crazy things he was thinking. Not five minutes after he’d stepped off his porch he was stepping up onto hers.

He knocked on the door and to his surprise, it was answered. Immediately. Almost as if she had been standing there waiting for someone to knock. And as soon as it swung open, he found himself looking at Tara Coombes, something sinking inside him.

 “Bud,” she said.

This wasn’t Tara, was it? Sure the eyes were the same, the hair, the features… yet, something was altered, shifted. She wore her face like a kid wore a trick-or-treat mask, and Bud was certain there was something hiding behind it, something crouching and feral. 


 Or was that his imagination?

“Tara… you haven’t remembered anything Marge might have said to you?”

 “Marge never came over.”

“But…”

“But what? I told you she never came over and she didn’t.” A smile now. She offered him a smile that was pale, tight, stiff as rubber and one that made him feel almost feverish with fear. “She never came over.”

 “But, Tara,” he said then, knowing he had to say something as floodwaters of unease washed over him, “if she didn’t come here, where do you suppose she might have gone?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, Bud. If you want to come inside and look, feel free.”

What was that… a challenge? He was half tempted to take her up on it and at the same time, terrified of the idea. He didn’t really think Marge’s body was in there or anything, but behind Tara, the inside of the house was like some alien territory, barren and cold with moving shadows. And he did not believe that morose atmosphere was the house so much as the woman standing in its doorway.

“No, no, that’s not necessary,” Bud told her, trying to keep the apprehension out of his voice that was running hot in him like poisoned blood. “I’m just canvassing the neighborhood, talking to people.”

 “The police have already done that.”

 “Yeah, and I’m doing it again.”

“Okay, Bud.” That smile again and that unknown something hiding just behind her eyes that was gloating and satisfied.


She’s hiding something and you damn well know it.

 He stood there for some time long after she had closed the door, his mind filled with things he dared not think.
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Wilkes had been through this so many times it made his heart sick. Interrogating hardcore criminals was one thing, but when you had to haul in ordinary people and put them through the business, that’s when something inside you just simply wilted brown. It took the guts right out of you and made you wonder why you kept at it, sticking your nose in everyone’s dirty business. And looking at Tara Coombes sitting alone in the interrogation room, watching her through the glass, it was all he could do not to walk down the hallway to the head and throw up.

 It had to be done, though.

 But he wished to God Fingerman were here to do it.

By this point, Wilkes knew about all there was to know about the woman. What she had been through. Her kid sister. The struggle of their lives. Now Bud Stapleton was saying he was sure that his wife had gone over to the Coombes’ house and that in combination with the fact that they were unable to locate the kid sister, Lisa, in Milwaukee where she was supposedly staying with an uncle and an aunt, had brought Tara Coombes to the State Patrol barracks and into this tiny room.

Wilkes would have been the first to admit that there were a few funny things concerning her—mainly the fact that her sister still could not be contacted—but she hardly fit the type. People kill each other, he knew. They do it for the stupidest reasons imaginable. But there’s always a reason, something that makes perfect sense to the perp… but as far as Tara Coombes was concerned, there was simply nothing. Margaret Stapleton was a family friend. She watched the kid sister while Tara was at work. By all accounts, there was no bad blood between them. There wasn’t scratch.

 Only the bit with her sister.

And Bud Stapleton’s assurance that Margaret had gone over there—at first he wasn’t quite sure, now he was dead positive, go figure—and that Tara Coombes was acting more than a little unusual. All in all, it wasn’t much but with her sister being unaccounted for, it was enough to cast some dispersion in her direction.

Still, it was thin as a razor. Wilkes was not comfortable with it but Bud Stapleton was pushing hard and he still had a few friends, so it had to happen. 


Now, your average citizen had a healthy distrust of the police. When you brought them in they almost always asked to speak to a lawyer. Something any cop could not deny them but at the same time discouraged. Not in words, but in attitude, body language, so the perp would get the message plain and simple: Lawyer? Why the hell you want to do that? I thought we were friends. Lot of cops played that heavy but Wilkes wasn’t interested in headgames and bullshit melodrama. He just wanted to hear what Tara had to say. He wanted her to do the talking. He wanted her version of events.

Okay. Christ. Here we go.

 Tara Coombes did not ask for a lawyer.

 She seemed unconcerned.

Wilkes sat across from her and she just stared at him, wordlessly, a very attractive woman dressed in jeans and a camel-brown leather blazer, russet hair that was straight and shiny swept down one shoulder, neck long and elegant and begging for a gold chain. She was a stunning woman just as he remembered, her skin an almost flawless olive, cheekbones high and lips full, eyes a deep and stormy sea blue slanted in the corners like rising wings. They were the centerpiece of her face, so bright they were nearly blinding and so intense they made your knees weak.

“Okay, Miss Coombes… you know why you were brought in. It’s this whole business with Margaret Stapleton. It simply doesn’t wash and I think you know why.”

“All I know is that I told you several days ago what happened and you’re still asking the same stupid questions and I still have the same stupid answers. I don’t know where Margaret went. I told you what I knew, so I really wish you’d quit wasting my time.”

She spoke clearly with great control. No stumbling over words. If she was lying, she was damn good at it. No hesitation, no shifting eyes. Good God, she never even blinked.

“The thing is, Miss Coombes, we don’t think we are wasting time.”

“Hmm. We’ll agree to disagree.”

Yes, she certainly had her ire up. That was understandable. She was very cooperative the other day, but apparently she had reached her limit now. Not that Wilkes was surprised. Most people were cooperative but that cooperation only went so far.

 “All we need to do is get in touch with your sister.”


 “Is she being charged with something?”


 “Well, no.”


 “Then leave her alone.”


“We need to talk to her. That’s all.”

 “And as I told the officers who picked me up, when she gets back from Milwaukee I’ll get in touch with you.”

 “Just a few words with her would clear this up.”

“Clear what up, Detective?” Her eyes speared into him, nearly drawing blood. “What exactly is there to clear up? Margaret Stapleton did not come over that night. My sister did not see her and neither did I. And I assure you we didn’t kill her or steal her away into the night.” 


She was impossibly cold. She did not look nervous, yet her left hand was shaking so badly she balled it into a fist. Her right was calm as stone, however. She looked tensed, ready to spring. But from all he’d heard she was a little hyper, an extreme sort of person. That and her alleged illness could account for the nerves. But that chill coming off her… it was nearly palpable like the breath from a freezer.

 Wilkes could feel it along the backs of his arms.

“The thing is…”

“The thing is you’re wasting my time. I haven’t been feeling good lately and I really don’t have the strength for this nonsense.” She was staring beyond him now. Looking at the mirrored glass. No, she was glaring at it. “I’m pretty sure that Bud Stapleton put you up to this. In fact, I’ll bet he’s standing right behind that glass. If I was you, I might look into Mr. Stapleton a little closer. Maybe he knows more than he’s telling. Or is that something you can’t do because he was a cop once?”

Boy, she was pouring it on strong now. She was smart, intuitive. She knew Stapleton was back there and she was challenging him to show himself. 


“We just want to talk to your sister. If you have a cell number or—”

 “Unless she’s being charged with something, her whereabouts are none of your damn business.”

 “I can make it my business.”

“Then do so. And if you want to charge me something, get to it already. Otherwise, this little talk is at an end.”

 “Miss Coombes—”

 “If you persist, I’ll file harassment charges.”

She had him and he knew it. They had nothing on her and they sure as hell didn’t have the right to recall her sister from Milwaukee just because an old cop thought there was something funny going on. They tried something like that, the DA would have their asses in a wicker basket. This was a waste of time. Tara Coombes was absolutely right. But Wilkes decided he’d try a different tact.

“Your sister… what is her name?”

“Lisa,” Tara said, a slight tic in the corner of her lips. Her eyes widened when she said the name as if something in her had weakened. It was barely there for a second but it was there. Those eyes widened, then narrowed, then went blank as blue glass again. Funny.

She’s got eyes like a goddamn mannequin… crystal blue, unblinking, forever staring.

 “Detective?”

 “Yes.”

“I said I would like to leave now. That is, unless Mr. Stapleton has the balls to confront me.” She stared at the glass. “But I rather doubt it.”

Wilkes watched her and she watched him. In the end, his heart pounding and a dampness at the back of his neck, it was he who looked away.
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 “Try around the back?” Frank Duvall said.

“No, if she was home, she’d hear us. That woman’s got ears like a cat,” Steve said. “She can practically hear a spider spinning a web.”

 “Let’s check the garage then.”

 “Okay.”

Side by side they walked around the front of the house to the little garage. Her Dodge was still in there as it had been earlier. The mail had not been taken in. All in all, it made that indefinable dread worm deeper in Steve’s stomach. He went back to the front door and Frank followed him. He tried the knob. It was open. This was Bitter Lake. People generally did not lock their doors during the daytime and many didn’t bother at night. 


 “We better have a look,” he said.

But Frank hung back. A big, bristling sort of guy, but he clearly did not like the idea of invading the home of his ex. “I don’t know, Steve. She comes home and we’re here… I don’t know. Be okay for you. But it’ll be a little different with me.”

“Listen, Frank. She hasn’t been answering her phone. She doesn’t answer the door. Her mail’s piling up. Somebody has to go in there. If you want to stay out here, go ahead, but I’m going in.”

“Ah, shit,” Frank said, following him.

First thing they noticed, of course, was that overwhelming odor of pine disinfectants. It was so strong it made them both almost giddy. Steve expected that. He led Frank around the house and Frank looked about as uncomfortable as a man could be, whether that was coming in unannounced or the memories of his time with Tara flooring him… he looked like he wanted to break and run.

 There was nothing unusual.

No body on the floor or slumped in a chair, Steve thought without even a trace of humor. No suicide notes, nothing hanging from the chandelier. Nothing remotely suspicious.

True… yet, his skin felt like it was ready to crawl off his bones. There was nothing amiss, but the atmosphere of the place was almost… sterile. Maybe it was the cleaners reaming out his brain or the obsessive neatness, but the house looked like a showpiece. Something out of Better Homes and Gardens. There was no feeling that someone actually lived here. Not a home, but a magazine photographer’s idea of one. So spic and span, so neat, so spotless… it was like nothing living had ever passed through there.

 Frank was nervous about going into the kitchen.

Sure, Steve understood that. He’d had a relationship with Tara and Tara’s world was her kitchen. Though she was simply too high-strung to eat much herself, she cooked and baked with a frenzy. And that was probably because her mother had and she made sure that her mother’s shoes were filled completely. Lisa would lack nothing.

The kitchen was just as spotless. The smell of Pine-Sol was even stronger, mixed with stale cigarette smoke into a heady, pungent brew. There was an ashtray by the sink, but it was empty. That was Tara. Two butts in there she’d empty it, wipe it out.

 Steve looked in the garbage.


 “What the hell are you doing?” Frank asked him.


 “I want to see if she’s been eating.”


 “Has she?”


He shook his head. “Nothing but cigarette butts.”

He went over to the refrigerator and saw that it was amply stocked with milk and juices and bottled water, fruit and vegetables, but no meat. No leftovers. Everything was meticulously organized in its proper place. The water bottles were in such straight lines you could have set a level against them and the glass shelves themselves were gleaming.

 “Man, she’s even more anal than she used to be,” Frank said.

“She’s always like that a little bit,” Steve said, though it did not need saying. “But… but this is extreme even for her.”

 “What are you thinking?” Frank asked him.

“It’s just that…”

 “This place looks like it was stored in a box?”

 “Yeah.”

Nothing more needed to be said about that. Steve led the way upstairs and, again, Frank hesitated. They were now invading the most private recesses of the house. It was up here, Steve knew, that she and Frank must have—

 No, he wasn’t going to think silly jealous shit like that.

Frank would not go into Tara’s room, so Steve gave it the once-over himself. Nothing out of place. This was a waste of time. She was just busy as usual, that’s why she wasn’t home. He knew if he told himself that long enough he might even start believing it.

 Lisa’s room.

Now here was the strange thing: Lisa’s room was what might be called Teenage Girl Modern. The bed was unmade. Clothes overflowing the hamper. CDs and books heaped on a desk, a vanity mirror top cluttered with makeup and nail polish, a few magazines, a couple empty water bottles, hair dryer, a heart-shaped tin overflowing with ponytail rings. The closet was ajar and that was because there were so many shoes in there the door wouldn’t close.

Frank laughed at the sight of it all. “Well, the kid hasn’t changed any.”

Steve tried to laugh with him, but it just wouldn’t come. Tara had sterilized the entire house… but left this room untouched? It seemed absolutely inconceivable. Tara was always after Lisa to clean her room. It became a bloodied point of contention between them. Absolute verbal knock-down, drag-outs. And in the end, of course, Lisa won and Tara couldn’t take it so she went in there and cleaned it herself and Lisa had a pissy fit over the whole thing. Drama, drama. 


But now in this latest manic, obsessive-compulsive cleaning barrage, she had left this room untouched?

 “This doesn’t make any sense,” Steve said to Frank and told him why.

 “Maybe she got sick of it.”

Steve just looked at him. “Tara? Conceding defeat?”

“Yeah, I see your point. She got lazy?”

 Again, Steve gave him the look.

 “Okay, I guess not.”

This was screaming something dead in Steve’s face but for the life of him he could not hear the words. This meant something. This was no red herring, this was the big clue, only he could not define it. 


“Let’s get out of here,” he finally said after standing at the doorway to Lisa’s room for a few minutes. It was like the threshold between tidy and chaos, between this world and the next.

“Sounds good,” Frank said. “This place is giving me the creeps and I honestly don’t know why.” 


And neither did Steve. Only that he felt it so deeply he was almost physically ill with it.
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Wasting time, wasting time, wasting time. Couldn’t they see how they were wasting their time? Tara almost laughed at the idea of them watching her through the mirrored glass. She kept thinking about that movie with Sharon Stone where she crosses and uncrosses her legs without anything on under her skirt. Sorry, boys. I wore jeans. No show today. That made her giggle… but not outwardly, only in her head where sometimes there was a lot of giggling which was better than the other sound: the boogeyman’s voice scratching around inside her skull like rats in the walls of old houses.

 She stared at the glass.

Detective-Sergeant Wilkes said he was going to get somebody to give her a lift back to her house. That’s what he said. Of course, his real reason was to leave her inside this tight little room, alone with her thoughts, maybe hoping some dark flowers of guilt would begin to bloom and she’d cry out, admitting it all, screaming at the top of her lungs—

 But that would not happen.


 She had things under control.


 Completely.


The room didn’t bother her because she was not remotely claustrophobic. Even being buried in a box—don’t think that, you fucking idiot, don’t you dare think that—did not scare her. Let the boogeyman take her and try and bury her in a fucking box and she wouldn’t even scream. Not that she would let him get that far. But she would bait him. Use whatever was necessary to pull him in, get him in the trap so she could show him what it was like to suffer and, oh yes, oh yes indeedy, he was going to find out when he was trapped in her web and she had him right where she wanted him. Do you like it my fat, juicy fly? Do you feel terror and fear as I creep ever closer with my many legs and my sucking mouth puckers for your throat?

 Tara realized she was breathing hard.

 A bead of sweat rolled down her cheek.


Don’t wipe it, they’ll see!

Calm, remain calm, that was how you did this. Yet, the weird and distorted and thoroughly grotesque imagery of her as a spider creeping down her web to the trapped and squealing boogeyman… it had excited her. God, she felt hot all over. Her nipples were erect, pressing against the lacey material of her bra. There was a dampness where her thighs met and she had the craziest, most obscene impulse to unzip her pants and slide a finger into herself… no, two fingers. That’s exactly what she wanted, but she fought against the hot animal lust inside and concentrated on that mirror because she knew they were watching her.


Get a good eyeful, you assholes.


I know what I’m doing.

I’ll get Lisa and then I’ll get the fucking beast who took her. There won’t be any courts or stays for him, I’ll teach that slimy crawling fucking worm to go dirtying up my life and putting his filthy fingers on my sister.

Tara sat there, crossing her legs and uncrossing them, trying to control that pesky tic in the corner of her lips, bunching her left hand into a fist because it shook so badly. It had been shaking like that ever since she’d clutched Margaret’s cool blood-clotted hair with it and pulled the head free of the drying rack. It had touched something it did not like and refused to stop trembling.

 Let it shake.

 Each night the game.


And each night closer.

She felt strong, she felt mighty, she felt invincible. She felt like a warrior hopped up on bloodlust, a berserker tripping his brains out with death-lust. She was ready to spill blood, to bathe in its dark rivers and nobody had better try and stop her. The glory would be hers. The glory of the kill. And her left hand had better get used to it because Margaret’s head would not be the only one it would lift high.


Oh, the smell, the stink.

Yes, this damn room. She could really smell the god-awful stench of misery and guilt, fear and anxiety. These things bled from the walls in a sickly brown sap. She could feel it oozing over her, dripping on her, trying to worm its jellied way into her pores. Wilkes thought he would break her but she was flexible, rubbery, she could not break. But the smell… well, yes, it was disturbing and it made her feel dirty and sticky like there was dried blood on her skin, a membrane of it. Too bad she didn’t have cleaners, she would have cleaned the place up for them.


They’d think you were crazy.

Yes, Tara knew she had to sit there and be calm, relaxed, unconcerned… but her mind kept wandering in so many murky directions, creeping down so many twisting dark avenues. It was hard to control her thinking. It was hard to concentrate. That mirror. They were watching her, those fucking pricks. Funny. Windows. Mirrors. Reflections never looked completely real in them, kind of like Tara’s world which was slightly askew like that untidy world Alice had spied through the looking glass. It felt like that. Everything looked normal… yet it wasn’t, things were off-center somehow, gloomy, shadowy like there was a sheet of yellowing cellophane between her and reality.

 Wasn’t that weird?

She needed to quit thinking like some crazy woman and concentrate on what was here and now. She wished she had her razor. She would cut her arms until they bled and that would make things clearer. It always did.


C’mon, Wilkes! I don’t have all fucking day here!

Soon enough, soon enough. She could still smell that awful stink in the room, but it was her own smell that was starting to bother her—it was sweating out of her pores, an awful fetor of death. Well-marbled slabs of raw meat, coiled greasy loops of gut, cool stiffening limbs, and heads… staring, glaze-eyed heads bearded in drying blood. Good God, the stink of it. It’s gagging. It was in her hair. On her fingertips. They would smell it when they came in. She knew they would because they were cops with cop’s noses, twitching pink hog noses with flaring porcine nostrils that could smell dirt and filth and rubbish and decay. Oh, but if they smell it on me I won’t let them get their dirty grubbing fingers on me I won’t let them I’ll scream I’ll claw their fucking eyes out they better not try and stop me because I won’t let them I WON’T FUCKING LET THEM GET IN-BETWEEN ME AND LISA I CAN’T BUT OH THAT FUCKING STINK OF GRAVEYARD DIRT AND COFFIN ROT I CAN SMELL IT I’LL KILL THEM I’LL SLITHER AWAY AND THEY WON’T GET ME THEY WON’T—

The door opened and Wilkes stepped in. “Are you all right, Miss Coombes?”

She wiped cool/hot sweat from her face. “Never better.”

 “I have a car here for you.”

“It’s about time,” she said, refusing to look at him as he passed because his face looked like pale, moist mortician’s wax.
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When Wilkes was done and Tara Coombes was gone, he found Bud Stapleton waiting for him in a little office that was vacant this time of evening. He was pretending to be reading a magazine, but the tough old cop was nervous like he had a belly filled with kittens. He could barely sit still.

 “What do you think?” he said, paging through his magazine.

 “I’m not sure.”

Wilkes sat down on the opposite side of the desk and studied the dying rays of the evening. He had watched Tara while she was alone and all she did was stare at the glass and smile. And there had been something terribly wrong about that smile… yet, she seemed composed.

“To tell you the truth,” Wilkes said to him. “I find it very hard to read that woman. Her eyes bother me, though. But that doesn’t mean anything.”

 Bud Stapleton nodded.

“I don’t see at this juncture where we can do anything. She said her sister will be home in a few days or so and then we’ll have a chat with her. And if she says she hasn’t seen your wife, then this has all been a colossal dead end and you have yourself a very angry neighbor.”

 Bud grunted.


 “You want my opinion? Stay the hell away from her.”


 “I don’t know if I can do that.”


“Well, you better learn how,” Wilkes told him, uncharacteristically harsh. “That woman has had her fill of you and I’m pretty sure you’re no longer welcome on her property. If something’s going on, you could foul up an investigation. Stay away from her.”

 He grunted again.

Wilkes softened a bit. “I’d say that’s it for now, Bud. All we can do is wait and cross our fingers and hope for the best. Maybe something will break.”

Bud looked up at him with eyes that were worn and rheumy. “She’s dead, you know. She’s been dead since the first and I think I know it just as I think you know it.”

Wilkes said nothing. It was true. When an elderly person disappears, a cop thinks the absolute worst. And he had been thinking that way ever since he got involved in this. Stapleton was a cop. You could not sugarcoat it to an old veteran like him.

 “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“You wait and see,” Bud said, tossing aside his magazine. “I’m going to find out.”

“Be careful with that,” Wilkes warned him. “Stay away from that woman. She doesn’t look like a good one to rile.”

Bud stood up. “You do what you have to do and I’ll do what I have to do.”
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Frank and Steve came up with a plan where they would take turns watching Tara’s house until she showed. Sort of a half-assed TV cop stakeout but it was all they could think of. When she showed, whoever was watching would call the other. It was workable.

Steve was on duty, so Frank took the long way back to his apartment, driving down by Lyman Park as the last rays of the sun spiked through the tall elms and shadows twisted thickly through the picnic grounds. He saw a woman in the distance walking her dog, moving back toward town. There was a vacancy to the park that was oddly disturbing. In July it was bustling with people, music, stands selling root beer and ice cream, kids flocked out on the beach… now just absolutely desolate.

He took the winding drive out to the beach for no other reason than he really had little else to do. He checked his cell. Nothing from Steve. The wind picked up as he neared the beach, leaves rustling and limbs bending.

He parked by the beach house and walked down by the concrete breakwater and sat there, remembering everything yet nothing in particular. It was getting dark and he stared out over the strand at the water, lighting a cigarette with a cupped match and reminding himself he needed to quit.

 He thought about Steve.

 He thought about Tara.

He’s screwing your girl, you know. The thought jumped into his head unbidden and he chuckled under his breath. No, not my girl. Not anymore. If she ever was in the first place.  He’d been so bitter about it for so long that it amazed him now how easy it was to let go. But that was the nature of life, he supposed, it was easy to let something slide from your fingers that you’d never really held in the first place. All you had to do was admit it wasn’t yours. 


In the distance, he heard a dog bark, low and wolf-like.

The wind brought a chill to his spine, his bare arms. He watched the water breaking into foam over the beach, depositing bits of driftwood and lakeweed.

 Behind him, a stick cracked.

Pulling his eyes from the turbulent gray lake, he turned and saw a shape pass into the trees beyond the beach house. It was none of his business who it was, but he was somehow fixated with seeing them. His nerves were still a little funny after Tara’s house and someone being out here with him when he thought he was alone made his guts pull up tight.

 He walked over to the beach house.

He saw the shadowy road winding back to the park. Tall, wind-rustling trees lined it to either side. He saw the shape moving through them, very near the water’s edge.


It was Tara.

He could tell by the way she moved. 


Knowing he should call Steve, he tossed his cigarette and jogged across the lot and into the grass, following her with his eyes and calling out, “Tara! Tara!” but she kept moving away from him. As he ran, the lake breeze blew in his face smelling of dank things and lake mud and congested weed. Tara moved through the trees, a drifting graveyard angel, the wind throwing her hair around in wild conflicting currents.

He caught up with her and grabbed her by the shoulder. “Tara,” he said and she turned, face chalk-white and eyes black in the dying light. She felt impossibly bony beneath his fingertips, frail like a corn husk that would shatter into chaff.

Through bared teeth, with a reedy whispering voice she said, “Get away. You’re not playing the game. Nobody invited you…”

But he would not let her go. He tried to pull her back as she made to go and she fought from his grip with a twisting, serpentine sort of motion that made his heart skip a beat. Eyes gleaming like chrome, she coiled herself for attack—

“Tara… wait a minute now…”

—and leapt at him, hooked fingers going for his eyes, a froth of foam on her lips like she was rabid. He caught her wrists and turned his hip as she tried to knee him in the groin. She fought and shook, her wrists hot in his hands, her body moving with fluid almost boneless contortions. He threw her down and she looked up at him, hair in her face, ribbons of saliva hanging from her lips which were pulled back from even white teeth. She looked absolutely primeval.

 She hissed at him and jumped.

Frank grabbed her wrists again as she came for his eyes and she fought frantically in his grip, head whipping from side to side, saliva and foam bubbling from her mouth, snot looping from her left nostril across her cheek, strands of hair stuck to her face. She was insane. Absolutely fucking insane. 


“Jesus, Tara, now wait, just wait a minute here—”

But she didn’t wait. Her wrists were almost greasy in his fists and she pulled herself free, teeth coming at his face, gnashing, biting, trying for his throat. He had no choice: he pushed her off balance and slugged her in the face with a short stiff right. She let out a cry and folded up at his feet.

Then she was up again and he was shouting at her, but she came on with renewed ferocity and he saw something silver flash in her fist like an arc of electricity. It slashed over his arm and jabbed into his side, scraping against his ribs… and then she turned and fled, fading into the shadows and he went to his knees, filled not only with horror but a rage at what she had just done. He pressed a hand to his ribs and it came away red with blood. 


She had stabbed him. 


 She had actually stabbed him.

He thought for a moment he saw her running through the trees but he couldn’t be sure. Only that he heard something echoing out over the lake: a distorted, hysterical laughter of triumph and hate.

Feeling the blood spilling down his side, he stumbled off toward his truck, breathing in the cool night air.
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Tara fell into the weeds at the border of the lake. They were thick and coveting, threaded with the webs of spiders. On her belly she moved through them, crawling, inching along. She crept through the grass, smelling the earth and the black darkness of the lake. When she reached the water and smelled its dankness filling her head, she dipped her face into it again and again until the heat drained away. She brushed leaves from her hair.

 She had no memory of attacking Frank Duvall.

 There was only the lake, the grass, the night.

“I have to get back now,” she said. “It’ll be time to play the game soon.”

On her belly, she crept through the weeds until she found the grass. Then she ran, first on all fours, then upright into the wind.
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Steve was dozing off when Tara walked right past his car. By then, the moon was beginning to come up and her eyes glimmered like shiny new quarters as she crossed through the yard and went up the stairs and inside.

Swallowing, Steve thumbed Frank’s number but there was no answer.


C’mon, Frank! We had an agreement!

He forced himself to relax and waited there another five minutes, then ten. There were still no lights on in the house. He tried Frank’s number again and there still was no answer. Maybe he fell asleep. Maybe he was in the shower. Maybe he was taking a shit for that matter. Regardless, Steve wasn’t going to wait.

“Fuck him,” he said under his breath and crossed over to the Coombes’ house.

He rapped lightly on the door and then opened it. “Tara?” he called out into the mounting silence. “It’s me. It’s Steve.”

The shadowy rooms were filled with hunching shapes and he thought he saw several move in his direction. Then a voice, her voice, drifting down the stairwell like floating lace: “I’m up here, Steve.”

The sound of her voice was enough to make him take a faltering step back, his body leaning toward the door and the night and the safety beyond. He forced himself forward, each step heavy, something like a headache throbbing in his skull that was not a headache but something older, almost like a rhythmic tribal chant, telling him to get the hell out for Here There Be Monsters. It was flat, uncompromising survival instinct… crude, rude, even painful, but it had his best interests in mind.

 He grasped the banister.

He made the second step before he began to get dizzy and reality seemed to be flying apart around him into hammering/exploding purple-black dots. It was then he knew that he wasn’t breathing, that his windpipe was shut down to a pinhole. He realized this just as he also realized that his body was fighting against him. It really did not want to climb those steps so he was pulling himself up by the stair rail, his heart so heavy it felt like a brick pounding in his chest.


You wanted to see her, asshole, and now you’re going to.

Up in the corridor, he saw light flickering and traced it to its source: Tara’s room. The door was partially closed and from the quality of the light spilling around its edge, he knew she had candles going in there. Candles usually meant one thing with Tara, but he did not dare let himself think that even though already his hormones were gearing up.

 Now.

 Of all times.

He opened the door. Yes, candles were glowing—three or four of them atop the bureau—and Tara was on the floor, squatting, arms wrapped around herself, rocking gently back and forth. She was mumbling under her breath.

 “Tara?” he said.

She stood up, completely naked and he drank her in. His guts seemed to suck into themselves. There were cuts across her thighs, belly, and arms, even her breasts. And recent ones by the looks of them. So either she had crawled nude through a picker bush or… 


“Tara?” he said. “What happened to you?”

She stepped forward and her face was like a pallid smear of grease, her eyes red-rimmed holes threading into blackness. She reached out for him and something inside him cringed momentarily for the long-limbed, wavering shadow she threw against the wall looked momentarily like some withered old hag—crooked and contorted, arms like the twisted branches of a dead tree. But it was imagination, a trick of the light, because the woman coming toward him was definitely Tara: high-breasted, leggy, dark hair cascading down one shoulder, her ravenous sexual appetite on full display.

 “Take off your clothes,” she said.

“But Tara…”

“Do it,” she said and there was a suggested tone in her voice that she would not ask again and her voice… it was like being dipped in amber, melting into it, being encased by it. There was a moment of weird, atavistic fear, but it faded quickly.

He did as she asked even though he knew it was all wrong. His mind jumping with conflicting, swirling dark thoughts, he was almost embarrassed to realize he had an erection. There were so many questions to be answered and so many things to be worked out and yet there he was, allowing himself to be effortlessly seduced. In his mind he saw Frank’s face and he felt guilty. Then Tara was on him, wrapping herself around him like a climbing vine, a parasitic growth, and he let it happen in a shocking display of heat and need. She pushed him back on the bed and took him in her mouth, not so much using her lips or her tongue but her teeth. Nibbling, nipping like she was teasing not him but herself, just having a little taste before she sank her teeth in. And despite all the fears and worries and confusion in Steve’s brain, he liked it, he loved it. Then she mounted him and there was no tenderness or love, it was all simple animal lust, violent, wild, even painful. And when it was done he was laying there… sweating, aching, sore. She had bitten into his shoulder and drawn blood, scratched his flesh raw. His hips felt bruised where her thighs had slammed against him.

 Laying there in the dark, he knew it wasn’t right.

 Tara could be very inventive in bed.

But she wasn’t like this. 


This, he supposed, was inner turmoil externalizing itself. It sounded like half-ass, armchair psychoanalysis, but he did not doubt it for a moment. There was something inside her, something dark, something unknown, something scary and he had just gotten a peek at it. He had seen it grinning at him, a meat-smelling thing with teeth and claws and, yes, appetite.


And I’m not too proud to admit that this woman is scaring the hell out of me.

He held onto her in the darkness. Her flesh was hot and sweaty and throbbing. He tried once and then twice to get her to speak, but she would not say anything. She clung to him tightly, breathing low and even, and her body language told him that she craved a silent, pressing physical connection and no more.

 He closed his eyes.

 Holding her, he slept.
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When Frank Duvall walked into the emergency room of the Mission Point Clinic, his shirt was covered with blood. He was woozy, his arm feeling like it was scraped raw. But he did not panic because it wasn’t in him to do so. He went to the window and calmly said, “I think I need a couple stitches.” Which got people moving very quickly. As it turned out, he needed more than a couple. It took eight stitches to close the wound in his arm and another fifteen to close the gash at his ribs.

They wanted to know how it happened and he told them some crazy, muddled story about how he’d lost his balance and fallen into a bin of scrap metal which was total bullshit and even they knew it but by then he was shot up with pain killers and nothing made sense as he slipped in and out of consciousness.

Now, blinking himself out of it, he was confused. His side was hurting, his arm was lanced by a dull, low thrumming pain. His mouth was dry and his thoughts were trying to swim upstream against the sedatives. There was something he needed to be doing and somewhere he needed to go. But as he sat up, the room spun and he fell back into the bed, slipping into dream almost immediately.
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You’re too old for this shit.

Parked two houses away from the Coombes’ place, Bud Stapleton kept watch. The night had gone chill and he could feel the cold in his old bones and his tired blood. What he needed was a good slug of whiskey to warm him up, but he hadn’t kept any around in years. Margaret did not approve.


Last thing you need is for one of the local toy cops to stop by and find you sitting in your truck with a jug on your lap.

He was aware at that moment just how age had crept up on him and stolen the sunshine from his body. He was tired. He was cold. His back was aching. His knees were throbbing. Good God, and to think this old body of his had once been young and taut and able. It had run through fields and leaped fences and propelled him laughing into leaf piles. And once, in high school, it had rushed sixty yards for a touchdown with twelve seconds left on the clock. That had been a night much like this. But back then when he was seventeen, the autumn chill had made him feel invigorated and alive, it had made him want to run and never stop. Now it just made him want to curl up in a box and dream away eternity.


Quit your whining.

He clicked on his penlight and scanned over the list he had made. Tara’s boyfriend, Steve Crews, had parked himself outside her house just before eight and then Tara had come home just after nine. They had been the only two that had shown. They were still in the house. The lights were off. Bud figured he wasn’t too old to figure what that meant.

He knew Steve only slightly. Enough to say hello. But he seemed to be an all right guy. But then, Tara had seemed to be an all right girl at one time.

But now? What do you think of her now? You were a cop once and you used to do pretty good going on your instincts. What do your instincts tell you now?

He already knew the answer to that one: they were sending out warning signals in every direction. But was that because they were right about Tara? He couldn’t be sure. He was too close to things this time around and age, whether he liked it or not, definitely played a factor. And the sad fact was that he had not done any real police work in fourteen years since his retirement. And even then, well, the last ten years had been a desk job.

 So his instincts were certainly rusty.

 But that did not mean they were wrong.

He thought about Margaret because he thought about very little else these days. When he’d first joined the force they’d lived in a little apartment on Elm above a dry cleaners that later burned down in ‘68. They’d been married a few years by then and had scrimped and saved to buy a 1961 Magnavox TV. It had been the centerpiece of their tiny living room. Bud had been working the graveyard shift then, midnight to eight AM. He could still taste the simple meals Margaret had made back then. The evenings curled up together watching The Dick Van Dyke Show and Peter Gunn. They had done much better in later years, bigger house and more toys and real vacations, but never, he knew, had he ever been happier than he had been in that dinky little apartment with the sweating radiator and the thumping pipes. Oh, Marge, oh Jesus where did it all go? How did the years get away from us?

Bud wiped some dew from his eyes and thought another cup of coffee would go down well when he saw the figure standing beneath the streetlight. Just some guy. No reason to pay him any attention. Yet, Bud was transfixed by whoever it was. There was a strange stirring in his belly. The guy was tall, almost cadaverously thin. He walked with a slight hunch to his back and a careful sort of stride like he was afraid he might step in something. Curious. He passed out of the light and for just one quick second Bud saw his face.

 And that stopped him.

I know that face. I’m sure I know it.

For reasons even he wasn’t sure of, the sight of that face electrified him. Made him very alert and even a little frightened. He searched the reels of his mind, trying to place this guy. Bud’s eyesight was good. It was the only thing that really worked worth a damn anymore. He knew he’d seen that face before… but many years ago. His instinct told him it was in connection with something… ugly.

C’mon, old man. Who the hell is that guy?

Bud watched him walk past the Coombes’ house. He vanished into the shadows… then he came back. He passed the house, turned and came back yet again, secreting himself in the spreading shadow of an oak. He stood there for five, then ten minutes, just staring up at the house. It could have meant lots of things. Maybe he was a stranger in town and liked the architecture. Maybe he had played there as a kid. Maybe he’d grown up there (unlikely since the Coombes had been living there for ages).

 Sure, there were lots of possibilities.

But long after he’d gone, Bud was still thinking about him. Still worrying. Still wondering. Still at a loss to place that face that he was certain he knew from another place, another time.

 It had gripped him and it would not let him go.

This is what made him decide to go home and sit in his recliner. He needed to think. To remember. This was, as Sherlock Holmes might have said, a two-pipe problem. It needed careful sifting of his memories.

 So he went home to do just that.
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 “You should let the girl go,” Elise said.

Henry blinked his eyes, the darkness holding him safe and warm like a womb. “Why? I found her and now she’s mine.”

“Her sister…”

“Tara will do what I say. She won’t dare cause trouble.”

Next to him, Elise lay stretched out, unmoving. “Henry, Henry, Henry,” she said. “You know so little of women. You know even less of love and the ties that bind. Put your hand in mine.” Henry did. “Tara will make trouble. The things you’re making her do. She will be leaving a trail and it will lead them back here. You don’t want the girl… what’s her name?”

 “Lisa,” he said.

 “What use is she to you?”

Henry tried to think of some reason he wanted the girl, but couldn’t think of a one. She was too vibrant, too bright, too warm-blooded. Really, of what possible use was she to him? But if he let her go, she would tell the police and the police would search every house in town if they had to and sooner or later… 


 “If I don’t have the girl, Tara will not play the game.”

 “The girl’s not who you want.”

He blinked. “No?”

“Of course not. You want Tara.”

 “No.”

“Yes.” And Elise proceeded to tell him why and he fought against it because it was crazy talk and he didn’t like it when Elise made with the crazy talk. He only wanted Tara to play the game, that was all. For a long time now he’d been looking for someone to play the game. He was not obsessed with Tara. 



What about last night? What about what you brought down to the cellar? You gave it a name, you called it—

“Oh, but you are. You are completely obsessed with her,” Elise told him. “You liked it at first when she was afraid of you. But you liked it even better when she started threatening you. She’s fierce and angry and uncontrolled. You like that. You like her because she will dominate you.”

 “I won’t let her.”

“You’ll have no choice. She’s much stronger than you. You are being drawn into her web and she will suck the blood from you.”

 “No.”

“You like to be dominated. You like to obey.”

 “Don’t talk like that.”

“But it’s true. Mother dominated you as a boy and she still dominates you from beyond the grave.”

It’s not true. It’s not true. I hate that old witch. I always hated that old witch. I always wanted her dead. Bitching, screaming, disciplining, hurting… she was no mother. Just a hag. A rotten fucking hag. 


 “She’s taken your soul, Henry.”

“No…”

“She possesses it,” Elise said. “Her dead mind screams in your head. She makes you do things. Awful things.”

 “No!”

(don’t listen, henry, don’t listen to that whore! mother knows best! mother always knows best! listen to my voice… LISTEN TO IT!)

“Fight her, Henry,” Elise said, “or she’ll destroy you.”


(WHORE! WHORE! LYING DIRTY WHORE!)

 “Please,” Henry sobbed.

(please, says the frightened little boy! please please please! don’t listen to that whore!)

“Shut up. I won’t listen.”

(you listen to your mother henry mother knows best when it’s all done you’ll come to me and i’ll be waiting i’ll open my legs for you and—) 


Henry let out a pained, shrill scream that echoed through the silence of the house. Sometimes it was the only way to get her out of his head, to force her mind back into the grave where it belonged.

 “Is she gone?”

“Yes… yes. Let’s not talk about it. Please, let’s not talk about it.”

But Elise was on a roll and when that happened, neither heaven nor earth could silence her: “Do you remember after father died?”

 “No.”

A shaft of pale moonlight filtered in through the window. Elise was looking at him. She was grinning like a leather mask. “Yes, you do. You remember what you did? I do.” Henry pressed his hands to his ears because he did not want to hear this. He did not want to remember. But Elise would have none of that. He would listen: “Mother Rose… poor pale and disturbed black-hearted Mother Rose. Mean as a green-eyed cat. She was touched in the head like her whole family was touched in the head, Henry. She worried so much about you, skulking around in the graveyard. Laying with things that weren’t meant to be laid with. That’s why she took you in her room and showed you things—”

“Don’t Elise,” Henry said, close to tears. “You said you wouldn’t.”

“—but I have to, Henry. For your own good. I used to hide outside the door and listen to you two in there, grunting and puffing. Do you remember the sound Mother Rose would make when she came? When you were inside her? That high, squeaking sound?”

A scent of lavender and oil, the wetness, the deep dark wetness. Moving together in rhythm, pushing deeper, panting, gasping. Dirty parts sliding over dirty parts, penetrating, impaling her. Her hot breath at his ear. Then her teeth. Biting. Piercing. Drawing blood. Her eyes rolled back in her head. Teeth gnashing. Loins pounding harder and harder.


Getting closer.


Oh, getting so close now.


She was crying out, her face writhing with animal-like contortions in the guttering candlelight, body tensing, muscles straining, back arching, her sagging breasts shaking.


She bites into his throat.


Digs nails into his back.


A nipple in his mouth, biting until he draws blood.


As climax is reached, as sweating bodies shudder, the third person in the room shudders with them withdrawing glistening fingers from herself.

“Yes,” Aunt Lily says. “How delicious.” 



No, Henry would not remember anymore. He refused to. That was all a bad dream. It didn’t really happen. None of it really happened.

“But I remember,” Elise said. “I listened to it. It made me feel hot inside. That’s why I brought you into my room at night. So you’d stick it in me. Stick it in me everywhere. It felt so good, Henry, it felt so good—”

“You cried. You didn’t like it.”

“I cried because I wanted it so bad just like I want it now. Please, Henry.” He moved toward her like an insect considering a leaf to mount. “Yes, that’s it. On top of me. Oh… oh… oh… force it in there, make it go in… aaaaawwwwww… yes… yes… keep doing that… keep doing that… oh that feels so good...”

“Don’t scream,” Henry grunted as he pushed into her harder and harder. “Don’t scream or I’ll bite you… I’ll sink my teeth into you…”

 Elise started to scream.

 Henry bit into her throat, tearing at the flesh until it filled his mouth and he tasted the gray dust of her, the dry meat breaking apart in his mouth.

“Yes… .oooohhhhh… yes…”

He finished and rolled off her, breathing hard. “Now they’ll know. They listen to us, you know.”

Elise giggled with a sound like a scraping fork. “Let them listen. But the girl…”

 “Yes?”

 “You should let her go.”

“No…”

“Release her. Release her.”

But Henry shook his head. He was remembering things, too damn many things.

“Yes, get the sister instead. She’s the one you want. She’s the one we both want.”

Standing up, Henry told her he’d do it if that’s what she wanted. Brushing fragments of Elise off of him, he dressed quietly and thought about Tara. Yes, Tara was like Mother Rose. Tara was mean. Tara would make him do awful things just like Mother Rose and Elise had and he would do them, God yes, he would gladly do them.
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Steve woke to the sound of a voice; a flat, dead sort of voice droning in the night. It was Tara’s voice and he knew it… but the very quality of it made him question the fact as he lay there, his brain still confused from sleep. It had a very wooden, hollow sound to it like a puppet whispering from the dark of a closet. It made a chill run down the backs of his bare arms.

That’s not her. That can’t be her. It’s someone imitating her voice.

He pulled himself out of bed and walked silently to the door.

Tara was just down the hallway by the sound of it. Perhaps right outside Lisa’s room. He stood there. The door was slightly ajar. He listened. “If you do bad things you’ll have to be punished,” Tara was saying in that flat mechanical tone. “You know I won’t have a choice.” There was a pause. A scraping sound like she was dragging her fingers over the wall. “I’ll do what you want. But remember our agreement.” Another pause. “You’ll get what you want as long as I get what belongs to me. Do you understand? I’m asking you if you understand.” Another pause and he thought she made a horrid dry giggling deep in her throat. “Then it ends tonight and that’s our agreement.” He heard her sighing. “Yes, her husband’s been nosing around. He was a cop. It’s in his blood. He won’t interfere, though. He’s old.”

 He went back to bed.

 Who or what was she talking about?

Tara was whispering in the hallway but he couldn’t be sure what she was saying. He was almost certain she was no longer on the phone—if she had been in the first place—maybe just talking to herself now. The thing that scared him the worst was the idea that she really was mad. That her mind had gone. The evidence was mounting day by day. He brushed his fingertips over the bite marks on his shoulder. Who was it you laid with you last night, Steve? a voice asked him. What mounted you and bit you? It wasn’t Tara. You can’t believe it was her.


It was another.

The door opened and Tara stood there. “You’re awake,” she said, certain of the fact like she could see perfectly in the darkness. “I have something I have to go do.”

 “At this hour?”

 “Yes.”

“Tara, please come to bed. Please talk to me.”

She stood there for a moment and he had the strangest feeling that she was about to do just that… then he heard her pulling on her clothes. “You need to leave, Steve. I’ll talk to you about everything tomorrow. Then it will all make sense to you and you’ll understand why I did what I had to do. Until then you’ll have to trust me.”

“Tara…”

 That voice again, but now with an edge sharp enough to slit a throat: “Do you trust me?”

No, no I don’t trust you at all because you’ve been acting like a fucking crazy woman and we’re all scared half to death for you. You’re behavior is irrational. You’re thinking is skewed. Even the words that come out of your mouth are warped and incomprehensible. But what he said was, “Yes.” His heart winning out again, his escalating love for the woman suppressing natural instinctive fears. “Of course I do.”

“Good. I knew I could trust you. You’ve always been my rock.” 


She came over to the bed and held onto him, kissing him. 


 “You should go now,” she said.

 “Tomorrow?”

“You’ll know everything.” She stood there, waiting for him to get dressed. “Hurry, Steve. You won’t want to be here when I get back.”
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The house was a sculpture of time and silence, the subtle drift of dust and the whisper of the woodworm within the walls. Here in the dining room, beneath the wrought-iron eight-arm chandelier where cobwebs were strung as thick as bridal lace, the table was layered with a patina of settled grime. Plates were heaped upon plates, glasses overturned, crockery shattered, silverware scattered like bones, bits of rotting food abundant with plump bluebottle flies. Those seated there in cerements of mold-speckled velour dresses, support hose, buckled shoes and square-shouldered Sunday suits were like antiquities stored in trunks and glass museum cases, withered and wanting things, mannequin-eyed and puppet-grinned, all silent, all expectant, dusty finger to dusty lip, eyes sunken into dark varnished orbits.

Then the stillness was broken by a wizened voice like a quill pen scraping parchment: “Plenty of red on the cheeks! That’s it, kid! Your mother always was a clown so now you’re bringing out the real her!” Uncle Alden was completely in his element now that Henry was making fools of Mother Rose and Aunt Lily. “Ha! Ha! Ha! This kid’s a riot! An absolute riot!”

Mother Rose sat there, candlelight throwing deep-hewn shadows over her grim disapproving face. While Uncle Arlen slapped the table and raised a cloud of dust, she watched him, a derisive and hateful gleam in her eye. Just you wait, she seemed to be thinking at him. Just you wait because your turn is coming, you can be certain of that.

Elise had joined the throng and sat stiffly, a ghastly smile of stretched rubber at her lips. She hummed a distant, lonely, muted dirge that was high-pitched and resonant like the plucked string of a lyre.

Under the table, looking for scraps, Worm crawled on all fours amongst the pipestems of legs, nuzzling them. Her teeth were chattering with delight.

“Henry, get this crawling vermin away from me,” Uncle Arlen said. “It smells like she’s been rolling in something again.”

Beneath a silken hankie well-gnawed by mice, Aunt Lily whispered, “And I’m sure that we can all guess what that might be.”

Henry painted large red rouged circles on Mother Rose’s cheeks that gave her the look of a garish and somewhat ghoulish circus clown. “There,” he said. “You’re looking better already.” He stepped back to admire his work, strands of glossy black hair hanging over his oily eyes like clumped wireworms. “Tonight, we must present ourselves. Tonight we’ll have a visitor.”

Aunt Lily sat motionlessly like a wax mannequin, waiting, wondering, not knowing and it was killing her. She had to know who was coming. She just had to know. For who was the biggest gossip in that room and who was the purveyor of least kept secrets? Who had been the one, when Henry had fallen into that glum spiritual depravity following his father’s death, that dragged him by the ear out into the cemetery? Your father is dead and you must know that and accept it. And Henry, oh poor Henry, delver of darkness and digger of tomb-scraps, who could not comprehend that death was an end and not a beginning of mystic sepulchral joy, had turned away, throwing himself at the foot of a leaning centuried monument, fingers brushing flecks of lichen from a worn epitaph, tracing the green-furred cracks in the stone with an almost tender and erotic joy. I wish to lie in state, he said, pressing his face to the blades of grass and breathing in deeply of the dark soil beneath. Dead, you hear me? He’s dead, dead, dead, Aunt Lily told him. But Henry had refused to accept that. Aunt Lily had tried, certainly she had tried to straighten out his head.

And now… more secrets: dark secrets of pure velvet. Oh, to know them, to clutch them to your bosom like precious jewels and know—know, mind you—that they were yours and yours alone!

Her fingers were wiry umbilicals threading the broach at her throat. They shuddered, they drummed, they floated up and descended like butterflies: busy, inquisitive, curious beyond decency. Who? Who? Who could it be? She just had to know. Something built in her throat, filled her mouth, slid off her tongue: “Who is it, Henry? Dear boy, tell me who it can be!”

Henry laughed. “Soon you’ll know.”

“I demand to know now!” Mother Rose said very firmly, looking positively obscene with her rouged cheeks and the scarlet smear of lipstick on her mouth. With her pale and seamed complexion, she looked much like a vampire that had just enjoyed a midnight orgy of blood.

“He’ll tell when he’s ready, won’t you, boy?” Uncle Arlen said, his lips pulled back from a gap-toothed grin. “He’s always been one for surprises, Rose, hasn’t he? Remember that night not long after Charles went to his just rewards that you found him in his room petting the thing in the box? You knew something was amiss, didn’t you? You could tell by the smell that something just wasn’t right… but when you saw him holding it there, petting its long hair and talking to it like it still had a body! Ha! What a hoot! This kid and his secrets!”

“Boys will be boys,” Aunt Lily said.

Mother Rose scowled. “He was never a boy. I was never certain what he was. Always lurking in the shadows, always playing out amongst the tombs. Unhealthy, unwholesome, but he could not be discouraged.”

“Boys will be boys,” Aunt Lily said again, feeling she should say something.

Uncle Arlen laughed, ignorant of the spider that webbed his watch chain. “Well, you tried, Rose. God knows you did your very best. Taking him into your room and schooling him. Teaching him how a man is supposed to touch a woman. You tried. You certainly tried.”

Henry ignored them because nothing could sour his mood this night. He painted up Aunt Lily’s tissue-paper face very brightly and never did he once touch her in ways that were unacceptable… though she wanted him to. She certainly wanted him to cup her withered breasts and whisper filthy things in her ear. But he did not. Instead, his breath rushing from his lungs, he scooped up Elise from her place at the table and swung her around like a pale bird, her dress swirling like sallow lilac wings as she crumpled against him, dancing, dipping, cheek to cheek and breast to breast. They danced like marionettes held by jerking, jumping hands. Elise’s spidery fingers clutched at him, her petrified face leaning into his throat as if for a midnight kiss or midnight sup. Together they moved to a low morose humming that came from Henry’s lips. Forward, backward, pirouetting just so with graceful motions that brought great applause from Worm who squatted in a cobwebbed corner, clutching Lazy Baby to her, protectively.

She was chewing on something. Something she found under the table.

“Worm!” Henry said. “You have an appointment. Go keep it!”

 She scrambled away on all fours, leaving Lazy Baby alone in the corner with only white and squirming things for company.

Once all were painted and prettied, Henry dashed from the room. Down the stairs he went into the charnel gloom, whistling uncontrollably, a high and piercing whistle that sounded much like the steady uneasy reedy screeching that played ceaselessly within his own brain. He returned a few minutes later, breaking the silence like a web from four walls to ceiling to floor, and presented a full length bridal gown of beaded ivory satin, the chapel train dragging in the dust. 


He sat it at the table, draping it over an empty seat, among much applause and hooting from Uncle Arlen, a blushing acceptance from Aunt Lily, and a sinister disapproval from Mother Rose. “You’ll not marry one of your tramps in my house! And not in my gown! You will not defame my vows! I will not allow such a thing! Do you hear me, Mister Henry Borden? Do you damn well hear me? Not in MY gown! Not in MY house! That’s… that’s SACRILEGE! THAT’S BLASPHEMY AND YOU, SIR, YOU CRAWLING LITTLE MAGGOT, YOU SIR ARE A BLASPHEEEEEMER!”

“Bravo!” said Uncle Arlen. “First hot blood she’s had in her, Henry, since the night you stuck your—”

“I am not listening to such talk,” Aunt Lily said. “I refuse to.”

But it was too late; Henry had already made up his mind. “Tonight,” he said, holding hands with the latest acquisition to his collection, “there will be a wedding. My bride’s name is Tara. And she’ll be here soon. So you go ahead and pout, Mother Rose, but we are getting married. Do you hear, you dried up old cunt? We are getting married and if you don’t treat my bride with respect, I’ll take you apart and let Worm play with you!”

 “You wouldn’t dare!”

 “Try me.”

“Tara, eh? I bet she’s a looker all right, Henry,” Uncle Arlen said, smacking his lips hungrily. “Even better looking than this little number… not that you’re not attractive, Miss. But without a head, it’s really hard to tell.”

“Another tramp,” said Mother Rose. “Cemetery harlot.”

“My, my,” Aunt Lily murmured.

Henry scowled. “Pay her no attention. She’s just jealous.”

Uncle Arlen burst into laughter that echoed through the tomblike stillness like shattering black crystal. “Ever since you stopped fucking her, Henry, she’s just been a green-eyed monster.”

Henry ignored them all because they were old flaking mummies peering out from rotting strips of gauze. What did they know of love? Let them gawk, let them stare, and better yet, let them learn. He poured his affections onto the headless woman, pretending it was Tara—caressing and kissing, touching and feeling, reading her like Braille on a tombstone, fingers busy, breath coming heavy, mind rioting with images of the marriage bed. 


“I told you you were obsessed with Tara, Henry. She’ll be a beautiful bride,” Elise said. “But you better be careful and you know why.”

Henry did not listen. He only felt his affection for Tara and could not stop fondling her surrogate. Like the busy hands of an old woman polishing a stair rail, he fingered every last inch of his prize, knowing that the affection he showed her was nothing compared to what the real Tara would receive.

And in the ominous and stark graveyard ambience of the old house which was the province of the worm, the silence held.
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When Tara opened Margaret’s grave, the stench threw her back into the grass where she promptly lost her lunch. Gagging, trying to draw a breath, she pulled herself to her knees, wiping bile from her chin. She waited until the dry heaves passed, shaking and sweating.


Are you going to give up now when you stand so close to Lisa you can nearly reach out and touch her hand? Are you going to lose your nerve because of the stink of putrescence? What the hell did you think a corpse would smell like after being in the ground for two days?


The night was cool, leaves falling from the trees, the woods beyond a womb of silence. A horror that was nearly indescribably took hold of her as she made herself reach down into the black wormy earth and take hold of the first of the Hefty bags. They felt greasy and warm beneath her fingers.


As she pulled them out, one by one, things shifted in them and bile rose in her throat.


Stop thinking. Stop analyzing.


Yes, that was the way to do it. She had to become what she was that night she planted these things here in secret: a beast. Something that did what it had to in order to survive.


That’s it, Tara,
put yourself on a shelf and let the beast out. Remember how easy it was when you let the beast have full reign? Remember how the beast buried Margaret? Remember how it almost enjoyed pulling the trigger on Spears?


It’s easy.


Drop to all fours.


Breathe in the smell of the night. 



Tara did this, the atavism like a rich vein inside she was tapping. Its hot blood filled her veins, draped her mind in red velvet, left a sweet and satisfying taste of dark metal on her tongue that enlivened every cell in her body.


She could smell the thick loam beneath her hands.


Feel the black soil packed beneath her fingernails.


Hear the furtive scurrying in the brush.


Better. Without such trifling things as rational thoughts, she yanked the bags out of the hole and dumped them on the ground. Then the rug with the torso in it. They all seemed remarkably weightless. She dragged them to the Stratus and heaved them in the trunk, slamming it shut and breathing in great crisp lungfuls of chill night air.


There. Done with part one.


She walked over to the grave and put it back in order with the shovel, scattering leaves and weeds and pine cones about. Then she walked to the edge of the forest and wrapped her arms around a stout pine, fingertips exploring the crevices in the bark. She saw the boogeyman in her mind—a hunched-over, slithering form—and the image filled her with hate, revulsion, and the need for payback.


Still smelling the stench of Margaret’s remains, she opened her mouth and screamed into the night.
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The conversation started with Steve telling Frank he was crazy to leave the hospital which got him absolutely nowhere, for once Frank Duvall made his mind up to do something, he simply did it. Nothing was going to stop him. Not nurses. Not an ER doc telling him he was in no condition to leave. And surely not Steve Crews. So Steve picked him up at the clinic and walked with him out to his SUV.


Then they sat down inside.


Frank said nothing.


So Steve said, “I’m ready to hear it anytime you’re ready to tell me.”


Frank just nodded. “Not even sure I want to begin this one.”

 “Probably not, but you better.”


So Frank told him. He was still feeling goofy from the drugs that had only just begun to wear off and his ribs and arm were beginning to throb with a repetitive rhythm. “I did nothing but try to stop her. I grabbed her by the shoulder… well that’s all there is. I suppose I’m lucky I made it to the clinic before I fucking bled to death.”


Steve was silent for a time. He was really, really scared. For himself. For Tara. For the love they shared. Shortly after she had cut up Frank, he’d been in bed with her. She had went from an assault to a violent bout of sex without so much as a shrug. She’s gotta be crazy, he kept telling himself. She’s gotta be crazy. But each time that voice chimed in, he seemed to make some excuse for her… but he was plain out of excuses now.

 “Well?” Frank finally said.


Steve sighed and told him he had been with Tara later. He did not go into detail and he did not think he had to. “She said she’d tell me what was happening tomorrow.”

 “And you were okay with that?”

 “Frank, that’s the most I’ve gotten out of her in days.”

 “I suppose.”

But what was bothering him the most and had been bothering him since he left her was what she had said to him. She told him to leave. You won’t want to be here when I get back. Meaning what? She would be covered in blood from some nocturnal feast? She would have a head in a hatbox? What exactly?

He told Frank that part and Frank said, “You can take my word for it, Steve: when she warns you away, you better listen.” He pressed a hand lightly to his ribs. Not a good idea. He waited until the pain subsided. “Here’s the time we start making decisions, Steve. Enough pussyfooting around and hoping shit will just get better. I love fairy tale endings like the next chump, but I don’t believe in them where Tara’s concerned. Whatever that phone call was you overheard, that’s the axis of this whole thing. All of this revolves around it. All Tara’s lying and evasion and violence and weird fucking behavior, it spins on that phone call. Let’s not dick around, okay? She’s out of her fucking tree. We can agree on that. But she didn’t get there on her own—she was pushed.”

 “And whoever was on the phone was the one who gave her the first shove?”

 “That’s it.”

Steve was so floored by everything of late that even the simplest logic sounded foreign to him. Of course, Frank was right. And why he hadn’t made the connection himself was proof positive that his brain wasn’t much good these days. It took a guy who was stitched-up and doped to the seventh gill to make sense of things for him.

But Frank’s not mad crazy head-in-the-stars in love with that woman either. Keep that in mind. I am and that’s why I tiptoe around common sense every time and ignore my own gut-feelings.

“Okay. She’s nuts. She’s violent. She’s being tormented by someone,” Steve said. “Do we bring in the police?”

“Of course not. We do what she told you not to do.”

 So off they went to Tara’s to wait for her.
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In the shadows, Worm’s face was the cool yellow of moonlight splashed over a tombstone. Despite the noticeable chill in the air, she was completely naked. She had taken some of Henry’s makeup—he had a lot of it—and drawn thick dark bands over her body so she would camouflage in with the shadows. It was something she and Henry had done many times as they played games in cemeteries and country churchyards by moonlight.


Squatting in the tall grass behind the hedges, she watched the man standing outside Tara’s house. Henry said he would be there and he was. The BAD man. The NOSEY man who wanted to ruin everything.


Worm did not like BAD men.


She would not let him ruin the fun.


As he circled the house, she followed, keeping in the shadows, the darkness and night, the damp smell of leaves giving her a tingling erotic thrill. The man went up the front steps and knocked at the door. He knocked for a long time and then he just opened it and went in.


He was not only a BAD man but a SNEAKY man.


And very RUDE for inviting himself in.


When he was inside and she could hear him walking around in there, Worm scampered up the steps, pressing her face to the screen door, clinging there like a spider.


Giggling, she peed on the porch.


Then scampered off into the shadows.


She climbed up into the tree in the front yard and looped herself around a high limb, pretending she was a monkey. She waited. The door opened and the man came out. He stood on the porch, looking around.


He was disturbed.


She could smell it coming off him. He was smelling her pee and it disturbed him, concerned him, maybe even frightened him.


Yes, frightened.


She could smell the hot musk of his fear and it made her want to masturbate. More so, it made her want to jump on the man and tie him down. Then she would masturbate in his face and squirt on him.


He stepped down the porch and passed beneath her. She dislodged a few leaves and let them drift down on his head. Then she giggled.


He stopped on the sidewalk. “Is someone there?” he said.


But there were no voices to answer him. He moved off, looking around, very scared now. He thought he was so sneaky and so smart going over to Tara’s house and looking around when he wasn’t supposed to. Now he was scared. He sensed he was not alone. Much as the old woman had sensed she was not alone the other night.


He walked away as fast as he could but it wasn’t fast enough.


He was old.


His knees were bad.


Worm could hear them creaking like old doors.


She dropped from the tree and crawled through the grass on her belly, waiting. Let the BAD man think he was safe. Worm waited, then she crept along into the hedges. She retrieved something she would need from where she had buried it. 



Then she went after the old man.


When she was in the shadows outside his house, she swung her arm back and forth, liking the feel of the hatchet.


Much better than he would.
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At the beach house, Tara stood watching the dark lake rolling out before her, the moon reflected over its waters. Call me, she thought at the phone. It’s time to end the game and time for you to spring your trap so I can spring mine. So call. The minutes ticked by and as they did she felt something rising within her like a blank and soundless scream that needed to be vented.


The phone rang.


She breathed in and breathed out.


She picked up the phone. “I’m here.”

 “Did you get it?” the boogeyman said. “Did you get the things I need?”

 “Yes.”


His breathing increased. “Tonight’s a special night.”

 “Yes, it is.”


More breathing. “I want you to bring those things to me. Right to my door, Tara. Do you understand?”

 “I don’t know where you live.”

 “I’ll tell you. But you better come alone or you’ll never see your sister again. Do you understand? No police. No anybody. Just Tara. Only Tara and no one else. Do we understand each other?” he said. “Keep in mind, darling, that you’re a murderer.”

 “Yes, I understand,” Tara said, trying to keep the excitement from her voice.


Then, without further ado, in a voice that was nearly breathless with excitement, he told her exactly where to find him.
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Something.


Something behind him.


Something following him.


Bud Stapleton was having trouble controlling his breathing. Perspiration that was cool and slick lay over his face in a web. His mouth was hot and dry and sweet. In his chest, his heart was running. He breathed in and out, knowing he had to calm himself just as he knew at that precise moment that he was an old man who had no business playing cop.


He stood up, his back crying out, and went to the window. 



There was nothing outside. Absolutely nothing. Just the yard. The sidewalk. The street. A few parked cars. His truck. The pool of light thrown by the streetlamp just up the way. He had been home for over five minutes and had looked out the window half a dozen times and saw the exact same nondescript picture every time.


But something had been following him.


He was certain of it.


There was nothing behind you but your imagination playing hide-n-seek with you, you old fool.


And he wanted desperately to believe that… but the fear was still on him. It covered him like a particularly worm-eaten shroud and he could not get free of it. It made his breath come fast and his heart rumble with a papery rustling.


He sat back down and his back was grateful and his knees quit paining him almost immediately. Better. He wiped sweat from his face with a hankie, took a sip of water, and sighed. Just nerves. That’s all. The old got that way sometimes, he knew. Nervous. Frightened. Plain old scared. Just like little kids. With the very young it was the fear of the unknown and the great black night-world opening up around them each day at bedtime. With the very old it was the unpleasant, unnerving knowledge of physical fragility. They were a house of cards and it didn’t take much of a wind to scatter them.


Bud clicked on the TV.


Talk shows. Reality crap. Infomercials. Christ, TV had surely gone to the dogs. He watched a few minutes of a Law and Order repeat, a few more minutes of some old Claudette Colbert movie, then settled for the Weather Channel as most people his age invariably did.


He began to relax.


The only thing that made his nerves jump a bit was when he looked down at the pad of paper on the end table next to him. It had bothered him a great deal earlier when he could not remember the name of the man he saw lurking outside Tara Coombes’ house, but when he’d gotten home and into his chair, it had come to him quite easily.


A Borden.


That man was a Borden. There was no mistaking the drawn, cadaverous features. And on his pad of paper Bud wrote the one name he knew it had to be: HENRY BORDEN. Why he was hanging around outside Tara’s house, Bud did not know. But in the morning he was giving Wilkes a call. It was probably absolutely nothing… then again, who could say? The Bordens had a particularly dark past and were without a doubt one of the many skeletons rattling in the closet of Bitter Lake. Bud knew little but rumor of the family before his days on the force, but during his tenure as a cop he had had his fill of them. Back in the ‘80’s, maybe ’83 or ’84, the old man had died. Charles was his name. He was some kind of caretaker out at Hillside Cemetery. He died natural enough, but after that things got weird. He was survived by a boy, Henry, a daughter… Ellen? Elissa? Bud couldn’t be sure. But what he was sure of was that just before Henry returned from the first Gulf War—apparently after studying mortuary science without much success—his mother, Rose (a right mean old snatch by all accounts) and his Uncle Arlen and Aunt Lily had been involved in a suicide pact. It was a particularly ugly, grisly crime scene and Bud remembered it quite well. 



But it was so much more than a crime scene and he knew it. If there was a true rattling skeleton in the closet of the town then this was it. The girl had called them. The daughter. The sister of Henry Borden. She had called it in and that was one of the most gruesome aspects of that gruesome little story. The bodies had been lying—sitting, actually—in state for several days during the hot, rank dog days of late summer. The girl had no real explanation for why she had not called it in earlier or how it was she was not aware that there were three corpses in the house with her.


Bud had been one of the cops that had gone in there, into the parlor, his stomach in his throat. When they opened the door a hot wave of corpse gas blew out at them and it nearly put him to his knees. Inside that room—very old fashioned from the high-backed red leather Turkish armchairs to the gas fittings and the floral flocked wallpaper—was an envelope of putrescence that had been simmering in the heat for days. The air was thick with flies. The bodies of Rose Borden, her sister Lily and Lily’s husband Arlen were discovered sitting in their respective chairs so bloated from gas that their shirts (or dresses, in the case of the ladies) had burst open, buttons launched clear across the room (one of them, from Rose’s bosom, had been ejected with such velocity it lodged in the wall and had to be pried loose with a penknife).


The three had sat down to a nice little tea party apparently. The teapot was there, as were crackers and teacups on little doilies. A hand of Hearts was dealt but never played. All three had died with horrible contortions that was obvious by the position of the limbs, yet they had remained sitting up in their chairs, faces puffed and lividly blue, mouths yawning open with dried foam down their chins and necks. The tea contained rat poison—strychnine—and that was very ironic, it turned out. For the house, they later learned, was infested with rats. Droppings were found under the furniture. The wainscoting had been chewed. The crackers nibbled on the plates.


But the most ironic and telling thing was what was found lodged in Arlen’s throat: a dead rat.


The tail was hanging from his lips and the coroner later figured that Arlen had drank his strychnine-laced tea, then munched a few crackers. He had died with them in his esophagus. Apparently, the rat went after the crackers and then either died from the poison or was trapped in Arlen’s gullet and could not work itself free.


Regardless, it was a ghastly discovery.


After that, Henry returned and he and the sister lived in the family house out on Summer Lane. And still did to this day, as far as Bud knew. That was all there was to it, save the fact that there was a particularly dark rumor floating around that Henry, who had taken over as caretaker at Hillside, had been discovered violating a corpse and had been duly canned by Spears, the director.


Which gave Bud a sudden turn because now Spears had been murdered.


Maybe there was a thread there and maybe not.


He would sleep on it.


Enough thinking for one day. Bud picked up the remote and clicked off the TV and it was then that he heard something like slow shuffling footsteps coming from the kitchen. Maybe it was his imagination again but he did not think so.


Gripped by terror, he thought of his service revolver in the upstairs closet.


He knew he’d never make it.


He got up and walked toward the hallway that led to the kitchen, pausing. His hand brushed over the light switch but he knew it was pointless to flick it: the light was burned out. Margaret had been after him to change it for weeks but like a great many things he had simply not gotten around to it. It’ll be my death or yours, she had said, one of these nights if we stumble in the dark. The wisdom of her words came back to him, haunting him.


You could call 911. Get a car over here. That might be a wise and practical thing to do.


But no, it was probably nothing and he was not about to be pegged as some crazy old bird who called every time a branch scraped at a window.


He took one step into the hallway, thinking it was an awfully long way. In the dark. Funny, but there was a chill coming from the kitchen and he knew no windows were open which meant it was the door. There was no other explanation. The air was cool and crisp, but hardly clean. There was a stink on it that was black and fusty like something had crawled under the back porch and rotted to worms. 



He took another faltering step.


If something or someone did come in, they’re waiting for you down there. You’ll never get the kitchen light on and dig in the silverware drawer for a knife before they get the jump on you.


He took a few more steps forward.


The kitchen was a vault of shifting shadows. The chill air went up his spine and made his joints feel stiff. The stink it brought was stronger, gassy, almost green with decay.


That ain’t right. That smell… putrefacted. Nothing alive could smell like that.


Which brought to his mind a fresh slate of grim possibilities of the sort he thought he’d left back in grade school with his pirate costume, his wax teeth, and his Halloween treat bag. He swallowed. Whatever was in there was no dead thing, surely. It was no sheeted ghost dragging its moldering shroud or some hollow-eyed ghoul come for a midnight snack. He was too old to believe in fairy tales like that.


Whatever was waiting for him was perfectly alive.


Alive with the stench of open graves and freshly-chewed carrion.

 “Well, why don’t you show yourself?” he said, trying to disguise the terror that was thick as tar beneath his words. “Come out where I can see you.”


Giggling


A nasty, almost deranged sort of laughter. Like some hideous cloven-hoofed night-haunter imitating a young girl. Though his heart was skipping in his chest and his throat felt as if it had constricted down to a pinhole, Bud took another step forward. To do anything less would have been a victory for whatever had come into his house.

 “Show yourself,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.


There was a flurry of motion and he stumbled backwards, trying to avoid the forward momentum of what came at him. But his knee locked again and one foot got tangled around the other and down he went, sprawled in the archway leading into the living room. There was a shooting pain that followed his spine to his neck. His left leg went numb.


And the thing was upon him.


He saw it coming and it was an abomination. It looked something like a teenage girl, but filthy and pitted with scabs and open sores. There were leaves and sticks in its hair. Its grinning mouth was filled with long teeth, dark crud packed between them.


Then he knew it was a girl: one that was deranged, primeval, and degenerate. A night-crawler in ghostface.

 “Jesus,” he managed.

 “I’ve got something for you,” she said.

 “Get away from me!” he shouted at her. “FILTH! GODDAMN FILTH!”


He let out a cry that was more of a strangled wheezing than anything else as she hopped on him, bringing a foul stench of tombs, of feces and urine and vomit and sickness. “I’ve got something for you, bad man, and now you can have it!” Her greening nails clawed at his face but it was the other hand—the one that held the blood-crusted hatchet—that did the real damage. It came down on his forearm, slicing into the bone. “Here it is!” she wailed as the hatchet severed three fingers from his right hand. He screamed, gyrating madly beneath her, and the sound of that seemed to invigorate and excite her. She let out a high, piercing shriek and tore at his eyes, raking them with her nails, and brought the hatchet down again and again. “And here! And here! And here!” she said, splitting his septum, nearly bisecting his face. Bud screamed out bile and teeth, trembling and going still as his heart imploded in a pocket of blood. The hatchet kept coming down with thudding, meaty sounds until his face was an unrecognizable mass of red stringy tissue. His skull burst apart, spilling a gushing lava of blood and brain matter.


The girl stopped chopping.


Her naked body slicked in a red soup, she jumped up and down on him again and again, each time fluids spurting from him and his tongue jutting out obscenely with a slick of dark bile.


She kept at it for some time, amused and giggling.

 



73


This was the house, here at the end of the misnamed Summer Lane, a somewhat dreary tract of rotting old houses. Tara drove past it on purpose, parking some distance away within spitting distance of the gates of Hillside Cemetery.


Quietly, stalking yet knowing she was expected, she opened the trunk and then shut it. No. He won’t have the remains, not until I have my sister. Sliding the boogeyman’s gun out from inside her coat, she cut across a grassy vacant lot toward the house which was dark and sullen, a tall and narrow thing, boxy. It reminded her of an upended casket. 



Here I come.


When she was in the shadow thrown by the house, she took out a small penlight but did not turn it on. Her mind was suddenly filled with images of her sister playing in the backyard as a child, making mud pies in the sandbox and dancing through the yard with a stick, claiming she was casting spells. Lisa. Good God, Lisa. But no. Tara would not allow herself to weaken now.


She moved around the side of the house.


She gripped the gun.


She moved up the steps knowing she was going into a trap, but knowing that there really was no other way.
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As it turned out, Steve and Frank did not go directly to Tara’s to wait for her. Instead, they drove around, grabbed some black coffee from a convenience store. And as they drank it, they talked. They tried to wrap their brains around what they knew and somehow link it with those things they felt which were nearly indefinable. 



It was no easy bit, of course. 



Frank had no problem by that point believing that Tara Coombes, his long lost love, was now a maniac in need of four padded walls. But for Steve it was different. His gut-sense told him that, yes, she was dangerous, she was unbalanced, desperately in need of some kind of professional intervention. But at the same time… admitting the same was almost like violating some trust between them. Yet, to not admit it was to violate his friendship with Frank. Unless Frank was a really, really good actor, Tara had attacked him like some kind of beast.

 “Well, let’s go pay the piper,” Frank said as Steve turned onto Tara’s street. 



The headlights of the SUV splashed over sleeping houses and parked cars… at the end of the block there was a police car parked. No, Steve saw two of them. It made something rise up the back of his throat.

 “Not at Tara’s house anyway,” Frank said.


Steve pulled up to the curb. “That’s Bud Stapleton’s house.”

 “Guy whose wife wandered off?”

 “Yes. She used to keep an eye on Lisa when Tara was working.”


Frank thought that over for a time, staring up at the darkened hulk of the Coombes’ house. “Funny how everything seems to lead back to Tara these days.” The innuendo in that statement was thick, but he did not elaborate and he did not need to.

 “I suppose it’s none of our business,” Steve said.

 “I guess not. Let’s go see if she’s back yet.”


Together, they walked up to the house and they were like two kids approaching a notoriously haunted house on a dead-end street: nervous, expectant, filled with an unexplainable chill.


Steve knocked on the door. He waited a minute or two and knocked again. “I guess we go in,” he said.
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When Tara entered the house she felt a stark, relentless fear take hold of her because, in her mind, she was entering the ogre’s cave, she was traipsing into the lair of the boogeyman, the pale-faced, ghost-fleshed, ruby-eyed nightstalker that had seized not only her sister but her very life… gripped it in grave-cold hands and squeezed the purity, decency, and optimism out, expunging it like tepid water from a sponge.


You’re scared. You’re fucking terrified. It’s okay to be that way. Use it. Make it part of yourself.


Yes, she knew she had to do that. But as she stood just inside the door, breathing, waiting, gathering what was inside her, sharpening her wrath like a blade on a grinding stone, there was uncertainty… and clarity. She saw life in its most utilitarian and pessimistic state: as a series of bondages that held you, interlinked, tightening, never truly letting go. Your first shackles were your parents and once you had broken free of them—if you ever truly did—then there were more chains—jobs, relationships, marriages, children, love, hate, guilt, want, recrimination—winding around you, shackling you, holding you, never really allowing you to breathe free for one moment. Somebody always owned you in one way or another. And at the end of each chain there was some vindictive, power-hungry weasel pulling on them, dragging you in the direction they saw fit, making you dance, writhe, laugh, cry… something.  And at that moment, with her clarity of vision, she saw the boogeyman as the epitome of all her keepers and overlords.


There was no more hesitation then.


She walked through an entry into a hall. With moonlight filtering in through a window she saw an old-fashioned but unkempt house, stairs rising to the second floor, boxes and bags and stacks of newspapers heaped about. The smell was musty, disused, a wormy library smell… things rotting beneath the weight of their own age.


She took another step and heard something shift in the gloom. Maybe a loose board. But maybe something far worse. An instinctive, incapacitating fear leaped into her belly and throat that was almost suffocating. The darkness spreading out around her was inhabited. There could be no doubt of that. A million-million generations of ancestral memory assured her of this.


I am not alone. He is waiting.


She felt almost compelled to avoid the stairs and, instead, turned down a short shadow-haunted hallway that opened into a room. The stink in here was the chemical stink of the embalmed and something even worse than that: a seeping charnel blackness.


She clicked on her penlight.


A dining room. The walls were hung with heavy velour drapes of the sort that might shroud windows at a mausoleum. And that was pretty apt—seated at the dining room table were shapes and forms, gape-jawed, hollow-socketed mummies dressed in formal accoutrements, elongated faces like melting wax and crumbling plaster, worm-holed and insect-ravaged, lips shriveled and rolled back like window shades revealing teeth jutting from puckered gums, desiccated hands like withered spiders and curling bird’s claws folded over bosoms or splayed on the table, going to powder. And all of them strung together in a thick netting of cobweb that ran from the eight-armed chandelier above to the mummies to the table itself, running from ruined marble faces and strung from eye sockets and death-contorted mouths to marble hands and dust-caked silverware and service and the molding linen tablecloth. A winding sheet of crypt filigree like a million-billion spiders had devoured yards upon yards of cerements, recycling them in the finest spun coffinsilk grave threads, webbing the guests at this table and holding them upright.


The beam of Tara’s penlight took it all in and a week ago she would have screamed at this horror… but now it induced more sadness and pity in her than anything else. The corpses were old, exhumed things save for the one without a head and the other that her beam now found… a humped-over shape covered in a white sheet.


The boogeyman.


Waiting for her.


There was no hesitation. She raised the gun. “Show me your face,” she said.

 “I wouldn’t shoot that one,” a voice said, drifting out at her from the shadows… the same dry, scraping voice she knew so well by that point. “It wouldn’t be very pretty if you did.”


He rose up from behind the chair and here was Tara’s first glimpse of the parasite that had turned her world upside-down and inside-out, eviscerating it and spilling its blood in shiny red loops. He was a tall thin man dressed in a dark coat. His face was pale and sunless like that of something that lived by night, something that crawled in cellars and slithered in graveyard ditches. An angular, hollow-cheeked, thin-lipped sort of face, eyes large and glossy black like those of an owl, but filmed with a glaze of dementia and paranoia as they stared out from swollen red sockets.


Tara stared at him.


He stared at Tara.

 “I want my sister,” she said with a cruel, bitter edge to her voice. “And I want her now.”

 “Well, Tara, who are you to make demands?”


Filthy fucking slime-crawling piece of shit motherfucking leech.

 “The person who is about to kill you, graveworm,” she said.

 “Don’t you call me that!’

 “My sister. Now.”


The boogeyman reached out and pulled the sheet from the slumped form and for a moment, one blessed moment of sanity, Tara did not know who she was looking at. Just another corpse… only very fleshy, recent. It was tied to the chair, head slumped forward, face very sallow, its lips grotesquely stitched shut like that of a shrunken head.


Then she saw the blonde hair.


No… no… 



The cast of the face, the lips.


No, no, no, no, it cannot be… 



And knew, knew, she was looking at the corpse of her sister.


But he wouldn’t… he promised… he wouldn’t hurt her… he wouldn’t do THIS… the dirty filthy motherfucking animal he would not do SOMETHING LIKE THIS—


The graveworm grinned at her.


Tara screamed with a shrill, deafening sound that made even him take a faltering step backward. She was aware in some distant corner of her mind that there was movement near her, that a stink of hot corruption had welled up quite near her like a draft from a mass grave.


But she didn’t care.


She raised the gun and fired point-blank.


The graveworm cried out and stumbled backwards, crashing into a china cabinet and hitting the floor, making a high, broken, whining sort of sound.


And then he shrieked: “WORM! WORM!”


Tara turned and something leaped out at her, a night-black shape with a pallid blur of a face and she jerked the trigger right as something collided with her head and she felt herself going down, crashing into one of things in the chair that shattered on impact like delicate crockery.


Then she was on the floor.


And that foul, grave-stinking larval form was on her, hands around her neck, thumping her head against the floor until everything went dark.
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Detective-Sergeant Wilkes spent some time looking at the thing sprawled on the floor of Bud Stapleton’s living room. He knew from experience that tragedy follows tragedy and never had it been so true as it was now. The walls were splashed with blood, the carpeting drenched with a coagulating pool of it. And center of that pool, was the hacked remains of Bud Stapleton. His left arm was hacked off. His head was nearly decapitated. His skull had been smashed in and what was inside had been splattered against the walls. His chest and belly had been opened, the organs yanked out and tossed around the room.


Turning away, far beyond simple physical revulsion, Wilkes stepped out of the living room and studied the bloody footprints leading to the backdoor and out into the night.


The prints of a child.


A teenager maybe.


And as hideous as that possibility was, it made a certain amount of warped sense. Wilkes had been in on his share of murder scenes and after a time it got to be almost effortless to put it all together, sans motive (though that always came in time). But this was… it was a slaughter and it was incomprehensible until you took in those footprints and the childlike, almost naughty glee in which Stapleton’s remains had been strewn about. There was something almost precocious about it, wicked, but precocious.


He stepped out onto the porch.


Fingerman was coming up the walk. There was a uniform cop behind him leading two men.

 “Tara Coombes is not in her house,” Fingerman said. “But we found these two over there. I think, maybe, we better have a chat with them.”


Wilkes had a sudden ugly feeling that they better do just that.
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When Tara came to she was being dragged down a set of cold cellar steps by a naked girl. She was hogtied, ankles and wrists bound together behind her back with some kind of cord. A rope was tied off to it and the girl was dragging her by it, bouncing her down the steps, making no attempt to be gentle… if such a thing were possible.


Tara did not fight.


She did not call out.


The cellar was long and murky, dirt-floored, lit by a few sparse guttering candles. It stank much like the girl herself. But as horrible as the odor was, Tara did not so much as flinch or wrinkle her nose.


The girl dragged her over toward a stone wall and dumped her there.


Taking up a candle the girl—if girl it was—crawled over in her direction and that’s when Tara got a good look at her. The sight was hideous, of course. A girl… maybe thirteen, certainly no older than fourteen… or perhaps a girl-shaped sculpture of filth. Her hair was long and stringy, her body the most curious and shocking shade of white, all the contusions, scrapes, and cuts, dirt and accumulated grime standing out like garish splashes of warpaint against that smooth porcelain pallor. Her nails were long and splintered, soil packed beneath them. Eyes huge and dark like those of a nocturnal hunter, yet beady, somehow distant and unfocused like the mind behind them. She glistened with a slime of grease and sweat, a noisome and pestilent stink of fusty graves fuming from her.


But the most perfectly appalling thing seemed to be that she was pregnant, if the round ball of her belly was any indication.


Tara kept staring at her.


And in her mind: These are the things that killed your sister. These are the crawling, lying, squirming maggots that have taken from you and now you have to take from them. Play the game. Do not give the game away. Wait for your moment.


Wait… 



The girl apparently did not like being stared at anymore than a mad dog did. Tara could almost see it coming over her. She went from stupid, bovine, and almost confused to a sneering, drooling, wild thing with hair flying and eyes blazing as she dove forward, bearing her teeth. Again, Tara did not even flinch. What was controlling her mind now seemed to understand things she did not. It knew what this girl was, somehow, someway, and it knew exactly how to elicit certain reactions from her.


Watch now, Tara, it seemed to be saying. Watch how easy it is.


The girl shrieked with a raw, distraught sort of cry and landed on her, tearing at Tara with her fingers, slapping and hitting and scratching. And when that got no reaction—what held Tara would not let her move, it almost had her paralyzed—the girl went into a feral rage. She bit Tara’s arms, her throat, her shoulders, her hands, she just kept biting and biting and the pain was intense and unbelievable, moving through Tara in sharp waves. The girl drew blood and it still got no reaction so she jumped away and crawled in a circle, then she fell down, hugging herself in a fetal position, rocking there in the dirt.


And her voice, no longer that of an animal, but pathetic and whiny like that of a little girl who knew she was in trouble said, “Are… are you dead? Are you dead?” She began to sob. “Henry won’t like it if you’re dead. He won’t want you to be dead.”


Tara just laid there.


She closed her eyes.


Henry. That is the name I wanted. Henry. Now that we have his name, Tara. We have the power.

 “Oh, please don’t be dead,” the girl wailed. “Please.”


And it was then that Tara smelled the stink of hot urine: the girl was pissing herself out of fear, out of terror, perhaps knowing that she would be punished now.


Henry, Henry.


The girl was sobbing louder. Tara did not look at her. She kept her eyes closed and what was inside her told her this was how the game was played. For playing dead was not just some clichéd little maxim from a child’s game, it was a body politic of survival. Something ancient and effective. Nothing took away the power of the predator or the tormentor quicker than thinking his/her/its victim had expired. 



What was controlling her mind had forced her body into what biologists called tonic immobility, an anti-predator threat adaptation. In the animal world, it was both a reflexive action and a defense mechanism. And what had long been forgotten in humans, was now reactivated in Tara with her rising atavism. Her mind seemed separated from her physical body by leagues, the connections were tenuous. She was in a state of thanatosis, a true neurological paralysis.


She could not move.


She could not feel.


She was disconnected, what remained of her attachment to her nerve endings completely numbed by massive amounts of endorphins. 



The girl continued to sob.


Tara waited.


The game would be played soon.


Her game.


Her breathing was shallow, her heartbeat nearly nonexistent. She was now in a state very much like hibernation, one not so dissimilar to the voluntary trances that Indian Fakirs put themselves into when allowing themselves to be buried alive.


And somewhere, echoing in the depths of her mind, a voice called from the deep: Now we’ll see who fucks with who.
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They sat out on the porch of the Stapleton’s house and right from the get-go, Steve knew it would not be good and it wasn’t. Once Wilkes and Fingerman identified themselves and told them that Bud Stapleton had been murdered and both Steve and Frank were thoroughly interrogated as to who they were and what they were doing in Tara Coombes’ house, Wilkes said, “Margaret Stapleton disappeared. Her husband was murdered. I really don’t like to tie any of this together with Tara Coombes, but everything seems to lead back to her.”


Right then, Steve wanted to rise up and tell him he didn’t know what he was talking about… but it just wasn’t in him to do so. There were too many things about Tara he did not know and felt he could never know. Nobody was as confused as he was.

 “Now, I don’t think that Tara killed Bud Stapleton,” Wilkes said. “We found footprints… bloody footprints… that appear to be those of a child.”


Frank and Steve looked at each other. A child? What the hell was that about? Instead of getting clearer, it all became more murky by the hour.

 “The thing is,” Wilkes said in his easy way, “is that we don’t know what’s going on, but Tara is involved somehow. She claimed Margaret never came over that night to watch her sister. That sounded reasonable at first. At first. But I found her very evasive. She claimed her sister was staying in Milwaukee with an aunt and an uncle . Okay. Reasonable. Then Milwaukee Metro did some checking for us and discovered that the aunt and uncle—Joseph and Claire Coombes—are currently in Belgium visiting friends. No passport was ever issued to Lisa Coombes so we’re pretty certain she did not go with them.”

 “And that brings us back to Tara Coombes,” Fingerman said. “Why is she lying? What is she hiding? Why the evasion?”


Wilkes stared out into the darkened streets. “Better than that: where the hell is Tara’s kid sister?”


Steve realized then that one thing that connected a lot of this was Lisa and he had left Lisa pretty much out of the equation. And why was that? Was that on accident or on purpose? Lisa had never been around during all this, but then Lisa was as busy as any teenager and he very rarely saw her. What he kept thinking about was when Frank and he searched the house. Everything spic and span to the point of compulsion, but Lisa’s room remained cluttered and disordered. Even then, it had been saying something to him but he could never make sense of it. Now, it was beginning to take on a certain sort of convoluted logic.


Wilkes said, “I’ve had a search warrant for the Coombes’ house for days. I didn’t execute it because, honestly, I just wasn’t sure.”

 “But now you are?” Frank said. “You went in there and you found nothing.”

 “Yes.”

 “If either of you know where she is, now’s the time to tell us,” Fingerman said.

 “We don’t know where she is,” Frank told him. “We were waiting for her.”

 “And what made you think she’d come back?”


Steve started talking then and before he was done he spilled what he knew: Tara’s strange behavior, the phone call, the warning not to be there when she returned, and his funny feeling about Lisa’s cluttered room.


Wilkes didn’t say anything for a time. Finally: “Let’s put it together then… if we can. Margaret is supposed to watch Lisa. Margaret disappears. Lisa is not seen. She has not been in school for days. I checked. Tara is acting very, very edgy. Almost like a woman who’s on the verge of a mental collapse. You were with her earlier tonight. You hear her on the phone and she says… ?”


Steve cleared his throat. “I can’t remember all of it, just bits and pieces.”

 “Start with those,” Fingerman said.


So Steve repeated what he thought he had heard and by that point he couldn’t really be sure himself. You’ll get what you want as long as I get what belongs to me. That was the part that truly haunted him. What did that mean? But he had a pretty good idea what it could mean with Lisa being gone.

 “And she said what you thought was something like her husband’s been nosing around? Poking around? He was a cop?” Wilkes said. “Can you be sure of that?”

 “Pretty sure.”

 “Pretty sure isn’t good enough,” Fingerman told him.

 “Well, that’s all you get.”


Wilkes held a hand up. “Well, I suppose the logical conclusion is that this unknown third party has some hold over Tara and what better hold than her kid sister?”


Steve felt his heart drop. To hear someone else say what he was thinking was devastating.

 “That would be kidnapping,” Fingerman said. “A federal matter.”

 “Well, we have to have cause first to bring in the FBI,” Wilkes said. “And I’m not sure we have that.”


Fingerman went about asking them the same questions over and over. Frank said nothing about Tara attacking him. Steve wasn’t about to bring it up. As they sat there in the shadows and chill air, Fingerman kept hammering away at them like a chisel trying to wear them away and reveal something beneath.


Wilkes, Steve noticed, was not paying attention. He was staring out into the night. Finally, he said, “In the Stapleton house, we found a sheet of paper that Bud was apparently doing some figuring on. He wrote a name down. In fact, he underlined it several times.”


Steve and Frank were looking at him.

 “Either of you boys ever hear of a man name of Henry Borden?”


To Steve it meant nothing, but to Frank, a Bitter Lake native, it carried the worst possible connotations. “I’ve heard about the Bordens,” he said. “In fact, I could tell you a few things that people whisper about in this town.”


As he spoke, Wilkes listened.


And Steve became increasingly sick to his stomach.

 



79


Blood ran freely from his scalp in cherry rivers as Henry Borden worked diligently on the corpse, on the remains he had retrieved from Tara’s trunk: an offering, a lamb, a plump and fattened calf. 



(oh my love my fairest one)


(lay it at my feet celebrate the depth of our union)


He had to concentrate on what he was doing because his mind was a free-wheeling, erratic memory machine choking on its own accumulated waste products. His eyes kept closing, shades drawing down on a dark and grim room. It took real effort to keep them open and he kept imagining one of those cartoons from childhood where sleepy eyes were held open with toothpicks. If he let them shut… oh, peaceful and dark, but not all sweetness and light, he would see ghosts leaping from yawning graves and moody skies filled with black-winged carrion crows and ashes blown from crematory ovens and great funeral sprays rotting to a sickening gut-smelling juice that would make him think of his mother—


(spectral face of gaseous corruption, slack-jawed scream of hate/hunger/lust, impale the bitch see how she gasps)

 —and that was something he did not want to see or know or feel in the concrete depths of his funneling mind. 



Stitch and sew, Henry.


Stitch… and sew.


Yes, feel the cold meat beneath your hands. This meat once had a name and to pronounce it aloud is to summon it (Margaret) and you must not allow that to happen. Too many ghosts, too many ghosts ever-circling, ever-chanting, casting their fairy dust of mortuary spices. But the meat… yes, the cold meat, handle it, touch it, fondle it, make it your own. Yes, yes. Squeeze those wormy goodies back in the belly, cold and gut-feeling, moist and crawling and sap-dripping. There. Stitch now, stitch, stitch, stitch. This grinning head, see how it fits so nicely, how the catgut holds it, binds it, keeps it from falling off.


He held the corpse in his arms, bathing in its stink and necrotic filth, his mind a blazing yellow hothouse. The candle-guttering room seemed to flow and run like wax, the walls breathing and the ceiling sighing, the guests at the table grinning with a feral intensity. But he had to concentrate. He brushed crawling things off the backs of his hands, breathing out dust-clouds of dead flies, turning a deaf ear to the obscenities whispered by Mother Rose, by Aunt Lily and Uncle Arlen and—


(elise dear sweet elise)

 —all the rest. He stitched away and saw Mother Rose looking at him, hating and despising oh wicked, wicked thing, boneless wriggling worm-mother pressing pendulous breasts into his face, her lips against his own, her tongue like spongecake in his mouth, exploring her gums, tasting the self-devouring meat/bone/blood taste of soured motherhood.


(don’t let her in your mind don’t let her have what she wants don’t let her control you even now dancing puppet do you want to touch mommy here here where its dark and moist and secret)


Henry stood up, his head reeling.


He wiped blood from his eyes and set the cold meat in a chair, propping her there, and moving toward the cellar, stumbling through the shattered husk remains of Uncle Arlen that Tara had knocked to the floor (hey kid you ain’t gonna leave me like this now are you? put me back together or i’ll tell i’ll tell everyone what you and rose did what you and elise did). He found the wedding dress. He moved down the stairs to the cellar with it.


(do it right, henry, make no mistakes, do you hear me?)

 “Yes, mother.”


(and when it’s done, when it’s done you can come to me, i’ll open my legs for you as i did when you were born)


(i’ll let you crawl inside)


Soon now.


Before daylight.


There would be a wedding.


Oh, my bride.


My delight.


Everything in motion, blood seeping into his eyes, he moved down the steps into the sepulchral darkness below.
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Tara slowly emerged from her self-imposed fugue, sensation returning to her limbs, neural pathworks reconnecting, eyes fluttering open. She could feel the cool earth beneath her and hands—cold, slimy hands—touching her, unbuttoning her shirt. What was this? Who was touching her?


The girl: “There’s going to be a wedding and you have to be pretty in your pretty dress.”


That voice. Like the squawk of a buzzard.


Fully awake and aware and understanding and filled with a blind demonic rage for what the boogeyman and this… this girl had done to her and to Lisa, Tara made ready as those scabby fingers unbuttoned her blouse, touching her breasts, that fetid grave-breath blowing down on her hot and cold. 



Bide your time.


It ends soon and you know it.


The girl—so simple, an animal pawing in the dirt—thought Tara was dead so she had untied her to put the dress on her. Tara could see it: a wedding dress. In the candlelight it was yellow, speckled with mildew, an ancient shift, a shroud liberated from a corpse.

 “Pretty, pretty, oh you will be so pretty.”


It was sickening beyond belief but Tara did not let herself think this. No, things like revulsion and horror and shock were submerged now. There was only animal instinct. There was survival. There was the hunting and stalking. Setting the trap and just waiting, waiting to spring.


You’re untied. You can kill her now.


But no… not yet. The trap was not baited properly. The girl thought she was dead and she would remain dead. Lifeless. Cool. Limp. She slowed her breathing. She let her mind funnel into darkness as the girl undressed her, stripping off her shoes and pants. Now she was putting the dress on her, pulling it up and over her legs, forcing arms in, buttoning up the back. Tara could smell it… the dirty, dusty, coffin stink of ancient cerements.


Dressing you.


Like a fucking doll.


You’re nothing but a fucking doll to her.


It took the girl some time but she finally squeezed Tara into the rotting dress that kept tearing, the worn seams bursting. It was a ragged, gray thing.

 “Oh, how beautiful you are!” the girl squealed. “A beautiful, beautiful bride!”


Now something else.


The girl lifted Tara’s head up.


Get ready.


Tara felt the blood invigorating her muscles. Her nerve endings were tingling. The anger, the hate, the frustration… it was all bubbling to the surface.

 “Now a pretty, pretty face,” the girl said.


She was pulling a mask over Tara’s face. A leathery stinking mask that Tara knew instinctively was not rubber or plastic, but hide, tanned human hide. It stank like oily pelts.

 “There,” the girl said, sighing with satisfaction. “Now you wear the Mother Face. Henry wants to marry you with the Mother Face.”


It didn’t take much figuring to understand it all, particularly with what she’d seen upstairs… the embalmed corpses. The mask was in place and Tara looked out through eyeholes that had been widened with a knife.


Now. Do it.


Tara came alive and shoved the girl away and there was shock in the girl’s eyes for a moment, then anger and ferocity, a scream of wild animal panic in her voice.

 “NO! NO! NO! YOU MUST DO AS I SAY!”


The girl jumped at her, fingers going for her eyes, missing, scraping over the mask and Tara, filled with a manic ancestral blood-rage, punched her in the face. The blow knocked the girl flat. She came up and Tara was on her feet. As the girl moved, off-balance from the blow that had smashed her lips against her teeth in a flowing blood-rose, Tara kicked her with everything she had and felt something give in her side… ribs, maybe the grave-slug she carried in her belly.


But the girl was not to be denied.


Her mouth peeled open from blood-stained teeth: “YOU MUST OBEY! YOU MUST DO WHAT THE MOTHER SAYS OR YOU WILL BE PUNISHED, BAD BABY!”


She came on again with amazing speed, slamming into Tara and throwing her up against the wall. Tara’s legs nearly buckled but it could not be allowed. Those hot and sickening hands went for her throat, gripping, seizing, squeezing with a deranged strength. 



Tara tried pulling her hair, even kneeing her in that swollen obscene mound at her belly, but it was no good. The girl had her and would not let go so Tara jabbed both of her thumbs into the girl’s eyes, her ragged nails digging deep into soft ocular tissue.


The girl screamed and released her, rubbing her eyes like a tired child.


Tara pulled herself up and the girl hit her again, burying her teeth in her shoulder until Tara herself screamed as she felt the skin break and blood course down her arm, soaking into the moldering wedding dress. She did the only thing she could think of doing: she seized the girl’s throat in her hands and put every bit of strength she had behind it, squeezing her windpipe shut.


The girl fell back, whining, gasping and spitting.


Now, Tara. You have her. Put her down.

 “BITCH!”  Tara shrieked at her. “DIRTY LITTLE CUNT!” The tone of her voice was akin to a guttural growl as she reached out and took the girl by the hair. She knotted those greasy locks in her fingers, smelling the slime and blood and drainage of the girl’s foul secretions. The girl was still screaming and sobbing and whimpering like a kicked dog.


Tara pivoted and swung the girl by her hair until her head struck the concrete wall with a satisfying thud. She fought, but Tara swung her into the wall again and again and again. Each impact was hollow-sounding and each one took more fight out of the girl until she was loose and limp in Tara’s hands. But it wasn’t enough. Tara brought her back and then swung her into the wall again with more force than she thought possible. Not just a hollow knocking this time, but a wet meaty thud, the skull beneath the hair going loose and slopping like it was filled with jelly. Tara smashed the girl’s head into the wall one last time and there was a bright red blot there like a spill of ink.


The girl slid to the floor in a boneless heap.


She did not move.


But Tara did.


She went to the stairs.


Henry was there, slumped against the wall. “Mother?” he said.


Remember. The mask.


You wear the Mother Face.


Tara wanted to kill him, to snap his neck and flay him and thumb out his eyes and slit his throat and pound his skull to sauce, but she didn’t. Breathing hard, she said, “Yes, Henry. It’s Mother.”
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Steve and Frank were with Wilkes and Fingerman and two uniformed officers when they entered the Borden house on Summer Lane. The first thing that struck them was the smell, of course. Steve did not know what sort of place this was and what awful things might have happened here, but that rising thick stink of plundered graves told him all he needed to know about Henry Borden.


Wilkes stuffed the search warrant into his pocket as he and Fingerman searched the walls for light switches. When they found them, they did not work.

 “Probably no electricity,” one of the uniforms said, scanning the house with his flashlight.


Steve said nothing. Nor did Frank. They were both feeling a formless sort of fear at what sort of place this was and what they might find. Wilkes tried to talk them into waiting in the car. In fact, he could have enforced it, but by that point it just wasn’t in him any longer.


Wilkes, flashlight in one hand and gun in the other, led on and the others bunched-up behind him like kids in a carnival spookshow. There was a collective terror being shared by them and they were all wired into it, fingers like hot fuses on flashlights and guns, bellies filled with smoldering wires, brains sparking like transformers. They stayed close, not daring to break that circuit almost like the electricity of it all held them together.


When they entered the dining room, stepping beneath the archway and all thinking, well, it’s a dining room… how bad can a dining room be? They all stopped cold and just stood there, to a man, feeling like something necessary had just evaporated in them.

 “Jesus,” Wilkes finally said.


Nobody commented on the mummies around the table or the headless corpse down at the end. The bodies were frightening and disturbing, but they’d been dead a long time and the scary thing was the man that had exhumed them and dressed them up, propping them in chairs by candlelight, perhaps humming as he did so while night pressed up against the old house. Because, chances were, he was here somewhere.


One of the corpses had fallen to the floor and broke apart and though it was the remains of a human being. It almost looked fake, Steve thought.


Lights panned those faces but concentrated on the one by the headless corpse. There was a sheet over it and whatever was under there, they knew it was going to be bad. Fingerman walked over to it like there was not a shred of fear in him.


He took hold of the sheet and pulled it free.


It was roped to the chair: young, female, blond hair swept over the face.


And Steve knew right away. “Oh… no… that’s Lisa.”


Fingerman brushed the hair away from the face and they could see that the lips had been crudely stitched shut. Steve pressed a hand to his mouth to suppress maybe a scream and maybe a gag reflex. His head began to pound and his heart hammered in his chest.

 “Goddamn fucking animal,” Frank said.


Steve went over there because he felt he had to. He reached over and touched Lisa, feeling the chill coming off her, knowing that Tara would never survive this, there was just no possible way.


And then Lisa opened her eyes.
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Once Henry had opened the grave where he had buried Lisa alive, exposing the coffin he kept there and used for what perverted, sick games Tara did not want to know, she looked down at him, the flashlight in his face.


This is your tormentor? she thought then. This pathetic stickman, this crawling little graveworm? This is the BOOGEYMAN?


She almost started laughing.


Henry stood there uneasily, his face masked with dried blood from the scalp wound where Tara’s bullet had creased his skull. He had lost a lot of blood and was dangerously pale, his eyes bloodshot to a frightening degree like two ripe cherry tomatoes.


Graveworm.


Nothing but a graveworm.


A parasite.


He pulled himself up out of the grave, a mindless automaton, a zombie awaiting its master’s orders. So Tara gave him what he needed: “Hand mother the shovel, Henry.”


He looked at her.

 “The shovel, Henry. Hand it to me.”

 “Yes, yes, yes… you said when it was done I could come to you,” he sobbed. “That I could come back to you… that you would open your legs and take me back… back into the darkness… back where it’s safe…”


He seemed to be aware for the first time that he was still hanging onto the shovel. He handed it to her, not daring to meet her eyes and she had to wonder what he was thinking, what he was feeling, and what sort of twisted politics created something like him.


Tara took the shovel.


She breathed in.


She breathed out.


Your moment. Now.


Dropping the flashlight, she hefted the shovel in both hands. Stout wooden handle. Iron spade. Henry looked up at her.


And she hit him with it.


A glancing blow that gashed open his forehead and splashed blood down his face. He barely had time to register this when she hit him again, this time catching him fully in the side of the face, the blade of the shovel ringing out against his cheekbone. He cried out, driven to his knees at the edge of the grave, letting loose with a high, almost girlish scream, the flesh peeled from the side of his face and hanging there in a bloody flap.


Tara hit him again.


She brought this one down with everything she had in a wicked roundhouse and the shovel smashed into his face, propelling him backward into the grave. His nose was shattered, the left orbit collapsed into a pocket of blood. He squirmed in the earth, squealing, gagging, trying to move, trying to escape, fingers pawing over a face which was like raw hamburger by that point.


Then he stopped.


He was not dead… but he was where he wanted to be: in the black box, curled up in the black grave-womb he had sought for so many years. Back inside his mother. Back in the safe confines of her narrow house, her oblong box.


Tara felt no pity.


She slammed the lid closed.


Inside, Henry made obscene cooing sounds.


Tara took up the shovel, began throwing clumps of black earth down on top of him but it wasn’t enough. She went down on her hands and knees, bulldozing the soil into the grave until there was no more Henry Borden. She kept it up until the grave was filled.


Then she stood and stomped atop it to make sure that the dirt was packed good and tight.


Her mind filled with a howling desert wind, her flesh sweating cold and hot, her teeth chattering and her limbs quaking, she stumbled free of Hillside Cemetery.


She made it to the gates before her legs went out from under her and then she clung to the wrought-iron uprights, waiting for a good wind to blow her down.
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It was Steve who found Tara clinging to the graveyard gates. It was he who ran to her in the darkness, a dozen flashlights bobbing behind him, and took hold of her. She was cool to the touch, stiff, unyielding. She did not respond to his voice. He had to physically pull her hands from the uprights and when she came free, her whole body went loose and she fell into his arms.


He thought she was dead.


But she was unconscious.


She’s wearing a wedding dress… a ragged, bloody wedding dress. Good God, what is this about?


He picked her up in his arms and realized that she was much thinner than she had been just a week before when he had last scooped her up as a gag. We had laughed then. I remember us laughing. I remember we laughed a lot.

 “Tara,” he said. “Tara? Can you hear me?”


By that time, of course, Summer Lane was crowded with state, county, and local police vehicles. The CID people wouldn’t be there for another hour. Cops surrounded Steve and Tara in a circle, flashlight beams illuminating them.


Steve carried Tara back and sat her in the grass by a police cruiser.


That’s when her eyes fluttered open. “My sister… he killed my sister, Steve,” she said, not surprised to see him, not surprised by anything. “He kidnapped Lisa and he killed her.”

 “No, honey, no. Lisa’s okay. He just… just tied her to the chair. She’s not dead. She’s going to be fine, just fine.”


But even as the words left his mouth, he did not believe them. They were cardboard. Synthetic. False. He didn’t know exactly what Lisa had been through but it had been incredibly bad. This much he was sure of. But would she be fine? Could she ever be fine after an experience like that? He just did not know. He only knew that Tara was in his arms and things were making sense, at least some of them were. And that would have to be enough for now.


Tara’s eyes were staring at him. They saw him, yet they seemed to be looking far and away into some other place and Steve did not want to imagine what that place might be.

 “Lisa’s going to be fine,” he heard himself say and was amazed by the conviction in his voice. “And you’ll be fine too. I swear to God, you’re going to be fine too.”


And it was then, after so many days, that it seemed to hit Tara. Not just hitting her, but slamming into her with violent force, engulfing her, consuming her, owning her. She shook wildly in his arms, her head thrashing back and forth, her teeth gnashing, and a scream—long kept secret, long kept under lock and key—rushed from her mouth, shrill and screeching, voiding the pain within and echoing out through Summer Lane and across the cemetery beyond.


She kept screaming.


And screaming.


And screaming.


Steve held onto her as she moved in his arms, the madness coming out of her like poison. Behind him, Wilkes and Frank just stood there. Both of them had never felt so completely helpless in their lives.


Finally, the screaming ended.


Lisa appeared, shrugging off the EMTs that were trying to patch up her wounds. She pushed past Wilkes and Frank. “I want to see my sister,” she said, her mouth still bloody from where the stitching had been. “I want to see my sister right now.”


Tara looked up and realized then that it was true: Lisa was alive. She really was alive. After crawling through the dirtiest, blackest bowels of hell and defeating the boogeyman, she’d gotten what she wanted: her sister. Lisa was all right. She had freed her from the crawling graveworm.


Lisa went on her knees and held Tara and Steve held both of them.


Fighting back tears, Lisa managed to say, “Thank you, Tara. Thank you for saving me. I love you so much.”


They held onto one another, the bond sure and firm and immovable. Tara and Lisa trembled as they hugged one another, listening to Steve’s voice. It was soft yet resolute and confident: “We’re going to be okay now. We’re all going to be okay.”


And for reasons not completely understood by him, he believed this.

 


 


 —The End—
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