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pring arrives with a slew of changes, unfolding as a time of over-boiling

tensions and rapid protest, and from a humanitarian perspective | hope that after the
blood-letting and chaos comes speedy and well-developed unification. People will only
tolerate so much for so long, and the end result is, more than likely, far from over.
However, on news pertaining to Deadman’s Tome, our website has be redesign to supply
a cleaner user friendly interface. The idea stirred in my mind for quite a while, going
back to spring of last year. Of course, with any change, there are still things and
particulars that need to be worked out (i.e. the author shrine).

Two poems headline this month’s Deadman’s Tome: Matthew’s Alien Love
Destruction, an intergalactic metaphor for the sadist, and E. W. Bonadio’s The Mountain
Trail, a descriptive supernatural narrative. In addition, Daniel Ribot’s Gateway sets the
stage with an invitation to a café that is more than what it seems. Follow a man in pursuit
of a past that shouldn’t be discovered in Deb Eskie’s The Current, observe as a youth’s
innocence is barred from expression in Philip Roberts’J i mmy ' s,afdmuehy er s
more. ..

This edition is full of wonderful poems, stories, and editorials for your reading
pleasure.

Monthly Contest:

Give us your input on our current Rhetoric of Madness editorial for your chance
to win a copy of
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Matthew McKinney

Take me to your leader

Let me be your probe

Love me, Fuck me, Bleed me, Burn Me
Have and to hold

Wedded Interstellar

Transcending god through penetration
Outer space bliss

Green as the sea through menstruation
Galaxies Kiss

Give birth beautiful star
We will meet our end

Bio: My name is Matthew McKinney. I’m from the small town of New Lebanon—
located on the Southwestern border of Indiana and Illinois. | earned a degree in Liberal
Arts from lvy Tech Community College, with my main focus being humanities and
English.

E.W. Bonadio

Dark and rain sodden

The gray frozen clouds
Hung low in the hills
Leaving the lone maiden
Scurrying to reach shelter.

In haste she stumbles

By the mossy edge

Of a steep precipice

Her hands clinging in vain
To shallow grassy roots.

Slip-Sliding

Down a rocky sluice
Onto an earthen floor
The young woman



Braces for the worst.

With no way to safety
And no hope of escape
She screams for help
But none dare come
Once day turns to dusk.

Soon it will awaken

For a nightly forage
Along the mountain trail
Seeking that strange elixir
To warm its cold heart.

Bio: E.W. Bonadio is the author of numerous short stories, essays, and books. His first
fiction novel “Voices” a dark supernatural thriller, was published in 2001, followed by a
book of poetry and a children’s book titled Marin and the Dragon’s Golden Treasure.
Since 2006, he has published a well received humorous memoir and an Action / Suspense
thriller novel. Bonadio is a winner of several internet contests, short story postings at
internet ezines and has received honorable mention in an international short story contest.
A number of his short works have published in, Hungur, Abandoned Towers, and House
of Horror / Panic Press.

Born in Baltimore, Maryland, the adopted home of Edgar Allen Poe, Bonadio received
inspiration from horror and thriller novels, especially historical based myths. He
presently lives in Arizona and is a professional member of the Society of Southwestern
Authors. The Author’s web site is: www.ebonadio.com

Daniel Ribot

When Dante talked about the seven layers of hell, he was obviously referring to South
Yorkshire; Rotherham, Huddersfield, Barnsley, Doncaster, Mexborough, Sheffield and,
right at the centre of it all, Meadowhall Shopping Centre. Inside Meadowhall, a concrete
and glass palace bathed in the harshest neon light outside a class D white-dwarf star, you
can — if you’re lucky — find the basement isle that leads to the Gateway Cafe. When you
get there head north from the Tie Rack, take seven left turns and then seven rights.

Eventually you'll get there. People go to the Gateway for many reasons. One is the



coffee, which is bitter, strong and moderately priced. Another is that the Gateway exists
outside time; whenever you go or however long you stay it is always Tuesday morning at
quarter past 11 and the cinnamon buns are just coming out of the oven.

The smell of baking would always tempt me back inside. | was often away on
business, but always made it back here when | could. It was a good place to relax and get
your head together before jumping back in the fire. I walked in with a big grin on my
face, knowing the barista would recognize his best customer. He nodded my way as |
entered and greeted me at the counter.

“Awright boss?”

“Great. Give us a medium latte. Is them buns right fresh?”

“Straight out t'oven this minute.”

“I'll have two. On second thoughts... one'll do. One cinnamon bun, please.”

“Right you are, boss.”

As | took my drink over to a corner table, | walked past two fashionable girls
sitting on high stools. Looked in their twenties or thereabouts. Slim legs in dark tights,
short skirts and bobbed hairdos. Probably talking about holidays in Tuscany. You know
the sort.

The clock struck quarter past.

There was a copy of the Daily Express left on the table. Leafing through it, I saw
nothing at all in it about stuff happening outside of London. Sheffield might as well be
another planet as far as them London papers were concerned. I turned to the sports at the
back; perhaps the writing would be better.

A minute or so later | spotted a bloke come in out of the corner of my eye. The
Tuscan girls gave him the once-over as he walked to the counter, but they soon settled
back to their chat and cappuccinos. Going back to a report on a match involving Ipswich
Town in a rather inconsequential nil-nil draw, | heard him order an Americano and move
in the direction of my table.

“Can I sit here”, he asked. A young man in those ridiculous trousers they wear
halfway down their thighs. Probably a student, obviously not a good one.

“Help tha' sen.”



| looked up at him from my paper. He seemed furtive, nervous. He was looking
around like there was someone after him. To put him at ease | smiled. It seemed to settle
him a bit. He smiled back and leaned in to speak to me. His air was conspiratorial, like a
spy film or something.

“Nice place”, he said.

“T like it. It's restful here.”

He looked around again, like a frightened rabbit. “You know where you are,
right?”

The clock struck quarter past.

I was taken about by his question. “I'm sorry?”

“This place, why it's here... the...”, he gulped, “...peculiar things going on.”

| raised my eyebrows as | sipped my coffee. Leaning back, my chair scraped the
floor. The Tuscany girls looked up at the noise. | think he caught my mood and exhaled
loudly. Then he leaned over and stretched out his hand.

“Jack”, he said, “Sorry I came over so full on, like.”

I took his hand and smiled. “Gareth”. It wasn't my name, but I doubt he was using
his real one either. “Don't worry about it.”

“Thanks, Gareth. You look like a nice bloke. You should finish your coffee and
get out of here.”

“Why do you say that, Jack?”

“Because this place is a gateway to hell.”

“Bramhall Lane's more likely. But then again, I'm a Wednesday fan.” I laughed
heartily at my own joke, but Jack was obviously not a footy man.

The clock struck quarter past.

His eyes flashed annoyance. “I'm serious! Why do you think time is so strange
here? Where do they get the heat to cook all those buns? From the fires of hell, that's
where!”

“Probably cheaper than British Gas,” I said. This nutcase was starting to annoy
me.

“I'm not joking, mate.”

“I know you're not.”



“You ever considered how time stops in here?”

“What about it? Clock's buggered, that's all.” Behind me, the clock struck quarter
past. Jack flinched as he saw it. | took another sip of coffee.

Then there was silence. | hoped that this would be the end of it and | would get
some peace now. After all, that's what | come here for. This afternoon | had places to be
and things to do. Didn't need this guy and all his stupid carry on. Sadly, | knew he'd just
be ordering his thoughts to have another go. It's human nature, something I've spent a
lifetime studying.

“They recycle time here. They do, you know. When you come here you think
you've spent a few minutes but hours have passed outside.”

“Bollocks.”

He reached into a pocket and brought out a folded bit of paper. “No, Gareth. It's
all here. I worked it all out. This is a temporal node to another dimension, to Hades. It's
why they called it the Gateway.”

“Jack. Just listen to yourself. What kind of nonsense is that?”

“But this place is evil! It's everywhere!”

He reached over and grabbed my hand, thrusting his scrawled paper in front of
my face. And I'd had just about enough.

“Look, mate. I don't know what's fucking wrong with you, but if you don't let go
and get out of my face pretty damn sharpish, your head's going through that window.”

His eyes were popping out now. | snapped my hand away from his.

“Good”, he shouted. “Kill me! At least in here everyone will know my time of
death!”

| laughed. The Tuscan girls and the barista were looking over. We were obviously
causing a scene. Time to get away, | thought. The clock struck a quarter past. | stood up
and walked away.

“Where are you going?”

“For a piss.”

I'd gotten to the toilet door when | heard footsteps behind me. | hoped it was one of the
girls, the barista at a pinch, but it was not to be.

“Why won't you believe me?”



“For Pete's sake, man. Give it a rest.” I slammed the door behind me. The men's
room was quite small. A two-berth urinal down one wall, two sinks with a mirror on
another, two cubicles at the far wall. And a lunatic outside who came in as soon as | let
go of the door.

He squared up to me. “Listen, you fucker”, he poked my chest with a bony finger.
His trousers were still slung ridiculously low.

“Steady on, mate.”

“I'm not your mate.”

“Looks that way.” I stepped back, leaning my back against the cubicle door. He
stepped forward toward me. Now there was no way through but through him.

“Last chance”, I said, “Get out, you stupid beggar.”

He swung a fist at me. He was obviously unhinged. I blocked his arm and pinned
it to the wall. He kicked at me but I was too fast for him. I punched him just below the
Adam’s apple. I thought his eyes would pop out. He slumped to the floor and as he went
down I kicked him in the stomach. He lay there gasping like a beached carp. | smiled.
Walking round the back, I pulled down his low slung trousers. In the pockets were an
IPod, some keys, a wallet and a fancy phone. I picked up my loot and walked back to the
cubicle doors.

“Your stuff is in the toilet, by the way,” I said. Over the door into the cubicle
went his possessions. . Afterwards, I walked away. “See you around, pal.”, I said as I
closed the toilet door and went back to the stairs. However, something told me to go
back; had to give the silly sod a chance for redemption. | sighed, returning to see him
crawling towards the cubicle.

“If I were you, I'd get out, pal. Run.”

He cursed me and carried on. He was obviously attached to all that crap of his and
wanted it back. | shrugged and left him to it.

This time | made it back to the cafe upstairs. The clock was just striking quarter
past. The Tuscany girls looked towards me and lowered their eyes as | passed. | smiled.
“Barista, another Latte over here.” I grabbed my wallet, “You girls want anything?”

They looked at each other and smiled. “No thanks.”



“Aw, come on, ladies! Let a bloke treat you to a cinnamon bun, they're just out
the oven and all.”

One of the girls flicked her hair back.”Well, just a coke, then.”

I bowed slightly. “Good choice. A coke and two buns for the beautiful girls,
barman!”

They giggled.

“So, what are your names?”

“I'm Amanda”, said one, “Sophie”, said the other, “Yours?”

[ ran my fingers through my hair. “Call me Nick.”

“I thought your friend called you Gareth?”

“What friend?”

“The guy you were talking to.”

“Don't ring no bell, Sophie. Sorry.”

In the Gateway cafe the clock struck quarter past eleven. Nick and the girls were
getting on like a house on fire. The screams from downstairs did not reach them and

when the barista next went to clean the toilets, the place was empty as always.

Bio: | write mainly in the genres of Dark Fantasy and SF. As a child it was Isaac Asimov,
Michael Moorcock and Jules Verne that fired my imagination. My later readings of
particularly Latin American magical realism (Borges, Carpentier, Asturias, Garcia
Marquez, Vargas Llosa and Bolafio), opened up my mind to the possibilities of fantasy as
a vehicle to express serious ideas. If you want to get in touch, please mail me at

Deb Eskie

It was like entering a large gaping mouth that might close and swallow, as |
steered over the Sagamore Bridge, upon the narrow tongue-like road. But man, was it

gorgeous. So breathtaking | had trouble keeping my eyes on traffic, as | took in the



sweeping view of the river that connected two bay sides, separating the arm from the
body. It was a deep, bursting blue and sparkled brilliantly as the setting sun set fire to its
ripples.

Route 6 was a long, seemingly endless road, reaching out further and further
into the most distant part of the country. But blessedly, cars were few on the off-season. |
had summered on the Cape with my family as a kid. Our home was right by the shore
where Katy and | used to swim, play, and inhale the salty air. To the Piper family, the
cape was a place to relax and be free, far from the stresses of fast-paced city life. But in
‘92 the summer house was sold to another vacationing family, and since then, | hadn’t
gone back. These days | was going to school for music at Temple University, in Philly,
where I also worked as a T.A. And recently, I’d become engaged to the love of my life,
Nicole.

As | headed into Chatham, I turned onto Silver Leaf Ave. and parked in front of
the old lighthouse that stood watch before the open sea. | remembered wearing seaweed
as hair while chasing Katy around the sandy dunes, knocking over her freshly made
sandcastle, and causing her to break down in tears at the sight of her destroyed
masterpiece. But right now the once warm, fine sand was sharp with ice and snow, and
my teeth chattered as I hastily smoked a cigarette, which didn’t soothe the burn in my
throat. | got back in the car and drove to the center of town where a local bar could warm
me with gin. The rest of the streets were bare, even the old band stand had an eerie
vacancy; quite different from those summer Fridays | once knew. We’d danced the
Bunny Hop around Wit’s orchestra, and there was candy and balloons, and hundreds of
people, with their picnic lunches, were stationed around the surrounding grassy hills. But
Wit died years ago, and | wasn’t even sure if Fridays were still band nights. Fortunately,
The Squire across the street was conveniently open on a late and cold January night.
There was a fat man with damp armpits wasted at the bar, and a couple of middle-aged
women dancing clumsily by the 50s style jukebox. My iphone beeped, causing the
uncomfortable attention of the bartender and muddy, beer drinking fishermen. “Miss you
already,” the text said, and I ordered trying to seem as casual and assimilated as possible.

“You don’t remember me, do yah?” The waitress said, serving me a second

drink. I hadn’t much looked at her before she said anything. She was plain with skinny



arms and breasts that sagged, even though they were quite small. I shrugged politely as |
could. “That’s all right. I don’t expect you to. We were in swimming lessons together at
Oyster Pond. You undid the top of my bathing suit underwater!”

“Amanda Hogan!” I realized, recognizing the dimples and light blonde hair that
hadn’t been restyled since she was six.

“Well, it’s Amanda Rogan, but it’s been over fifteen years, so all’s forgiven,”
She sat down in front of me, drinking a Bud. “You’re Alec Piper. | remember you very
well. We used to ride our bikes downtown together during the A’s game.”

“Yes! That’s right!” I replied, remembering, also, that Amanda showed me
where her clitoris was under the tree fort where we got high. My dick felt like it would
explode in that moment and | wanted to slip into her, but as she got wetter, she began to
panic, and agitatedly pulled up her pants, and sped away on her bike.

“So, Alec, what brings you back to old Cape Cod? It’s been so long, I thought
you disappeared.”

“I did.” I told her, “But I teach now. Thought I’d get away from it all and do
some extra work.”

“Well, if you’re looking to get away from it all you chose the right place at the
right time. Winter’s when Cape Cod pretty much becomes a regular ghost town.”

“I’ve never seen it covered in snow like this before. It’s like all those beautiful
paintings you see around here.”

“Cape Cod is always beautiful,” Amanda assured me, “but not always as
exciting.” We talked a while, and I was surprised to learn that at 30 years old, Amanda
was already a divorcee with three kids. She showed me pictures and explained that her
ex-husband was a deadbeat that hadn’t yet paid up for the amounts he owed in child
support. She still lived with her grandmother. She said that when she first got pregnant
she had to drop out of high school, just months before graduation, and take on two jobs,
and that she’d been working at The Squire since then, and also had a weekend job at the
Mayflower junk store. | almost felt bad for telling her about myself, and about Nicole, a
steadfast career woman, smart and sexy. But what I didn’t tell her was that Nicole and 1
had been having some problems of our own, and that my refusal to get involved with the

wedding plans, as well as my increased drinking, had us deciding to take some time a



part. That’s when I made plans to visit my long-lost Cape, in order to re-evaluate,
reconnect, and recollect myself, before ruining the best thing in my life. My hope was to
return to Nicole with a brand new sense of self and willingness to move forward with her,
but first I’d have to tackle some parts of myself that had never before been dealt with.

You had a sister, am I right?” Amanda continued, picking at peanut chunks
caught in her molars.

“Yeah, that’s right, Katy.”

“Sad what happened to her,”

“You have quite the memory.”

“Small town. Small island. When something happens, it stays with everyone.”
Amanda took my hand and fidgeted with my Celtic ring. “It’s good to see you, Alec.”

Nicole once asked me to tell her about my sister, and I couldn’t do it. I didn’t
know who Katy really was when it happened. | knew only who she was before then, silly,
joyful, fun; but those were vague images of a long time ago, and were now obsolete, and
untouched, locked away with Cape Cod in a place inside me that was too painful to tap
into. So Nicole insisted that | go back and make peace with the loss. Only then would | be
fully ready to love. However, the sights and smells of Cape Cod struck harder than I was
prepared for, even in its unfamiliar wintery silence. The pretty, antiquated charm of
Chatham reminded me of a happy childhood gone horribly wrong, and the silence was
less of a comfort than | imagined it would be.

| was grading essays at the motel, while chewing on stale pizza, listening to
Miles Davis, and texting Nicole obsessively. “I miss you”, “I wish you were here”, “I’'m
miserable”, but she simply texted me back “I know”. When it seemed that the effort into
focusing was futile, and all electronics had become a bore, | picked up the local
newspaper from off the lamp table. There was a very bleak weather report and a series of
uneventful news stories about church ladies having a bake sale and the shortage of fishing
productivity in the coming winter months. As | flipped through, | found myself reading
through the unusually thick obituary section, which I’d been addicted to doing for years.
Chatham had an abundance of retired citizens, so it made sense that the town had a lot of

deaths. There was, Thelma Nickerson, age 97, Peter McDowell, age 88, Raymond Jones,



age 93, but then there was Mary Bunker, age 14, Justin Murphy, age 15, Cody Fellows,
age 15, and Tyler Eldredge, age 13.

When I looked at Justin Murphy’s entire obituary, I was surprised to learn that
he was the son of a local I’d known as a kid. Joe Murphy was a Red Sox junkie, a chronic
beer chugger, and a gruff loud mouth that I had always fucking hated, but often bought
weed off of. He was in Katy’s circle of friends, and ended up marrying his high school
sweetheart after they had a son together. Joe had three brothers and four sisters, all of
whom stayed in town, married young, and had children. Another deceased kid’s name
was also recognizable to me, and | was astonished and shaken to understand why:

Tyler Eldredge died a sudden and tragic death Sunday morning. He enjoyed
skateboarding and video games, and is survived by his two brothers, Luke and Jordan,
their father, Dan Eldredge, and their mother Amanda Rogan.

It was a long shot to see if Amanda would be at the bar, but sure enough, she
was there, serving drinks to the drunken fat man and the muddy fishermen. She saw me
immediately as I walked in, but didn’t smile like before, and the others glared at me as
they slammed down their beers and Bourbon. “What can I get you?” Amanda asked in a
less friendly tone than when | was previously there.

“I’m trying to quit drinking,” I admitted, but her eyebrows lifted as if she had
never heard the phrase. “Gin,” I said. There was a distinct tension as Amanda filled my
glass and I took it down, pretending not to notice the suspicious eyeing of regulars.

“When you going home?” Amanda finally asked as if to voice the concerns of
her customers.

“I was gonna go home this weekend,” | let her know, “but something is keeping
me here.”

“Do yourself a favor Piper, go home now. Get back to your great life and your
great girl.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your son.” I spoke gently, but it came out strange, and
Amanda went stern and tight-lipped.

“Anything else, stranger?”

“Look, if you wanna talk about it...”



“What makes you think I wanna talk about it?”” She snapped, and I understood
her point. What did make me think she wanted to talk about it? I hadn’t talked about Katy
in over a decade.

“Hey Mandy, is this tourist here, bothering you?”” One of the fishermen
interrupted,

“No, Paul. He’s fine.”

“Maybe he oughtta go back to the other side of the bridge where he belongs!” |
was rather intimidated by men that cut and killed for a living, but it didn’t stop me from
overstepping boundaries.

“Suicide?” I whispered, and Amanda’s horrid reaction was a clear confirmation.
If I were a more compassionate man I might’ve shut up. But as Nicole informed me on
numerous occasions, | was a selfish man, ego-centric, and narcissistic. | jotted down my
cell number. “Been doin’ some research on the internet. The annual number of teenage
deaths is quite startling for a town of only seven-thousand.”

“They’re teenagers,” Amanda responded with, wanting not to listen, but unable
to walk away. “You remember being a teenager, right? It sucks.”

“Apparently more so in this town than anywhere else on the map.” She stared at
me as if trying to decode a puzzle.

“Maybe it’s time to quit drinking, Piper,” she then said. “I have to work.” And
she tossed a towel over her shoulder and turned her back.

I don’t know what exactly brought me to the high school. I was an educator. The
educational institution of any community was of some interest, especially in a town with
eleven adolescent deaths a year. The school looked different from years ago, added onto
in the mid-nineties. Chatham High’s colors were blue and white; Safe, non-threatening,
appropriate colors. The halls were clean, and the feeling was normal for a normal,
average high school. This in itself was alarming, as | expected to see some kind of
memorial for the deceased students, but it was as if no such tragedy had occurred. The
kids slammed their lockers and rushed to class, as Mrs. Monty led me to the case of
trophies against the wall of academic achievers.

“So, as you can see we are Very proud of our students here. We take winning

very seriously, and so our students are strong, skillful, and motivated.”



“I’m a music teacher at Temple,” I told her, which was truth upon the lie that my
wife, child, and | were planning to move to Chatham that year. Mrs. Monty responded
enthusiastically to all information, true or false. “I see you have a lot of sports related
activities. Any music or arts based programs?” Mrs. Monty accepted the challenge
without wavering.

“You see Mr. Piper, our funding goes toward activities that require a sense of
healthy competition and school spirit. But we do have a spring lip-synch contest, which is
very popular among students.” Mrs. Monty didn’t skip a beat. “Allow me to show you the
cafeteria!” There, I was intrigued to discover the deliberate division of cliques at each
table. There were the pretty girls, the jocks, the smart kids, and the Kkids in tattered clothes
and piercings. This wasn’t unlike any high school I’d ever known. Such social hierarchies
seemed to be a natural way to survive the cruel world. I could recall my own high school
in Philly, which was ten times the number of students at Chatham, and how much |
despised having to constantly fit in and be cool. Really | was just a shy, dorky kid who
wore black and played guitar. The only way I made friends was through the school’s
monthly coffee house, where | met other freaks and weirdos like myself. But Chatham
appeared void of such outlets of expression, and the lone black kid sat by the window,
while the effeminate kid with acne took cover behind his book as food was flung at him.
“Excuse me, Mr. McDugan! There is no food throwing during lunchtime! One more time
and you’ll be seeing me in my office!”” Mrs. Monty scolded, and McDugan laughed with
his friends and sat back down to finish his meal. The effeminate kid with acne continued
with his book. “Well, can’t be perfect all the time,” Mrs. Monty joked as she proceeded
toward her office.

“Are there a lot of behavioral problems here at Chatham?” I questioned with
seething curiosity.

“Very few, Mr. Piper. Have | mentioned that Chatham has tested highly on
standardized tests?”

“What about Tyler Eldredge? Justin Murphy?” I finally saw her twitch, as she

impulsively stacked papers at her desk and filed them systematically. “Mrs. Monty?”



“Look, there’s always a few bad apples in the barrel, but don’t let that taint your
decision. Your child will have an excellent experience and opportunity here. Tyler and
Justin had their issues, you understand.”

“I do, yes, but if they were struggling academically or with their peers, what did
the school offer them in the way of help? Who was looking after these kids?”

“Mr. Piper, are you accusing this school of having some kind of involvement in
these tragedies?” I don’t even know if | was. Maybe | was. | suppose | was, since Mrs.
Monty looked like a guilty criminal under investigation. “It is a shame, Mr. Piper, that
you would judge and scrutinize Chatham High School for having a few problem kids in
our classrooms. We take pride in students who are bright, hard working, and outstanding.
They represent Chatham High, not Tyler Eldredge or Justin Murphy!” Mrs. Monty
sighed, as she sat before her computer and nervously cleaned her eye glasses. “Now if
you’ll excuse me, Mr. Piper, | have work to attend to.” And I knew that was my cue to
exit or I’d be escorted out.

| listened as the thunderous waves crashed down by the beach. The cold wind
howled outside my motel window, and I lightly strummed my guitar, longing to dive into
the ocean or take a walk through the dunes, but the bite of the outdoor chill kept me held
up in my room. Across from me on the wall hung a scenic Cape Cod painting of a warm
summer day, and | could almost see myself and Katy in it, standing among the sea grass
in our bathing suits and soaked towels.

Joe was there, | suddenly thought to myself, and my phone beeped.

“It’s more than you think. Come by my place,” the message read. It was from
Amanda.

The Rogans resided in a classic Cape Cod style home with a pointed rooftop. It
was built sometime during the 1800s, and had been home to a sea captain. Since Amanda
was young she was convinced that the sea captain’s ghost still haunted her bedroom. She
was gonna prove this to me once with the use of a Ouija Board, but the game’s planchette
stood still. Now, as I arrived at her doorstep, Amanda’s boys, Luke and Jordan, threw
snowballs with their neighborhood friends on the front lawn. | smiled and greeted them,

nostalgic for my youth, but they kept to themselves, unconcerned with my presence.



We sipped our beers together on the same old couch we’d sat on together
summers ago. As teens, we stole beers from Amanda’s father and watched MTV, and I’d
try desperately not to notice her budding breasts, and Amanda would try desperately not
to notice me noticing. Seventeen years later, we seemed to still be in the habit of avoiding
eye contact, though the circumstances differed, and I wasn’t so afraid of her drunken dad
catching us and giving us both a whipping. Sadly, and fortunately, Amanda’s dad had
passed away years ago, but her grandmother, Nancy, could be heard yelling at the boys to
zip up their coats. Her hair was a staggering white, and each line around her eyes and
mouth represented a year of her age. But even with a hunched spine, and a cane in her
hand, the old woman knew who | was instantly and gave me quite the unconstrained
squeeze as she entered the room. She then babbled about how tall and handsome 1’d
gotten, and how she remembered me as the little city-squirt who dressed like a devil
worshipper. She asked how my parents were, and | told them they were fine and excited
about the upcoming wedding, and that Nicole and my mother bonded through ganging up
against me together. “Well, I’m sure your fiancé fills a certain void for your mother.”
Nancy Rogan suggested, and we all became increasingly silent, as | observed a small
table set up in the living room that displayed various photographs of Tyler. In every one
of them the teenager was seen grinning, but | could tell the deception behind a happy
face. There was a sudden relief that entered me. He hadn’t been totally erased.

“How did it happen?” I asked, and Amanda shifted her focus to her beer bottle,
while Nancy was much quicker to respond.

“Gunshot to the head, poor dear.”

“How’d he get the gun?”

“His father,” Amanda spoke with well-deserved resentment. | wanted to know
more, to find any resemblance to Katy in any way. | questioned about his background and
whether or not there was a history of any behavioral disorders.

“He was a special needs student,” Amanda answered, “He’d been tested for
ADHD.”

“Was he receiving treatment?”” Nancy scoffed at the question and her fingers
tightened around the handle of her cane. “If you call stuffing him with pills and forcing

'3’

him to the back of the classroom treatment



“Chatham is a pretty town,” Amanda added, ““a pretty town with a big drinking
problem.” It was a vague comment, but I felt I understood what my friend was trying to
communicate. A tourist attraction must preserve its appeal in order to maintain its
summer income. However, Chatham’s problems were being ignored as a result, and this
included their so-called “problem kids”, or Mrs. Monty’s intolerable “under-achievers”.
But this only added to the mystery. All towns had a dour history of sorts, and ignoring
special needs children in public education was a national problem. Katy, herself, was an
unmotivated student with behavior issues, and the attention put toward her improvement
was minimal at best. This, of course, had some bearing on the children’s inability to cope,
but still didn’t fully explain why they were offing themselves all over the Cape Cod town
of Chatham. If Katy was a year-round resident and attended the Chatham schools, there
would be more of a connection. And in a flash, | saw Joe, standing there, watching as her
head dipped beneath the surface, and I called out her name, as the waves beat against my
thin, weak legs, threatening to take me in with her. Joe was there. I saw him.

“It was the waves,” Nancy said, her dry, wrinkled fingers stroking my arm,
almost seductively. | jerked back.

“I’m sorry?”

“The waves pulled her in.” Amanda explained with a stern conviction that
contradicted her meekly petite stature.

“I know,” I said, “it was a strong current that night”.

“No,” Nancy said, “the waves called her in”. I searched their faces for a hint of
humor, but both women seemed as sincere as a court’s ruling, so I started to laugh
because nobody else was.

“What are you saying? That my sister killed herself because the waves were
speaking to her?”

“My boy,” Nancy began, “the Cape is an old, old place, and old places are
powerful. They can also be sad, lonely, and selfish. Many of the people here are sad and
lonely. Young people are bored, many disgraced. They have no futures, they have no
ambitions, and the shores of Chatham feed off their desperation and despair, so that they
will never leave.” I suspected that Nancy might be crazy. I suspected such years ago

when, as a kid, | saw her serving pales of fish guts to the neighborhood feral cats.



However, this was not only bizarre, it was downright offensive, and | had no trouble
expressing my outrage.

“Eleven suicides a year in Chatham,” Amanda reminded me,

“Yeah, because Chatham is a fucking coffin!” I shouted, frustrated with her
simple-minded thinking. “This is no place for kids! This town has nothing to offer young
people! It’s a goddamn winter Hellhole!” Stupid, ugly, Chatham hick, bitch, I thought to
myself, but was smart enough not to say it out loud. “Look,” I voiced in a calmer manner,
“you folks can choose to mourn however you’d like, but these fantasies are sick, and if
you’re seeking truth, find another way!” I left, unintentionally slamming the door behind
me which captured the boys’ attention. We exchanged brief glances, and | marched to my
car, before allowing myself the chance to take out my anger where it didn’t belong.

| drank from a bottle of Scotch, eager to dull the growing fury that brewed in my
gut, but a message from Nicole read “come home, baby”, and | thought about the
smoothness of her curves, and the warmth of her breath, as she held me and admitted
fearing who I’d become. I threw the bottle and smashed it against the wall, before
gathering my bags for packing.

The engine took a minute to start up, and | noticed that | was low on gas. But as
| drove around | realized that not a single gas station was open. Maybe | could reach
Hyannis before running entirely out, but I really wasn’t up for risking it. Besides, the
roads were all ice, I’d been drinking, and one more night of peaceful, oceanic sounds
wasn’t going to kill me. I ended up back at The Squire, back in front of Amanda with a
drink in my hand, beside the muddy fishermen and the middle-aged women that couldn’t
dance worth shit. Amanda and I didn’t say much to each other. As more booze rushed
through me, | began to imagine her riding my dick, her saggy tits dangling in my mouth.
The images I had when she was younger and much cuter. But [ wasn’t the only guy
sitting at that bar picturing such things. How often was this ordinary woman the object of
a major hard-on, while she poured a beer and missed her son, and resented the simple,
stagnant, imprisonment of her life? Did she hate the soil she stepped on? Did fairytales
and fantasies make the sameness of it all seem more bearable? Was it a way to escape,
because she never had the guts to actually get off the damn island? The silence between

us was bothersome, and | was sure she considered my hostile attitude earlier rude and



unfounded, so | apologized into my cup. “S’all right,” she said with a smirk, “I’m used to
doors being slammed around my house. My ex-husband does it all the time.” And now I
felt like a complete asshole.

“Didn’t I kick that motherfucker’s sorry ass for good this time?” I turned to my
right and saw a big, sweaty man with thinning hair and tattoos. Amanda bent over the bar
and placed her lips close to his, leaving a tiny space between their faces.

“You sure did, Baby! Dan hasn’t been near the house since!” The big man
looked proud of himself and stared hungrily at Amanda’s ass as she served another
customer. | knew that dirty sonofabitch. | knew that demeaning glare and ridiculous slur.
Fuck, it was Joe! He was older and heavier, but still managed to be as vulgar and
repugnant as ever.

“What you looking at, punk?” He demanded of me, as I observed him, horrified
by the concept of his 300 pound body ramming into Amanda’s 110 pound body. I finally
mustered the nerve to introduce myself.

“Alec Piper. You used to date my sister, Katy.”

“My wife is my only lady.” A jerk and a liar.

“Well you, you knew my sister I guess.” Joe shrugged carelessly and took down
his whiskey. I decided to try a different tactic. “Your son was Justin Murphy.”

“You lookin’ to get your ass handed to you city boy?” Joe barked, as veins
appeared in his forehead and neck. Amanda cut in.

“Joe, Alec’s a friend.” Strangely, Joe bought me a beer and we ended up at a
booth table on the restaurant side of building. The atmosphere was that of an old fishing
pier, or the inside of a sea captain’s ship. We ordered us some seafood that might’ve been
the best I’d ever had. Perhaps that’s why they stayed. Where else could they find oysters
so fresh and tasty?

“Phone cord,” Joe freely released, as he scarfed down his meal. “Dumbass Kkid
couldn’t count to ten, but he certainly knew how to tie a good noose.”

“Why’d he do it?”

“How the fuck should I know?”



“Look, man, I don’t mean any disrespect. I’'m just trying to make sense of these
tragedies, of my own tragedy. My sister took her life in ’92. I don’t know if you
remember.”

“I don’t.”

“You were there. I remember. I saw you when she did it.”

“I don’t fucking remember, okay?” And I gave him all I knew about the summer
Katy was in love with him, and would run off at night to see him, and how 1’d stay up
late, waiting to make sure she got home safely. Our parents caught on quickly, and
though I tried my best to lie for her, they watched as she climbed back in through the
bedroom window and screamed at her for sneaking out and smelling of booze. We’d be
going home to Philly early that summer, but Katy would not be coming home at all.
When the bags were all packed, and our parents retired to their beds, Katy found a way
out of the window that Dad believed he had cleverly secured. | followed, calling after her,
and saw Joe standing at the shorelines with eyes wide as Katy went under.

“Why were you there?” I asked,

“I told you, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Joe maintained.

“Did you try to stop her?” I kept pressing,

“I don’t remember!”

“Or did you make her do it?” I blurted ruthlessly, and Joe grabbed my shirt
collar and pulled me over the table, knocking over the drinks.

“Fuck you man! I never did nothing! It was them! It was them!” Tears melted
his hardened face, and his strong grip on my shirt loosened. I leaned back in my seat.

“I never woulda hurt my boy!” He sobbed.

“We’re talking about Katy.”

“I’m talking ‘bout ‘em both!” He scowled. “That girl... that girl was an angel!”
My phone rang. It was Nicole, but I quickly silenced the call. I wasn’t interested in
dealing with her just then. “All I wanted to do was see her one last time before she left,”
Joe continued, “but they took her! She didn’t go under willingly. She struggled, but they
grabbed her like a hand and pulled her in!”

“Who?”



“The currents! Sucked in my boy too! Told him he was theirs. Told him they
was never gonna let him go! I hear ‘em myself. They got me by the balls.”

“They got us all,” Amanda came in with. She had been standing nearby. I don’t
know for how long. “You need to get away Alec, before they get you too.”

I didn’t believe in this shit about soul sucking currents, forcing the people of
Chatham to stay put, destroying any chance they had at being something greater than they
were. It sounded to me like these losers, hicks, and old timers just needed a good excuse
to justify their fears of the unknown. Most Chatham residents had never been over the
damn bridge. Unlike actual islanders who require a boat to get to the mainland, Cape
Codders had access, and thus, their isolation was a choice. Their insanity, a choice. So
why did I end up at Amanda’s home the next morning to beg for her to come with me?

“I’m afraid,” she told me, and I kissed her hard and insatiably. It felt good, like
twenty years of sexual tension released at once. | wanted her. | don’t know why. I just
did.

“Bring the boys.” I insisted, and Nancy took hold of her granddaughter’s wrist
with a nod of approval. She jammed a few of their belongings into my trunk, but not
much. The boys seemed upset when Nancy and their mother informed them that they’d
be going on a trip. They whined, and told Amanda they had school projects to take care
of. Amanda yelled for them not to argue, but she herself, appeared more anxious and
fretful than any of us. She hugged Nancy before we took off, and for a moment it didn’t
look like she was going to let go, until Nancy pushed away.

“You go, child! Get the hell out of here!”

As we approached the bridge at the end of Route 6, Amanda began to squirm in
her seat and the boys dreadfully moaned in the back.

“I dunno if I can do this,” Amanda choked,

“Yes you can,” I assured her, “only a few more miles!”

“I dunno if I can!”

“Mommy, I want to go home!” Jordan wailed in a panic.

“I can’t do this!” Amanda screamed as the view of the bridge neared, and she

violently banged herself against the car door, shrieking and struggling to get out.



“Jesus!” I pulled the vehicle over, almost causing a series of accidents, and
unlocked the door for her. She ran out toward the water, and fell to her knees
breathlessly. | put my arms around her. The kids stood still, as they watched their mother
sob frantically into my shirt.

“I can’t do this, I can’t!” She repeated,

“It’s okay, you don’t have to.” I kissed her forehead, understanding the burden
that weighed her down and kept her chained to the land. If it was them, they had her
good. And they were calling for me too. I could hear them. I could see myself with
Amanda, raising her boys, taking walks on the beach, living the Cape Cod lifestyle,
without worries, without interruptions, just us and the beautiful sea. What was so
important about city life that | had to get back to? Nicole deserved better than my
unfaithful distance. | was never really with her, because | had never really left the island.
Summer or winter, Chatham had always been a part of me, and | was a part of it. This
was how Katy must’ve felt every time we had to say goodbye to the dunes at the end of
each August. She didn’t want to leave. Why leave such beauty?

| thought to turn around and drive Amanda and her kids home, but in order to do
so, I’d have to get off an exit on the other side. Amanda wouldn’t have survived the
bridge, and I needed to remain as far from the currents as possible. If I went back, |
would stay. So | left the family there, by the side of the road and the deep blue waters,
with some cash and my iphone. We said very little at that point. I think we both knew this
was the last we’d see of each other. I got in the car and braced myself for the journey
home. As | pressed hard on the gas pedal, my thoughts were of Amanda, and Nicole, and
Katy. | caught speed and drove over the mouth of Sagamore, back toward the rest of the

world.
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Philip Roberts

A six year old kneels before the flaming candles. Jimmy’s mother kneels next to him.
Words pour slowly from his mouth. They are the first words he ever spoke. He knows them by
heart. He has no idea what they mean.

Before them a small statue stares back. It scares him. Hollow, stone eyes watch him
intently. A stone mouth pulls back into a tight mouth of indifference. Tiny stone knees pull up to
the chin, stone hands draped over them. He can’t stop speaking until his mother tells him to.

Beside him she rises. Her eyes are closed while Jimmy glances over to follow her
movement exactly. Sweat breaks out on his forehead from the hot candles. His mother drops her
head abruptly, utters the phrase for the last time, and turns to Jimmy.

This part is hers and hers alone. She whispers words too silent for him to hear, and when
her eyes open, the way she studies him, every time it makes him nervous, as if she’s waiting for
him to do something wrong.

She never says a word to him. The two stand in unison. They leave the small room
hidden behind the pantry wall. Hollow stone eyes watch them leave.

N——

An eight-year-old Jimmy runs quickly up the stairs. Mr. Barrie is waiting for him in the
third bedroom on the left. He sits on the edge of his thinly framed bed, wearing only an
undershirt and boxers.

“My water?” he says while raising a shaggy, gray eyebrow.

Jimmy hands him the glass. Sweat glistens on the man’s balding head, his undershirt
stained yellow. “When’s the air conditioning getting fixed?”” he asks.

“Soon,” Jimmy answers, his tone polite, his arms at his sides as he waits to be dismissed.

“It’s always soon. I’ll leave before it happens. You tell your mother that, you hear? I’ll
leave if it doesn’t get fixed tomorrow.” He guzzles down half the water before slamming the
glass on the bedside table. “And put some ice in it next time. Now get out of here.”

Jimmy’s gone, down the stairs, sticking out his tongue even though Mr. Barrie can’t see
it. He had said last week he would leave if the air conditioning weren’t fixed.

“Did you attend to him?” Jimmy’s mother asks when he walks into the kitchen. She is



preparing her special dish the two of them always eat before the ritual, laced with her seasonings.
“Yes. He says he’s going to move out if the air conditioning isn’t fixed.”
“Let him.”
N——

Three days before Jimmy’s eleventh birthday he kneels before the alter, his forehead on
the ground, his mother beside him. The statue no longer scares him. The childish fears of his
youth, of the dim glow of the candles, the hollow eyes always watching him while he repeats his
prayers, has left. The words, however, remain as meaningless to him as they were when he was
younger. Perhaps, he often considers while awake at night, they have lost even more meaning.

When his mother rises he rises as well. He doesn’t need to look to know when she moves.
Every action is engrained into his body. They stand together, leave together, while up above
them Mr. Barrie sleeps. As soon as they emerge into the dark kitchen Jimmy can hear the man’s
snores.

“What were you thinking?” his mother asks him suddenly, her face a silhouette in the
darkness as it turns to face him. She has never asked him this question before.

“What?” he asks, aware of the hesitance in his voice.

“Your mind wasn’t focused, was it?”

He wants to turn on the light. He wants to dispel the visage standing before him.

“It was,” he protests. The hard slap sends him stumbling into the wall.

“Never lie to me again.” Her voice is a force more painful than any slap she could
deliver. Tears spring from Jimmy’s eyes. He lays huddled against the wall, cowering before the
person towering over him.

Suddenly she’s kneeling down in front of him. Her face comes into his view, eyes
wavering before she reaches out and pulls him closer. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, “but you
mustn’t stray. You mustn’t deviate at all.”

He holds her, feeling awful for the thoughts he had had. She is his mother. She wants
only what is best for him. He tells himself he won’t allow his mind to wander again.

Nu—

Jimmy stands at the top of the staircase and stares at the neighborhood beyond his home.

Across the street some children play, younger than him, he thinks, but not by much. In his

thirteen years of life he has never spoken to another child.



Behind him he hears Mr. Barrie. He is dressed neatly today, in his good suit, and won’t
be back for the next week. Jimmy’s mother isn’t home, gone to the store, but she’ll be back soon
to see Mr. Barrie off.

He stares at Jimmy, a different man, Jimmy thinks, when he’s wearing his work clothes.
He travels around on occasions to sell whatever it is he sells. Jimmy has never asked.

“Nice day out,” Mr. Barrie says. He sets down his bag and walks up behind Jimmy. The
suit hides most of his growing gut. His hat covers up his balding head.

“I guess,” Jimmy says.

“Why don’t you go out there, play with the other kids?”” Mr. Barrie asks even though he
knows the answer. He asks Jimmy a lot of questions he knows the answers to.

“My mom won’t let me.”

“Your mom is a bit of a nut if you ask me,” Mr. Barrie says with a snort. Jimmy resists
the urge to get drawn in. Mr. Barrie enjoys drawing out the anger. Jimmy won’t give him the
pleasure.

“She only does what’s best for me.”

“Keeping you prisoner is what’s best for you? No way to raise a kid if you ask me.”

“I don’t mind.” The lie is flat and obvious.

“Well,” Mr. Barrie says, and leans down as he says it. Down below they both can hear
the front door opening. “If you ever want to get out and explore a little, just let me know, and
maybe I can help you out. Shame to see a kid lose his youth.” He winks, pulls abruptly upright.
His eyes focus on only the window by the time Jimmy’s mother reaches the top of the stairs.

Wrinkles line her face framed with straight brown hair, and in the middle of it her eyes
leap between Jimmy and Mr. Barrie. “Hello, Ruth,” Mr. Barrie says as if suddenly surprised by
her appearance. But her hardened eyes focus only on Jimmy and the look he can’t wipe away
from his face.

“I’ll see you off, Michael,” she says.

Mr. Barrie picks up his bag and actively avoids looking at Jimmy as he walks down the
stairs. Jimmy can hear the two of them talking in hushed tones before Mr. Barrie leaves and
Jimmy’s mother returns with a look Jimmy doesn’t like.

“I don’t want you talking to Mr. Barrie anymore unless it has to do with getting him

something, you hear me?” She grabs his arm, jars it painfully, and Jimmy can only stare into her



worried gaze, at the wrinkles around her eyes. Mr. Barrie told him once that his mother had been
quite a looker, as he had put it, before she had had Jimmy.

“Go to your room for the rest of the night. I’ll bring you your dinner. And I don’t want to
see you staring out this window.”

She turns from him before he can answer. She’s walking down the staircase before
Jimmy can settle his thoughts. He spends the rest of the night in his room and listens to his
mother down in the kitchen. She forgets to bring him his dinner. He’s never gone without food
for so long before, and his stomach keeps him awake late into the night.

The next morning Jimmy awakes to the sound of his mother’s voice. She stands in his
open bedroom door. She hasn’t slept; he can tell from the reddened eyes she stares at him with.

“Come,” she says, and Jimmy follows her down the long staircase and through the
kitchen into the pantry.

The ritual has grown in frequency ever since Jimmy turned twelve. Now they regularly
do it twice a week, some times more. Never have they done it so early in the morning.

Jimmy’s head spins as he walks through the pantry. He glances back at the kitchen where
he knows his mother spent her night. Through the kitchen window the world outside looks darker
than he thinks it should, the air thick with fog, but when he blinks the image is gone and the sun
is rising.

Now he is forced down onto the floor while his mother’s shaking hand lights the two
candles. Rather than lower his head Jimmy stares at the stone statue and its hollow eyes, the
darkness in them deeper than before, like when he was a child and it still scared him.

His mother’s fingers dig into the back of his neck, force his head down, her words sharp
as she tells him to begin. And Jimmy does, repeating his meaningless chant, letting it absorb his
entire mind until he knows nothing but those words circling through him.

It calms him. The dizziness goes away. He glances up at the stone statue, but it doesn’t
frighten him anymore. It looks like nothing but a statue. Quickly he lowers his head before his
mother can see him. They perform the ritual as always, perfectly in sync. By the time they’re
finished his mother’s shaking has stopped. She offers a tired smile.

She makes him a large breakfast that morning, everything he loves, covered in her special
seasonings. Mr. Barrie won’t eat anything with her seasonings on it. Everything Jimmy eats has

at least a little of them in it. She apologizes for forgetting his dinner. “I was just so angry at Mr.



Barrie I couldn’t think straight,” she says. He’s never heard her apologize so much. She promises
to never forget to make him a meal again.
a—

When Mr. Barrie arrives back Jimmy’s mother yells at him. Jimmy awakes to the sound
of them shouting. This isn’t new. Lately, Jimmy’s mother shouts at Mr. Barrie a lot. Jimmy can’t
hear what they’re saying. He never can. Occasionally he hears a few words louder than the others
before the voices quickly drop.

“Should be free,” Mr. Barrie says along with other words Jimmy can’t hear.

“Needs to be controlled,” Jimmy catches from his mother. He kneels on the floor in his
dark bedroom with only the thin line of light from beneath his door. Suddenly the voices stop.
Footsteps pound loudly across the floor.

“Jimmy?” his mother calls out.

Jimmy hurries as quietly as he can across the room and jumps into his bed. He feigns
sleep when his mother walks up the stairs, opens his door. She closes it without saying a word.
They don’t fight anymore that night.

Fa—

On Mondays Jimmy’s mother goes into town to get the groceries. When Jimmy was
younger he was allowed to go with her. Now he doesn’t get to leave at all. Six months have
passed since the last time he has left the house

His mother leaves shortly after their morning ritual. That, too, has changed. “Now is the
difficult time,” she said to him once. “You mustn’t stray from your duties, and you mustn’t allow
anything to distract you.”

First it became daily, every night, and then twice a day, every morning as well. Often in
the afternoon they go into the back room.

On that Monday morning Jimmy cleans the dishes. Mr. Barrie walks down the stairs
when Jimmy isn’t paying attention. “Hey kid,” Mr. Barrie says to him, smiling from the kitchen
doorway. Jimmy doesn’t talk to Mr. Barrie very much anymore.

“Beautiful day out,” Mr. Barrie says. Jimmy doesn’t answer him. He finishes up with the
dishes and gets ready to start up the laundry, but Mr. Barrie is standing in his way.

Mr. Barrie looks more youthful than normal. His spirits have been up in the past few

months. He says his money has been good lately. Jimmy’s mother mutters other things under her



breath, and won’t tell Jimmy what they are when he asks.

“Look,” Mr. Barrie says, kneeling just a little to look at Jimmy eye to eye. “Your
mother’s gone for the day. You know it, I know it, and I’ve been thinking a lot lately that you
need to have a day free. Can’t tell me you wouldn’t like that.”

Don’t talk to Mr. Barrie, Jimmy’s mother says in his mind, but his mother’s authority
isn’t what it once was. The repetition of the walls surrounding him lights a fire of rebellion in
Jimmy’s mind.

“What do you mean?” Jimmy says to Mr. Barrie’s growing smile.

“I"1l take you into town is what I mean, drop you off at the library. Never been to one,
have you?”

“No.”

“Thought as much. You just spend your day there and I'1l pick you up tonight.”

“But mom will be angry at me. I won’t be here for-” Immediately the words cut off.
Jimmy’s face scrunches with hesitation and a hint of fear.

“What is 1t?” Mr. Barrie asks.

No one is supposed to know about the rituals, and to Jimmy’s knowledge, Mr. Barrie
doesn’t. On most Mondays they hold both an afternoon and evening ritual. Jimmy will miss the
afternoon one for sure, and probably the evening one if he’s gone too long. But, the yearning to
leave outranks his mother’s voice screaming in his head.

“Okay,” Jimmy says. “Please take me to the library.”

They drive in silence. Mr. Barrie smiles the whole way. The smell of fresh air through the
window and the breeze across Jimmy’s face blocks out whatever punishment his mother will
have waiting for him.

Mr. Barrie stops in front of a large cement building covered in stone carvings. “I’ll take
all the blame for it, okay?” he says as Jimmy gets out.

Jimmy nods and knows Mr. Barrie is wrong.

Time leaves him then without his knowledge. The building is massive, dominates all his
attention, until ten o’clock turns into one, and then into five, and still Jimmy wanders through the
long rows of books, picking one up to glance through its pages before moving on to the next. At
eight he realizes how late the time is, but when he walks outside, Mr. Barrie isn’t there.

The night is cool, but a fever burns in Jimmy’s temple. He stares at the street in front of



the building and sees what looks like a haze of fog drifting in from the north. This feeling, he
realizes, was with him in the building as well, but he had been too preoccupied to notice. Now he
feels the heat inside his body. He hasn’t eaten since breakfast.

He turns to study the building, to distract him, but the stone animals stare at him. He
thinks of the statue and its hollow eyes always watching him. He feels the heat of the candles
across his face. A deep headache pounds behind his eyes. He can almost feel them pulsing.

Mother, he thinks. He needs to get home. Leaving was wrong. His mother told him to
never leave the house without her, and now Mr. Barrie isn’t coming. They have a phone, he
knows, because he has heard Mr. Barrie make calls, but Jimmy doesn’t know the number.

The fog grows thicker. It swarms down the street, towards Jimmy, engulfing everything
but the area directly around him. He can feel the stone eyes of the animals at his back and he
runs from them.

He knows the way home. He was watching carefully during the drive, and even with the
fog, Jimmy knows where he has to go.

The heat pours through his legs. He wants to stop it hurts so badly. Thinking isn’t easy
anymore with the pulsing in his head. He sees Mr. Barrie’s smiling face as he kneels down to tell
Jimmy to get out. Mr. Barrie knew this was going to happen he suddenly thinks, and knew about
the rituals in the room behind the pantry.

Up ahead, through the haze of the dark fog, Jimmy can see the two-story house he has
spent his entire life in. A light glows in the living room.

Just being in the house makes him feel better, but it doesn’t stop the pain. The fog doesn’t
follow him. This house, he suddenly thinks, is protected against the fog.

As soon as he’s through the door he hears his mother calling to him. Through a haze of
pain he sees her appear, drag him towards the kitchen without a word. On the kitchen table is a
bowl of soup. Her special seasoning is mixed into it, the smell of it everywhere, and the smell
makes Jimmy feel sick. He doesn’t want to eat the seasoning.

Behind him Jimmy hears movement.

“That stuff won’t work anymore,” Mr. Barrie says.

Dark anger tenses in his mother’s face. “You stay away from him,” she screams, her
hands clawing more at Jimmy’s arms. He allows her to pull him through the open pantry. He has

trouble thinking. The pain in his head is too powerful. His mother pushes him to his knees.



“Repeat your prayers,” she whispers in his ear, her voice thick with emotion.

Quickly his mother darts out of the room, while behind Jimmy he can see the long
shadow of Mr. Barrie in the doorway. “This is for the best, Ruth. You shouldn’t have tried to
contain it.”

In front of Jimmy the stone statue watches him. He can’t remember his prayer anymore.
The throbbing won’t let him remember. The first words start to come to him, but his tongue,
tense with pain, won’t form it.

His mother emerges with a bowl of her seasoning, lights them on fire. A thick, noxious
odor fills the room. Jimmy has trouble breathing the smell is so awful.

Jimmy coughs, entire body shaking with it, his throat being torn to shreds by the painful
coughing fit. He can’t speak anymore. He collapses onto his side.

“Please,” he hears his mother say beside him. She grasps at his shirt. She tries to pull him
closer, her teary face right in front of his. “You have to say it. Don’t give in yet. Breathe in the
fumes and say the prayer. I can’t do it for you.”

But her words are hard for Jimmy to hear. The smell is too terrible, the fumes acid down
his throat. He can’t say the prayer anymore. His eyes flutter upward. He can see the hint of a
dark fog infiltrating the house.

Beside him his mother’s soft voice keeps begging him. All Jimmy knows is the stone
statue in front of him and the dark tunnels of its eyes.

“Leave it be,” Mr. Barrie shouts. “This is what we wanted. What was the point if we keep
it contained?”

“It can’t be controlled,” Jimmy’s mother screams, and suddenly she’s gone from his side.

The two are fighting, their shadows jumping across the small room, but Jimmy can’t
break his eyes away from the statue to see. Mr. Barrie screams in pain. A heavy body falls to the
floor followed by footsteps running into the pantry.

“I’m so sorry,” he barely hears his mother whisper before the pain pierces his back.
Finally his eyes leave the statue. In the middle of his chest he can see the tiny point sticking
through his shirt, where red spreads outward, and then the feeling fades along with his vision.
His mother’s arms wrap around him, draw him close. He can feel her tears on the back of his
neck. “Forgive me,” she whispers over and over again in his ear.

The fog grows thicker, clouding out the flames and the statue, before absorbing Jimmy



completely.
N——

He awakens to the gaze of the statue. It can’t control him anymore. The statue shatters
against the wall. There is no pain when the knife slides out of him.

His mother is gone. On the kitchen floor he stares at Mr. Barrie and the ragged remains of
his face. The pungent smell of seasonings lingers in the air, but they can’t harm him now. A
smile touches his face, and he says his prayer slowly, letting each word crawl across his tongue.
That, too, cannot harm him. He knows what it means now.

He opens the back door to a world of deep fog, where somewhere the mother of his flesh
has disappeared. Given time he’ll find her.

He steps out into the welcoming arms of the fog, and back into the world from which he

had been summoned.

Publication Credits: In the Walls: June 2010 issue of Midnight Echo
The Apartment’s Best Feature: 2008 "Beneath the Surface™ Anthology by
Shroud Publishing

Catching Back Up: Feb. 2010 Issue of The Absent Willow Review

Deb Eskie

When the police arrived she was asleep on the floor. They burst in. Their strange
faces and brightly beamed flashlights terrified her. She screamed harsh, brutal shrieks and
ran to the far corner of the room where it was still dark. She buried herself, shielding her
eyes from the light, and continued screaming. The detective tried to calm her down, but it
was no use. She had no language. He then demanded that all flashlights be turned off.
One by one the policemen switched off their instruments, and the girl’s violent cries
turned to rapid heaves. Profound distress was still present in her face.

The female cop reached out to her gently and she pulled back, shaking, her eyes

wild and disturbed. Then ever so slowly, the girl extended her hand and touched the



officer’s breast, her other hand upon her own partially developed breast. She had never
seen herself before. The room hadn’t any mirrors, or anything that bared a reflection.
There was a seven by nine-inch window at the top of the wall, near the ceiling, but it was
too high up. This was the only place where a hint of soft light could seep through, but
never enough to fully illuminate the space. One time, the girl became curious about the
window and she climbed up one of the pipes to get a better look, but the pipe broke,
causing a flood. She landed to the floor, spraining her wrist and breaking a tooth. He beat
her severely for this, but bandaged her up after and fixed the pipe. The next day the
window was boarded up. Not that the girl had any concept of time. Hours, minutes,
seconds, they meant nothing to her. It was all the same; One, big, stretch of time, sleeping
and waking, eating and shitting in that concrete box. Her life was spent within coldness,
blackness, and filth. The pipes creaking, the mice scurrying, insects sharing the tattered
mattress on the floor; these were her only companions. Sometimes they’d bite, but she
learned to kill by snatching a mouse and squeezing it to suffocation, or using a piece of
broken stair to stab it and watch it drain of blood.

Food was fed to her at least once or twice a day. Sometimes dry bran cereal,
sometimes slices of ham, or bits of chicken, and water. She was allowed plenty of water,
but none of it kept her skin from being the pale gray that it was. Nor did it keep her eyes
from bulging from deep, encompassing shadows, or her flesh from being tight against the
frail skeleton of her body. She did bleed, however. Not consistently, but at least three
times a year. When she first started to bleed it dripped down her leg, and knowing what
happened to the mice when they bled, she wailed in hysterics at the sight of it. But when
the blood stopped, she was still alive, and when it came back, she did not fear it. And
when all the blood, shit, and piss would add up, he would come down and clean, but not
enough that she wasn’t living within her own vile waste. And though flies were
everywhere, and the stench was abhorrently potent, neither he nor the girl seemed to
notice or care. What was there to care about? It was her universe, and all that existed to
her. Of course, his constant emergence from upstairs meant that upstairs existed. She
knew that because she could hear his footsteps above her, sometimes there’d be multiple
footsteps, which made no sense to her, but it was no use trying to flee through the door at

the stairs’ top. It was bolted shut, and used only by him.



He never spoke. Normally, he wouldn’t spend more than a moment down there if
his purpose was to simply feed her. The food would be placed at the bottom of the stairs
upon a folded napkin. He would look at her looking back at him, and then he would
leave. But occasionally he would come down and stare at her sleeping naked upon her
ratty, shit-stained mattress. She was often caked in dirt, shit, and blood. Her body was
unshaven and her hair was long, disheveled, and nest-like. He never touched her, or
smiled, but he would unzip his pants, take out his dick and beat off. Then he’d cum and
would leave her alone in her darkness. She was not ashamed or disgusted, if anything she
was intrigued by these visitations. Due to his grunts and moans she knew what he was
doing felt good. She had found her clit as a child and knew how to rub herself to orgasm,
but never in front of him. She was frightened of him. And she was in awe of him. He was
God. Whatever this life was, he created it for her, and she had no reason or ability to
question it. Even if the door wasn’t locked why would she escape? One cannot choose to
escape their universe, and as far as she was concerned, there was nothing beyond that
door. Not until the cops found her sleeping within her foul and polluted cave, snoring like
an animal through her broken, disfigured nose.

She was kept under dim exposure, as it was apparent that the girl had extreme
sensitivity to light. However, she continued to cover her eyes in immense pain and fear,
and cried, kicked, and dug her long finger nails into the skin of the nurses that tried to
bathe her. She spent hours rocking back and forth in the corner of her new room, refusing
to glance out the barred window that overlooked the property.

The sounds coming from the mouths of doctors and police detectives were
incomprehensible to her, but one word was repeated again and again when they addressed
her, “Laura”. Though the word hadn’t any meaning to the girl, she could tell it meant
something to the doctors who kept saying it. “Laura”. Then they held a picture up of a
beautiful blonde woman grinning and holding a tiny infant in her arms. The girl displayed
no reaction, but when the doctor held up a picture of her god, she smiled.

“I can’t believe it,” the detective later said, while conversing with the doctor.

“Thirteen years of abuse and she acts like she’s in love with the sonofabitch!”



“Not in love,” the doctor said, “Laura was never raised with love. She has no
awareness of her emotions. All she knows is that this man kept her alive for thirteen
years. She was his pet, his rodent that he caged up and fed. And he was her master.”

“He’s a goddamn monster is what he is! Murdered her mother when she was
baby.”

“If she understood English, we’d be able to communicate to her everything that’s
happening, and what has happened. But Edgar Jones never taught her to speak.”

“You know,” the detective began, “I’ve seen cases like Laura before. Wild
children, abandoned, or kidnapped, but never have I seen this.”

“Never have you seen someone do it to their own child.” The detective shook his
head, repulsed by the very idea.

“Some parenting skills, huh?” The doctor shrugged and gazed through the two-
way window at Laura, who seemed to be gazing back, but it was her own reflection she
was fixated on. Curiously, she pressed her fingers against the glass and then to her thin,
battered face.

“To us he’s despicable,” the doctor continued, “But to Laura, he was the perfect

father.”

Bio: In 2005 my play Tell Me About Love was featured in the Provincetown Playwright
Festival and my thesis, a play called Bod, was performed at Lesley University in 2008.

This year, Mother’s Sin was featured in an online magazine called Fringe.

Thomas Barnes

| was always told that some things were too good to be true, so | never got my
hopes up. I didn't realize I should watch the ambitions of my friends lest | be shot down

as well.



The sign appeared early in February over the alley between Harrison's Eatery and
Saxon Barbershop. Jimmy stopped short on our walk to school, gazing at the bright white
sign flapping in the wind. The sign declared in cherry red bold face print:

OPENING SUNDAY: THE OVERSTOCK STORE

| stared down the dark alley filled with construction equipment and sawdust
settling over the pavement, and | felt the back of my teeth chatter together.

Jimmy turned to me, that familiar gleam in his dark blue eyes.

“Tim, whattaya think of this? A brand-spanking-new establishment! Do you think
| can find that perfect gift I've been looking for — Mary's gift for Valentines Day?”

Jimmy went on before | could answer.

“I bet I could, none of these junk places have that special something for a special
someone, you know?”

I nodded, my face a mask of sincerity. Jimmy was chasing Mary Reilly since
Christmas vacation. | liked her since the start of school, but with nothing to show for it.
But now the captain of the basketball team, otherwise known as my best friend, was
going after her. Then she sits up and takes notice.

“It looks like this new place, err, the Overstock Store replaced the gutted
warehouse where we used to hang,” I said. “We haven't been able to hang in awhile-"

“Yeah, yeah, we'll hang soon,” Jimmy said, his eyes riveted to the sign.

| sighed. Despite the shelter from the bitter winter, I never like that warehouse —
the only reason I hung out there was because | thought it was worth it to be with Jimmy.

The cold winter wind pressed my jacket against me, and | shivered. Pebbles of
salt protecting the sidewalk from snow swept against my jean like shrapnel.

“Come on, we're gonna be late for school,” I said.

We weren't, but | wanted to get back to our conversation. Not stand here idle as
Jimmy thought up ways to get at My Girl.

| thought of her as My Girl despite being invisible to her.

“Right.” Jimmy said, with one more glance at the alley as we departed.

After a silent walk to school, Jimmy turned to me with that dangerous light still in
his eyes.

“On Sunday, want to look for a present there?”



| sighed again.

“Okay,” I said.

We opened the double doors at the same time and went in. As much as | dreaded
going into that warehouse, | would go. | wanted to save what was left with our friendship.

If there was anything left to save.

*

It's funny, school dragged by with a ballgame on Saturday. But when | started
counting down the days, dreading my promise to Jimmy, the week flew by.

It seemed like some higher power pressed the fast forward button. Days flew past,
bells ringing for the end of the day almost as soon as they rang for school to begin.

Sunday skidded to a halt and | woke up with a pit in my stomach. | brushed my
teeth with a vengeance, hating my reflection in the mirror. Why couldn't | be the
handsome one? With these glasses and gawky features, it's no wonder Mary looks
straight through me.

Jimmy rang my doorbell before I finished breakfast, so I chucked the rest of my
Frosted Flakes and he dragged me out the door. I didn't expect to see many people on the
sidewalks but when we neared the alley a small crowd was gathered. Cars squeezed
together on the side of the street. | wondered for the millionth time how cars escaped
from such cramped parking spots.

A line was forming, stretching onto the sidewalk and in front of Harrison's
outdoor tables. We got in line, and people stepped into the cue behind us. I was glad we
got here early. It looked like the whole town showed up for the opening.

“Not that there's much else to do,” I muttered. Nobody heard me.

After a few minutes, we heard a slight cheer emerge from the alley. A shriveled
old man was coming out of the front doors, his short stature exaggerated by his hunched
shoulders. A pair of half-moon spectacles perched on his hooked nose, and he looked
over these as he talked, his little swoop of white hair bobbing all the while.

“Welcome, neighbors, to the grand opening of the Overstock Store!” he said,

walking down the aisle of future customers.



| looked down the alleyway, illuminated by bright halogen bulbs hanging over
the warehouses front doors. The store within the sliding glass doors looked dark and
foreboding.

In and out, I told myself, and you can still catch the last of the cartoon. If you
hurry.

“And without further ado,” the owner said in whistling voice, his name tag stating
Mr. Alexander, Manager. “The Overstock Store is now officiallyo p e n ! ”

With that, the owner cut through the red ribbon in front of the double doors.
Jimmy surged forward with the rest of the crowd, but I bit my lip in hesitation. The
person behind me shoved me forward with a snarl.

Biting through my lip, | tasted copper and a few drops of red hit the alley floor,
choked with sawdust. The springy pulp sucked the blood up in eager slurps, the droplets
disappearing as soon as they brushed the ground. | cursed under my breath and looked
around to try and find the person that pushed me.

But they were gone. | saw the fringes of Jimmy's blue coat disappearing into the
store, and | got up, dabbing at my lip with a tissue. It was still trickling a babbling brook
of crimson down my chin. | walked with the tide of people through the double doors.

In the store, there was no sign of Jimmy.

| stepped past a row of sullen clerks standing by silent registers, looking bored
and annoyed with the sudden influx of customers. Townies browsed the numerous
shelves stretching into the murky depths of the warehouse. | saw Mr. Edwards, my vice
principle, lifting a book from a long, low row of beat-up and tattered paperbacks.
Frowning, he turned the book over and squinted in the dim light, trying to read the fine
print.

| walked past aisles, trying to peer around the people crowding the narrow lanes.
Signs declaring

LOW PRICES

or

SALE

hung from the rafters, hidden in the creeping shadows behind the huge halogen

bulbs chained to the ceiling.



Searching for Jimmy, | almost walked into Mr. Alexander.

“Looking for something?” he asked.

| jJumped.

“Sorry, you surprised me, sir,” I said. “And no, I'm looking for someone actually.
The guy I came here with, Jimmy.”

| glanced at the proprietor of the store and realized how old he looked up close. It
wasn't the rows of wrinkles trekking down his forehead. It wasn't the faded brown liver
spots popping up on his hands. It wasn't the wiry white hair curling out of his button-
down, or the jack-o-lantern smile of false teeth between his pink gums.

Mr. Alexander looked ancient because of his eyes, two pinpricks of black in the
center of milky white, looking haunting in their brightness. Bright eyes sometimes
betrayed an alertness or readiness, but not Mr. Alexander's withered head. The same
whispering secrets that lie behind black holes hid just behind those eyes.

His faded iris made me gasp, but he continued with what he was saying as if he
didn't notice.

“Jimmy? I know exactly who you're talking about actually. He's around here
somewhere, I was just speaking to him.” Mr. Alexander said, his piercing eyes never
leaving mine.

| let my gaze fall, uneasy by his stare.

“So he's still around here? Which way did he go?” I asked the floor at Mr.
Alexander's feet.

“He went to our gift aisle, looking for a present for a special someone he
mentioned.”

| felt my face flush, growing hot. I hoped the dim light would mask it.

Mr. Alexander creaked back and snickered. I glanced up, annoyed. Mr.
Alexander's toothy grin was wider now, and I tried not to stare in morbid fascination at
the edges of his dentures.

“I can sense some tension in you — Perhaps you'd rather be the one giving that
special someone a special gift?” Mr. Alexander stared me down again, but his bushy

white brows narrowed down at me.



| froze. All this careful concealment, and this old coot sees through me in
minutes. If he told Jimmy, it would be the last nail in the coffin for our friendship.

“How do you-”

“Never mind that, sonny,” Mr. Alexander said, his wrinkles multiplying as he
smiled down at me. “But wouldn't it be a lot better for you and Mary without Jimmy in
the picture?”

“Would it ever -” I said, the words tumbling out of my lips before | could stop
myself.

| started to stammer out a denial, but Mr. Alexander was already turning away,
clapping his hands together as if to brush dust away.

“That was weird,” I muttered.

| tried to laugh at myself. It wasn't as if he was going to tell Jimmy. Paranoia
fuels fantasies, | told myself, and started down another aisle.

| expected Jimmy to be around the next turn each time I rounded the corner of an
aisle. But each time, | was dismayed. After ten minutes, | started to doubt my search.

Maybe he's gone home.

“No, he wouldn't leave without me.” I told myself, but I didn't sound convincing.

| tried to quiet the small voices in the back of my head, whispering needling
doubts into my ear.

The same aisles, the same fascinated faces staring blithely at the same
merchandise.

| started running from one end of the store to the other. No sign of Jimmy.
Panting, it hit me that Jimmy was gone.

A tear welled up in the corner of one eye, but | wiped it away before it could
trickle down my cheek. I didn't want anybody to rag on me tomorrow at school about
weeping.

Head down, | walked out of the store with my proverbial tail between my legs. |
stared at the ground, the cracked concrete covered with the black polka dots of ages-old

gum litter. Rounding the corner of the aisle, | started for the double doors.



All I wanted to do was forget about him, and I felt it slipping from my mind like
the waves of the ocean erase sandcastles and footprints. | felt the pain easing off my
shoulders, and | saw the sunlight streaming through the front doors onto a display-

| stopped short. For a few seconds, my brain fizzled out. | didn't know what to
think.

Stepping with deliberate, individual paces, | walked over to the display,
advertising

THIS JUST IN! JUST OFF THE TRUCK!

Three shelves lined the slim display. On the middle shelf was a baseball glove.

A very familiar baseball glove.

| flipped the glove over in my trembling hands despite already knowing what it
would say. Stenciled in crisp Sharpie on the glove's thumb said Jimmy Adams. But it was
fading only a ghost against the sandy leather. After a few moments the name was gone.
No matter how hard | looked, I couldn't see a hint that it was ever there.

Did I imagined it?

Was | crazy?

Glancing to the top shelf, I saw a stack of foil-backed baseball cards.

Jimmy's collection.

Holding onto the glove, | stepped back from the display in horror. It advertised all
of Jimmy's favorite stuff. His watch, his Red Sox hat and his blue Converse high-tops all
sat on the shelves. Each item was folded, looking just like any ordinary purchase. I cursed
myself for almost forgetting about Jimmy, when the terrible truth was right under my
nose.

I glanced back down at the glove, willing the name to be there.

It wasn't. Any trace of Jimmy was gone from the glove. With growing horror, |
realized | was forgetting even as | tried to hold onto the memories of Jimmy's face. |
gritted my teeth, determined not to let the image of Jimmy's face out of my grasp.

As | stepped away from the shelf, | saw a young couple walk around the display.
They picked up the watch, gesturing at it and talking to each other. Before | knew what |
was doing, | pushed them away from the display. Snatching the watch from their hands, |

snarled at them.



“Get away from there, that's my friends stuff!”

“Anything I can help you with, sonny?”” Mr. Alexander said from just behind me.

I didn't want to know how long he had been there, watching, waiting. | gulped,
trying to swallow my fear. With Mr. Alexander's penetrating eyes seeing into and through
me, | turned to face him.

“These are my friend's!” I said, raising my voice until people stopped shopping
with annoyed frowns. “I don't know how they got here, but they belong to... They belong
to...”

| trailed off, taking a rapid gulps of stagnant recycled air.
“I don't remember his name, but these belong to my friend!” I finished with a
weak flourish of the glove.

Mr. Alexander laughed his whistling laugh again, and then motioned with his
hands in a calming motion.

“It's alright, good people, I can handle this.”

With not a few nervous laughs, people went back to browsing. I looked around,
and saw | was in a Glance Gap.

A Glance Gap is what I call when people deliberately avoid looking at an
awkward or uncomfortable situation. 1 end up in them rather often.

My face began to grow red, but whether from anger or embarrassment | knew not.
| opened my mouth to speak but Mr. Alexander cut me off.

“Easy now, sonny. I'll take you to Jimmy.” Mr. Alexander put one cold, wrinkled
hand in the small of my back and ushered me towards the back of the store.

“Jimmy! That's right!” I breathed. “You mean, he's still here?”

| felt a faint flutter of a hope within me. My optimistic hopes clouded my vision
like an ocean fog.

“Well of course he is, he's in the back.” Mr Alexander whistled.

| knew something was wrong, somewhere deep in the darkest recesses of my
mind. But the rest of me was too anxious and frightened to think straight. I let the hope

blossom, and | felt a hint of smile on my face.



Mr. Alexander steered me to the back of the store, aiming for a door almost
hidden by shadows against the far wall. I could just make out the red print three-quarters
of the way up the door.

Employees Only.

“Of course he's here,” Mr. Alexander repeated as he reached for the doorknob.
“How else could we have such low prices and wide selection?”

| started to frown and glance upwards at him, but then he opened the door. | was
struck by how dark it was inside.

Black as pitch, no, blacker than pitch.

Inside the room marked Employees Only was a night absent of stars. It seemed to
suck the harsh halogen light in, pulling at the dim lamp's faint attempt to brighten the
store. As | stared wide-eyed, it looked as if the darkness swelled at the edges of the door
frame. As if it was trying to get into the store. As if was trying to get at me.

Mr. Alexander jabbed me in the small of the back, and I didn't have time to cry
out as | fell in. I tumbled into the darkness, and as | crossed the threshold my vision
failed. But as | was thrown inside, | remembered everything about my friend Jimmy, and
my anxiety returned tenfold.

Thrown onto the hard-pan floor, | heard the door slam behind me as. | felt my
wrist shatter as it struck some cold surface. But as white shocks of pain scored me with
their razor blades, I still couldn't see my hand when 1 held it right up to my face.

It's cold in the dark.

| found Jimmy at last, after wandering for what felt like an hour. It could have
been ten minutes, or all night.

It's hard to tell in the dark.

I almost walked into him when | heard him screaming for me. We have to stick
close, because the darkness seems to mute any sound. Except, like the wind carrying a
howling wolf on a moonlit night, we can hear something else.

I'm sure when my mother will call the police and report me missing. Unless she
forgets she ever had a son.

I'm sure the police will track me to the store. Unless every witness that could

place me forgets about me.



I'm sure they will walk by the display by the front door, advertising

THIS JUST IN! JUST OFF THE TRUCK!

And I'm sure that rack will be carrying all of my most cherished stuff as well as
Jimmy's.

I'm also sure not much of this will matter for long. Jimmy and | stumbled over a
carcass lying on the icy, flat-as-slate ground. As far as we could tell it was a person, or at
least it was a person before something tore it to shreds. Those sounds, the only sounds
that penetrates this dampening darkness, are getting closer.

Like a whistling rattle, they're getting closer.

Bio: My name is Thomas Barnes and I'm a student at University of
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published in the Fall 2010 issue of Inked - Butterfield Literary
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"The Art of Pump Paintball" was published in both RECON magazine in
2007 and 68caliber.com in July 2010.

Jesse Dedman

A strong gust brushed from the north. Rolling through with complete indifference
to the impact it caused. The hollering wind threw various freestanding objects about. The
forceful current pummeled sheets of dust against everything. Despite my protective arm,
particles of glass, stone, and metal managed to skimp past my face, leaving behind cuts,
opening old bruises, and adding to the mesh of filth that matted my rugged, sun-scorched

skin.

| walked, for God only knows how long. My stomach burned against itself. My

muscles tore from the strenuous walking and constant climbing, aching as if too tight and



tense to carry on. My lungs gasped for air as the toxins had overstayed their welcome,
burning into the muscle with acidic flames. My head pounded, tapping against my
temples. All and all, the worse part of my condition, wasn’t the blood I coughed from my
mouth, it was that [ haven’t had a drink in days. Traversing through the jagged trail with
only a few rations and a bottle of Jack was a terrible idea. One created on whim with little
foresight. With my thirst deprived, | fell into a pathetic state of scooping through pools of
radiated, contaminated water for a drink. Disgusted by my desperate struggle, horrified
by the chemical bath | forced myself to swallow; | managed to pull myself away from the
radiated puddles only after the moment. I continued along my path, scorning the
inevitable fate | put myself in, all the while loathing the feeling of being followed.

| walked alongside the demolished buildings, using their shadow as cover, but the
feeling remained. With every step | took, every turn | made, | could hear a distinct sound
trailing behind. Though distant enough to slip past my ears, the heavy breathing lingered
like that of a phantom. Its presence stayed, festering into a powerful force that played on
my fears. Though I crawled through fallen ducts and ran near gangs of savage thugs, it

continued to dominate my consciousness until fear was the only thing I could feel.

The sun finished its time, clocking out behind the dismal horizon. Falling like a
heavy sheet, the darkness of night smothered the remaining rays of light, followed by a
cool relief from the unrelenting heat. Running out of buildings to walk through, I went
for the street where I dared to glance behind me. A shadowed form of a man appeared in
struggle, determined to maintain its grasp of the ground while its body floated upward. |
blinked and it vanished. All I could do was rely on what | thought | saw, but it offered
little comfort. I bolted down the middle of the street, heading for the outskirts where |

might find Daniel.

A bright light pierced through the darkness. I felt as if the ground had fallen
through, as if something lifted me into the air. The world around me bled with dull colors
that blurred without direction. Clarity, however, settled in and surfaced the details as the

haze began to dissipate. A steel cage of rust tones came into view with a bruising thud.



Suddenly, the ground returned, but it wasn’t the scorched soil. A series of hounds tooth
engravings entertained my fingers’ curiosity, but the curiosity ceased once the gate
closed. The screech of grinding steel, the clang of several deadbolts, left only the image
of a gate built to handle the tantrums of an angered horse. Quiet murmurs of chatter
tugged for my attention, but a strong knock against the steel plated wall brought it to an
end. Weak from the hell I brought upon myself, | turned my face, and allowed my cheek
to rest against the grungy floor. Despite the brown, destroyed landscape, the sun shone
high in the sky as if its presence could inspire hope. The inspiration, however, faded to
the more prevalent existence of darkness as the cage moved across the landscape, passing
by shattered infrastructures.

| picked myself up, winced, and fell heavily with my back against the barred wall.
I couldn’t stand, not even for a blasted second. A guy like me, an icon of strength and
honor, was sentenced to death by his own foolishness. | sacrificed my own family to
protect the city, to be the reliable detective the people needed me to be, and now this was

my fate?

“Mister.” Softly, a voice of a dehydrate woman perched on my ear. | clenched my

eyes, squeezed my fist, and shook the voice away.

“Mister.” The voice reemerged. “You’re going to die here.” The voice trailed
away, followed by distant chatter. | squeezed my fist tighter, praying that the voice would
go away, that the thoughts would spare me of further accusation. My life was wasted, was
it? ‘I protected people, but everyone needs protection now. The world is lost. Radiation

will claim all that remains.” “Jesus Christ! Make it stop,” I yelled.

Launched back into reality, | took to examining the others that were in a similar
situation. People of different ethnicities, covered in tarnished clothing, sat with eyes fixed
on me. An African woman with a soaked red headband shook her head slowly. A slender

brunette with long hair sat at my side. She glanced at me before drifting into thought.



“Where any of you talking to me,” I asked, wiping the sweat off my brow with the
end of my sleeve. “I can’t shake the feeling that you guys didn’t, and that doesn’t sit well

with me at all.”

“You’re losing it,” said the brunette. Her long hair fell in matted locks.

“I’m afraid you might be right,” I said, fearing the realization. “Do me a favor,

tell me you were calling for me.”

“I was calling for the preacher,” she said, while nodding towards the man of faith.
For the money his church saved, the man couldn’t escape the wrath of this damnable
mess we found ourselves in. The man of an unfinished look was covered from head to toe
in black, dirty clothes. The man held a bible in his hand, and offered it to me with a smile

too kind for a brash response.

“No thanks,” I said, shaking away the offer with a loose hand. “I don’t believe

Jesus will be saving me anytime soon.”

“But you’re alive?” The Preacher’s words were quick and precise, as if he knew

exactly how | would react.

“You think I’'m a fool,” I said, trying hard not to snap. “If the good lord was
trying to spare lives out of good faith, then why did he choose me over a dozen other

more likely candidates?”

“It’s perfectly natural to have those questions, and the answer will come through
the path he sets you on.” His smile no longer felt so kind. Instead, the disposition

morphed into an ugly, arrogant smugness that I wouldn’t be able to break through.



| tossed away the direct reply knowing that nothing could refute the word of God.
| shrugged and folded my legs, resting my arms along the kneecaps. “Some path. We’re

we going anyway?”

The preacher glanced at me with narrow eyes and quickly buried his nose in the
holy book. The brunette turned towards me, quivered her lip, then spoke, “To wherever

these people live.”

“Military,” I asked. “No, this looks too shitty for a military vehicle.”

The woman shook her head slightly. Her closed eyelids couldn’t keep the tears

from escaping. “They forced us into this cage. They treat us like cattle.”

“Cannibals,” I asked, hoping that someone would correct me, but the silence
spoke for them. “Christ! You mean to tell me we’re headed to the lair of a bunch or

radiated cannibals?”

“Calm down,” said the brunette. She folded her legs up into her chest. “You don’t

want them to stop the truck.”

“What? Are you crazy? What I don’t want them to do is to make it home,” I said.
I couldn’t stay still, with my blood pumping at a rapid pace the only thing I could do is
flow into the motion, and in that instant | jumped onto my feet. | rushed for the latch but
the bolts were locked from the outside. | kicked against the gate with all my strength. The

lock refused to break and rewarded my act of bravery with an injured leg.

“Don’t be so stupid,” yelled the brunette. “You’re gonna get us all killed.”

| ignored her plea; as | was too busy trying to shake the discomfort out from my

foot.



“Sit your ass down,” said the African woman.

I glared at the locked trailer door. “These guys plan on eating us, and you all are
worried about being killed? I would rather die then have them sink their teeth into me!” I
clinched my fist and backed away from the door. My feet anchored firmly against the
ground. I leaned with my shoulder out, breathed deeply, and charged for freedom. The
impact caused the sheet metal of the door to wobble, bruising my shoulder. The latch

budged, but freedom was far from my grasp.

“Sit down,” yelled the brunette.

A heavy shadow fell all around. The vehicle stopped.

“They’re coming,” said the brunette. “Thanks to you, they’re coming.”

“You can thank me later, after I get you out of this mess,” I said, enjoying the
anticipation. I popped my knuckles, and reached for my gun, but it wasn’t on me
anymore. The realization startled me more than I would’ve expected, and the human
eating savages caught me before | was ready. The gate flung open, inviting the chill of a
subterranean lair. The smoky scent of cooked meat wafted from out of the darkness, and
it started up the acidic combustion in my stomach. | thought it would sicken me, the smell
of cooked human, but I found myself longing for a taste. Quickly, the savages jumped
into the trailer and took me by force. Their numbers weakened my fighting spirit, but |
refused to make it easy for them. | fought them every step of the way, but then they threw
me and everyone else into a large cage. They spoke to each other, in English, but they
spoke with fear about something else, about something so menacing that it could startle

the nerves of a cannibal.

The cell door slid to a forceful close.

“If you haven’t made so much noise,” said the African woman.



“How is this my fault,” I asked, receiving hateful gazes. “We were headed to this
point from the beginning. Hell, even the preacher would agree that God put us on this

path from the very beginning.”

The preacher stood in a corner with his back towards the earthy wall with an
upright posture. He held the holy book in his hands, and looked reluctant to reply. “The
man is right. God has placed us on this path. I trust that he has a reason, as should

everyone here.”

| reached for the bars, gripped tightly, and felt the slick surface seep into my flesh.
“Some path.”

“You really don’t believe, do you,” asked the brunette with her back leaned

against the adjacent wall.
“Where was he when the bombs fell? Where was he when the millions died
because of our lack of compassion? Where was he when we needed to forgive and

forget,” I asked.

“He spared us,” said the brunette. “Perhaps we are to make the world better.” She

sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

“You must have lost a lot when the war reached its climatic peak, and yet you

stand there telling me that it was all for a reason.”

“Yes,” she said with her eyes on the verge of tears. “Don’t you see? This is a

wake up call, for all of us.”

“Tell me, what is the source for all of this hope?”



“God,” she said, lowering her head. “And then there’s my family. Most of them

died in the war.”

“Sounds inspiring,” | muttered, looking through the bars with my forehead

pressed against.

“But my cousins are alive. I heard their names called out on the radio. They’re
alive and it would mean a lot if I could reunite with them.” She wiped the tears from her
eyes.

“And now, we’re here. We’re in a cage waiting to be eaten,” I said, bluntly.

The brunette choked on her reply and began to cry.

“I didn’t mean to upset you, doll, but the truth is the truth.”

“You should be a bit more gentler with her,” said the preacher. He stepped
towards me taping his thumb against the leather binding of his bible. “She’s a hopeful
spirit, something this world could use more of.”

“Why does it matter now,” I asked.

“Because, I know you’re not going to simply lie down and die. You’re a fighter,

and I know you’re planning on something,” he said, with faith behind the words.

“I can’t make any promises, not here,” I said, swallowing the shame. “I feel for

her, I do. But, I’'m not going to promise anything I can’t deliver.”

Directed by the shuffling of feet, | turned to catch a glimpse of three scrawny men
wearing not much more than ruined jeans. Necklaces of bone and teeth decorated their

blood painted upper bodies. The one in center glared at me, inspecting me with eyes that



shifted to his people. “Is this...,” said the cannibal, in a low voice. The other simply
nodded. “Then he’ll do.”

The one in center watched with satisfaction. He enjoyed the fight | gave his
people. | forced my arms out from their grasp and threw my elbows into their faces, but
the slender fucks got the best of me. They pulled my arms back behind me and pushed
me out from the cell. They directed me down a winding tunnel lit by dull light sticks, and
they didn’t hesitate to pull on my arms when | slowed down. We reached a wide circular
chamber within the cave. A wide hearth filled with searing, hot coals illuminated the
center with a reddish glow. The hungry observers gathered from the other openings,
forming rows along the back wall, while their shadows went up as high as the ceiling.

“Prep him,” said the cannibal from before.

Instantly, the two at my back clinched their filthy hands on my suit and forced it
off of me, while several half-naked men and women pointing hand-made spears, rusted
weaponry, and tire irons at my direction. Their eyes appeared to glow out from the
darkness of their faces, narrowing into slits as they approached. All I could do was stand
and swallow what little pride | had left. The two had stripped me of all of my cloths,
leaving be bare for their disgusting family to see. The cluster examined me like how
someone would inspect a chunk of steak. Some were disappointed, seeing more scar
tissue, muscle, and flesh when what they really wanted was some juicy meat. Somehow,
despite the warming rotisserie that turned slowly over the fire, a smirk broke through my

fear.

“Lord,” whispered a cannibal under the shadows. “The others were killed.” The
scrawny thing went to his knees as if to pray for forgiveness. “I tried to fight, but the

warriors were no match.”



A wrinkled, brown skinned older man sat in the depths of a deep wooden chair,
which practically swallowed him. The boney figure raised a hand, pointed a finger up
into the air, and somehow that small gesture forced everyone to quiet.

“Did any of you hear what this man said,” asked the Lord, in a raspy tone. He
turned towards the praying messenger and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You did

good. It was better that you tell us, then to have died with the news.”

“Is something the matter, chief,” I said, glancing at his direction.

Their Lord didn’t even acknowledge me. “Some of our warriors died tonight.
They risked their lives to bring us food, but the shadow got them. The creeper that we
fear destroyed them before his very eyes.” The lord rose from the chair, exposing his
ribcage in the light. “What pains me the most about this is that this is not the first time.
We’ve been allowing this thing to feed off of us for far too long. Who here would be
willing to end this, tonight!”

A cannibal, armed with a decorative spear, emerged from the crowd. His toned
body spoke of bold support, but his face was drawn with fear. “Lord, we would’ve killed

him already if we could.”

The Lord refused to hear it, snapping back with a raised chin and a sound of

annoyance.

“But it’s true, the creeper can’t be killed. He’s a ghost, my lord. How do you kill

what is already dead?”

“Easy, you put me on the job,” I said, with a direct tone.

“Someone, anyone, slit that man’s throat,” said the cautious warrior.



“Wait a minute,” I barked, glancing behind me for a daring fiend. A few of them
gathered around me, some with knives tossed from hand to hand. “Listen, Lord, if none

of your people will even try, then why not allow me. I’m pretty sure I can do it.”

“Do not kill him,” said the Lord, in a strenuous voice.

“Listen to your daddy, boys,” I said, double-checking for anyone bold enough to
break his master’s command. “You’re not gonna be killing me today, not if I have

anything to say about it.”

“I could easily have them do it,” said the Lord, casually.

“I know you didn’t pick me because I have lots of portions to offer. No, you
choose me because I caused a ruckus, or because I’m the most resistant of the group. So,
by using me as your pawn you’ll lose practically nothing. The brilliant thing about this

plan is that no matter what happens it will still be a win-win situation.”

“I’m afraid not,” said the Lord, as he approached. The deep wrinkles on his face
became clearer, stretching down from his nose to his chin. The folds wobbled as he
moved, and flapped as he talked, but | dared myself to look him in his grey, soulless eyes.
“The only win-win situation is if you honor your word. I don’t intend on sacrificing a

meal on the account of some prospect of victory, but the benefits do outweigh the cost.”

“I’m starting to think you guys aren’t so bad after all,” I said.

“If you think you will get anything out of this, don’t be mistaken,” said the Lord,
quietly.

“Then you could go ahead and kill me now,” I said, shrugging off his closed

offering. “You could have your chance with me for a favor, or you could have your



chances with your own people. I believe they were refusing to obey an order. Shouldn’t

you threaten them with lashes or something?”

“You talk big for a man that is about to be eaten,” said the Lord, as he circled me.
“If you manage to succeed, then I will do what I can for you, perhaps I’ll be kind enough
to offer freedom.”

“That’s all I need, some sort of incentive,” I said, roughly. “Where do I go?”

“You will be dropped off by my men, and watched by my men,” said the Lord, a
subtle chuckle filtered through his tone.

“That’s not so bad. I hope none of them get in my way,” I said, reaching for my

clothes.

“Don’t worry about them. Just focus on the creeper,” said the Lord, standing in

front of his chair.

“Unless you want me to use my bare hands, I’'m gonna need my gun,” I said,

smirking at the irony.

“What will stop him from attacking us,” said the warrior.

“Do you have any idea who I am,” I barked. “I’m the symbol of trust in this shit
hole we find ourselves in. If you think I’'m going to back down from my word, then you
don’t know shit.” My voice resonated in the cave.

“I would like to have my gun, please.” I seethed under the words.

“You’ll get it once you’re at the location,” said the Lord, before taking his seat.

The warrior and a few others gathered around me, leading me down another tunnel.



After an hour of riding with the cannibals, their interest in hazing me died.
Though they ceased from pestering me out of boredom, their stench and disgusting mugs
never got any more tolerable. The stench of raw sewage frequently visited my nostrils,
canceling out the potency of the lingering scent of smoke and body odor. They would
glance at me with queer smiles, taunting me by licking their chomps, but I challenged
myself to remain as level as possible. Though I wanted to beat the living shit out of all of
them and be off on my merry way, | would smother the validity of my words, and that |

couldn’t do.

The opportunity came when the fiends stopped the truck and entertained their
curiosity with a strange roadside disaster. They occupied themselves by examining a
recent wreckage, looking for anything of value and a possible snack for the road. |
glanced at them from the cabby with a fist clinched, ready with white knuckles to

delivering one hell of a beating, but temperance somehow found me just in time.

The scrounging fiends folded back into the vehicle, shoving me back into the
middle, wedged in between two sweaty, smelly, and scum of the earth cannibals. The
truck pushed on with an engine that sounded as if in pain, while the escorts toyed with an
arm pulled out from the wreckage. Not even cooked or seasoned, the dirty bastard drove
his teeth into the mutilated arm, tearing away a chunk of meat and flesh like how one
would eat a turkey leg. The fiend glanced at me with a growl, tucking his food away as if

| intended to take it away from him.
“This is going to be a long trip,” I muttered, directing my vision on the road.
“It’s funny that you say that,” said the warrior. “Because we’re at the spot.” The

truck stopped with squealing brakes. The warrior looked at me, his hand relaxed along

the steering wheel. “I believe this is where you get out.”



“I need my gun first,” I muttered.

The warrior reached for the floorboard and retrieved a metallic bin. He placed the
rusted container on his lap and removed the lid. “It won’t do you much good anyway.

The creeper will kill you before you get the chance to fire one round.”

I peeked into the box. “That is not my gun. We had an arrangement, and I was

told I would get my gun.”

“Do you want a gun or not,” said the warrior. “I could throw you out right now

and have you face him with fists, or you can take the weapon.”

“Fine, give me the gun,” I said, looking away with disappointment. The warrior

placed the silver revolver in my open palm.

“This is better than the gun you had,” said the warrior, in a confident tone. “We

want you to succeed.”

“I thought you didn’t trust me,” I said, smirking as I loaded the revolver.

“We’ll be watching with rifles aimed at your joints,” said the warrior, enjoying

the thought. “Not only will you scream in agony, but we’ll roast you alive. Now get out!”

| jumped out of the truck, and walked in the direction he pointed. The night
allowed for practically zero visibility. Only the stale glow of the occasional functioning
lamp and emergency lights allowed for a break from the swallowing shadow. Normally, |
would’ve been afraid to trespass into the darkness, fearing that something as insane as
cannibalistic ghouls would get the better of me. But that already happened, and if they

want me to succeed so badly, they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot at whatever came my way.



| paced into the strobe of a flickering streetlight and surveyed the area around me.
Nothing different from the usual: Ruined buildings with crumbled walls that spilled out
into the street, clusters of wrecked vehicles, and garbage strewn about. | moved my
fingers along the smooth surface of the handle, feeling the influence of its protective
power usher me to press on. | paced deeper into the ruins, passing by the remains of a
once popular diner. The walls stood, but the ceiling was scattered along the floor in
various chunks. Wreckage destroyed the tables, bar, and everything else that used to have
purpose. | turned for the opposite direction, but a distinct sound beckoned me to refocus.
| gazed at the glowing, pulsating sign that hung above the diner’s doors and felt a chill
travel down my spine. Something inside the diner lured my attention, fascinating me with
increasing curiosity. | paced slowly closer with my shoulder baring the weight of the gun
as | relaxed my grip. The long silver barrel pointed due south, but my eyes were locked

on the diner’s double doors.

Particles of glass shattered under my boots as | pressed through the blood stained
doors. An imitation jukebox sat to my side with its music selection screen struggling to
do much more than flicker pathetically. An opened corpse, decayed beneath faded
clothes, was strewn across a bench. To think I once drank coffee here before the start of
my shift made the digestion of such disgusting sights harder to bear, but I ventured forth

with a covered mouth.

A gust blew through, sending the trash aloft, and a sting of coldness sliced
through my nerves. I raised the gun, looking down the sights for anything worth shooting
at, but the debris was too thick to see through. Slowly, the flying junk fell down in a
cascade, and a dark shadow crept across the functional part of the bar. | fired three rounds

without second-guessing and dove behind a booth.

The thunderous sounds echoed off the walls for miles, but the creeping shadow
didn’t even flinch. Its silhouette traveled up the checkered tiled wall as if it intended to
toy with me. | lifted the revolver, felt the weight press on my stance, and fired another

round, nailing a slug into the wall where the core of the darkness stood. Fractured pieces



of tile fell on top of a table, and smoke wafted from the gun, but the shadow appeared

unharmed.

The silhouette lost the potency of the darkness for a split second, and a small man
in the midst of a deep seeded agony emerged with long claws, and lunged with incredible
speed. The screech it made, the hollow, ear-piercing cry it produced from a torso that
wasn’t any bigger than a sickly adolescent, locked my attention until it was too late. |

rolled away, but it got me an inch thick into my arm, slicing from elbow to shoulder.

| seethed with the pain, directing the hurt into retaliation. With vengeance
pumping through my veins thicker than my own blood, I released the remaining two
slugs at the creeper. The bullets added to the destruction to the once popular local
establishment, but the pale little fucker had disappeared, returning only as the shadow. |
stormed out of the room, almost crashing directly into a wall as | turned down a narrow
hall. I hurried with startled shuffling as | attempted to carefully slide six more rounds into
the revolver. As hardboiled and trained as | was, | never imagined | would have to fight
something as ludicrous as a creeping shadow. But | denounced such negative thoughts
almost as soon as they surfaced, but not fast enough to prevent my nervous fingers from
dropping a bullet or two. I rolled the chamber and locked it in, and turned with a strafe in
step just as a touch of coldness neared. In an ivory blur, the vicious thing flew right by,

nipping me in my other arm.

| turned back around to see the shadow watching me as if the chase gave it
pleasure. I raised the gun and strained to hold my aim steady. “I don’t know what you are
or where you came from, but I’m sending you to join the dead,” I said, watching as the
anorexic midget pushed itself out from the dark pools of the creeping shadow with its
tiny but deadly hands. The fiend flew towards me with all its might, only a moment away
from sinking its long claws into my chest, but a bullet lodged between the eyes sent it
flying backwards. The size of a child, the heavy headed thing rolled three times before

crashing into a wall. The little man lay lifeless in a pool of blood, and the creeping



shadow turned into a deepening crimson, soaking the wallpapered wall with blood until it
became too diluted to stand.

The more | studied the creature, the more | caught myself resenting my hasty and
angered reply. Beneath the leathered skin, the white rags, and mutilated flesh was
something that appeared childlike. I couldn’t force myself to look at it more than what I
had to cradle it into my arms. | walked out of the diner half-expecting the cannibals to
send a bullet into my kneecaps, but they spared me for a moment longer. | paced through
the flickering light, through the deepening shadows, but didn’t give those waiting by the
truck more than glance. | simply looked between them, past them, beyond what they
could possibly understand. | paused by the warrior with heavy hesitance.

“You killed it,” asked the warrior, surprised.
“I did the job,” I said, roughly. I handed over the bleeding thing. The warrior took

it from me without so much as a thank you and the others gathered around me, tying my

hands behind my back.

Countless shadows were plastered across the walls by the burning flame, which
was ready to lick my flesh with its searing touch. The scent of burning wood, plastic, and

magazines lingered from the uprising smoke as it ran across my face.

“You actually did it,” said the Lord, sitting on edge, looking at me with

amazement.

“What about our arrangement,” I asked, kicking the dirt. I stood in front of the

Lord’s chair, waiting impatiently for a reply.

“But to you we’re savage fiends,” said the Lord, grinning slyly.



“And I’m your food,” I said.

“So, are we like dogs then?”

“If you don’t honor your side of the deal then you all would the dirtiest dogs I've
ever met.” I said. The fire won my attention more and more, and out of self-preservation |

had to pry for whom the fire was for.

“For the girl,” said the Lord, grinning like an old pervert as he examined the
naked brunette. Her arms were tied behind her, an apple was wedged between her teeth,
and the filthy savages coated her with oils.

“How about you let her go instead,” I said, driven by the sight of such a beautiful
thing treated so horribly. I closed my eyes at the thought of roasting in that fire, but 1
repeated out of blind confidence. “Look, take me. Or at least honor my demand for the

task I’ve done for you.”

The Lord rose from his chair and paced towards me, his frail hands rubbing along

his wobbly chin. “How could a man like you still be alive in this miserable world?”

“The preacher would tell you otherwise, but its luck. Sheer luck,” I muttered.

“A bold man you are, to demand from me anything. I could have you placed on
the spit right now. I could have my men rape that woman in front of you while you burn.”
The Lord circled around me, speaking proudly. “But, I won’t. Not since I too am a man

of word and principle. But, | hope you understand what this means.”

“That I’ll be your next meal,” I said, cautiously.

“No,” said the Lord. “You will be in my debt, and it is a debt I will plan to use to

my advantage.”



“Sounds fair enough,” I said, letting go of the fear. “So, we’re free to leave now?”

“She is, most certainly, but you will remain here until you repay me,” said the
Lord with a glow about his face that burned through me with mockery. “I hope you enjoy

the taste of smoked human.”

Philip Roberts

A recurring theme within many forms of philosophies is the desire for one to be one’s
self. The is based on the desire for the individual to reach up beyond the grasp of the
society around them, to shed the desire to adapt so thoroughly to the world they live in
that they have no thoughts or feelings beyond what the society dictates they have; to
avoid becoming a true sheep following the flock.

The theory then goes that people should be authentic, should come about their
ideals and their conclusion based on their own unique views on life. The inauthentic
people are those who follow the masses and avoid such thought, but I have to wonder at
what point one becomes truly inauthentic.

Those most likely to criticize others who they perceive as inauthentic are also
those most likely to stand apart from society as a whole. In more modern society various
counter culture movements are often the first to invoke this notion of the masses being
inauthentic compared to the counter culture’s more individualistic, and therefore
authentic approach to life.

Countless people are at this very moment adapting themselves to the society they
live in. When a person moves they’re likely to slowly change their ways to better fit the
new society that they find themselves in. Doing so allows them to gain more friends,
more acceptances, and be less of an outcast. Whether this requires shedding a bit of
individuality is often quite meaningless. People do what they need to in order to fit in.

This very trait, this desire to fit in, is clearly human, in that too many people are
doing it for it to be some abnormality. Yet, a person utilizing this trait is used as evidence
of them being less individualistic, and, through this, less human. Society itself isn’t
human, and so making oneself more like the ideals of the society is therefore constraining
the humanity in a person.

The logic states that humans are, by nature, individualistic. Each person is unique
and has their own unique ideals, so to conform to a society is to run counter to this, to
throw away our inherent individualistic humanity in favor of a faceless entity. People
would be happier if they were authentic individuals and not just another face in a mass of
the same culture.

Yet two questions come to mind in regards to this. First, how can one separate
society from humanity if humanity created society. No society was formed out of



nothing. Society itself is a human creation, and we have created countless different
societies over the years, some brought to destruction by another society, and some
succumbing to destruction through internal struggles. In the end, it is still people who
made these societies.

Secondly, society is always also the masses, the majority. The fact that they are
the majority means that for one to be part of them, one must be inauthentic, to have given
up one’s personality and individuality to join them. I ask this: if they are the masses, if
they are the majority of humanity willfully joining this dominant culture (using the
example of a free society where no leadership forces one to join the dominant culture),
wouldn’t they be a better representation of what an authentic “human” is? Can only the
abnormal be authentic? Those who reject the dominant culture? Is the desire that led one
to make their personal culture the same as the dominant culture so much a part of their
individuality that it makes them, in the end, just as authentic as those who have chosen to
reject the dominant culture?

My intent is not to claim that the dominant culture is the better culture, and that
everyone should join it, because this would be just as wrong as claiming that only those
outside the dominant culture are capable of being authentic and individual. I do not
intend either to say that everyone who is part of the dominant culture is happy being
there, as there are many who feel trapped by it, forced to work a job they dislike, and do
activities they dislike, in order to remain part of that culture.

Rather, my point is to note the absurdity of trying to separate a culture created by
humans and maintained by humans from humanity. A culture can only survive and thrive
if the majority of the people within the culture at least somewhat enjoy it (once again
barring a society where some authority figure forces a culture upon the masses). Human
beings are inclined towards doing whatever they can to better fit into the majority so they
aren’t singled out for potential scorn. I don’t argue that this very trait runs counter in
many instances to individuality. However, to say this makes one less authentic is
problematic, and makes assumptions about what an authentic person should be. If an
authentic person is, in the end, simply one who follows what they personally wish to
follow, then a person willfully removing some of their own individuality to better fit in is
not suddenly less authentic. They’ve made their decision.

Have Comments? Take your questions to the editor ai

Mr. Deadman

We have bunch of content waiting to reach the final stages of production and
storm our growing YouTube channel. If you haven’t subscribed yet, do so by visiting
, those that subscribe will have access to behind-the-scenes footage and

drafts, which is awesome for those that really enjoy watching independent art in the


mailto:legato10@swbell.net
http://www.youtube.com/user/MrDeadmanDT?feature=mhum

making. But while we have several projects lined up for editing, we have uploaded a new

series to go along with our current selection.

Fields of Rot for those that don’t know, is our zombie apocalypse where Hell literally
spawns on earth. Heavily inspired by my youthful years playing Doom, you will see a
shit load of references with plenty of original content as well. For those that have been
watching the series, more zombies will be appearing in the later episodes, but you can’t
have a series with nothing but exploding heads, blasted limbs, and angry firefights. It
may make for an awesome no-plot movie starring some washed-up poorly aged action

hero due for retirement, but not for Fields of Rot.

Mental: a brand new psychological thriller where a eccentric psychologist defies the
legality and ethical realms of research and subjects an unsuspecting schizophrenic,
borderline personality disordered patient into an experiment that may discover more than
he can handle.

Doom Mimic: nothing story wise, but hilarious when watched in the right mind. A tech
demo of sorts that suggests more than you might think for another unmentioned project.

Two versions currently available: and

Last but not least, Ghost Hunter, a series that has been in need for some follow-ups, has
stopped with a video thought suggests that we’re not alone. There could be someone

sitting next to you right now and you would never know.

Can I at least give you a hint for what’s in store for the future? Well, one of the projects
is based on the Fields of Rot series which is fueled by an in progress novella of mine. The
concept of this project alone promises a good time as it is essentially a bunch of comedic
shorts where we follow a glorified, self-acclaimed zombie hunter in a chase-cam style.
The second project is something unrelated to horror and is really something for anyone
that has ever played a first-person shooter. All | can say is that it would be the match-ups

of all match-ups.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W4H3mmSefFQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OykLtr54Xmw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SYhkeDTI9Ic
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PitNJpvVovM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5jE4p4d2ZE

Jesse Dedman

As a collective whole, iconic themes benefit from frequent visitation, even if such
returns produce mere imitations. Certain themes in horror deserve no less in treatment,
the classic archetype of an eerie attic and the seldom warnings of a dark returning past are
just two of a dozen other examples. These themes, through the creative manipulation of
the author, embody internal and external influences that could lead to excellent, and
genuine creative approach to a classic, or to another echo in a very dense forest of
repetition.

, by Robert Essig, reminds me that certain themes should never die.
Not to say anything disrespectful of Essig’s work, as the short-story collection holds
some remarkable moments, but as a collection it can, though poorly, be compared to an
assortment of chocolates. With anything assorted, there will be the favorites, the more
sought out pieces, and the hardest thing an anthology has to pay important attention to is
the accessibility and solidity of the whole.

From cover to cover there is something for everyone: shifting power dynamic
with demonic entities manifests in Pantomime, jaded memories return for revenge in A
Step Towards Redemption, The Old Man holds a Twilight Zone inspired charm, while A
Crack in the Silver Lining makes for a solid closure that will leave you wanting more.

In addition, Pantomime welcomes those new to horror through its calm water

ROBERT ESSIC, approach into the genre. The stories as a collective whole do
not dive into the Lovecraft charted waters of madness and
insanity, and they certainly do not force you to imagine

ungodly gruesome brutality; instead, Pantomime offers the

o
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sort of horror that provokes more wonder and thought than
sheer potent terror, but that isn’t to say the stories won’t scare

you.


http://www.amazon.com/Pantomime-By-Robert-Essig-ebook/dp/B004INHPG2/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&m=A7B2F8DUJ88VZ&s=digital-text&qid=1297037312&sr=1-2

In the end, embodies four very intriguing stories with themes ranging
from demonic pacts to Twilight Zone-ish mind benders. With each of the four stories
consisting of a fresh angle into the genre, you will not grow bored or tired of Robert
Essig’s work. Each story stands out in their own way and offers a different taste, allowing
the reader to better understand Essig’s range of writing and respect to different

approaches.

We will take a peek at Fat Foot Films’ Mourning Wood, an indie comedic horror about a

very strange and orgasmic(?) zombie apocalypse.

We will also review The Man of Shadows by Angel Zapata.

We will also feature the return of a Deadman’s Tome series.

Plus, like always, there will be more stories and poems for your reading displeasure!

Credits:

All the stories and/or content are the property of their authors as cited in the ezine, and

were published under an agreed upon contract.

Cover art, layout, and editing: Jesse Dedman.

Submission reviews: by a few anonymous judges that have helped me greatly. Thank

you.
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