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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
Of all the questions that writers hear, one of the most frequently asked is: where do you get your ideas? This can be a difficult question for me to answer. I honestly don't know where some of my ideas come from. Often, I use a personal experience as the launch pad for a story, but once an idea is airborne, anything can happen. I only try to follow the story to its natural conclusion.
Did that explanation make any sense? Probably not. So I'll give a little background on a few of my personal favorites contained within Flyboy707’s collection.  Sort of a “where I think these stories in this were born” perspective.
Dead to the World
When I was in my early twenties, I worked in customer service at a life insurance company. I answered a large number of calls from customers (we called them "insureds"), and some of these people could become irate when they believed they were getting jerked around. It was so bad that the employees in my department used to share customer service horror stories. I wanted to try my hand at writing the "ultimate" customer service horror tale. When I published this story in Tomorrow Speculative Fiction back in 1996, my co-workers were giddy. "This is exactly how we feel sometimes!" they said. I took some satisfaction in knowing that I had tapped into a realistic background—and given it a terrifying twist.
Daddy's Little Girl
This story that didn't draw upon any particular experience of mine. Sometimes, a writer likes to create a tale for the sheer fun of it. I'd always wanted to write a story about werewolves, but the downside of writing about them is that so many stories about the beasts have already been written. You run the risk of your story sounding stale and unoriginal. To avoid that pitfall, I tried to play with the conventions a bit by making it blatantly obvious that Mr. Payne and his daughter were werewolves, and keeping the focus removed from Nathan, the hero—who turns out to be a special kind of werewolf himself. I wanted a twist ending here. Whether I succeeded is up to the reader.
Nostalgia
This is easily the most personal of the three stories. Rick, the protagonist, is—I must admit it—a fictionalized version of myself. I moved away from Illinois after living with my grandmother for several years, having been charged by my family for taking care of things after my Granddad passed. When I relocated to Atlanta, it was a stressful experience for both myself and my grandmother. I wrestled with the guilt that I'd abandoned her for my own selfish reasons. Writing "Nostalgia" was therapeutic for me; it helped me handle the guilt. I think it wound up as an absorbing, original story, too. By the way, my real grandmother is alive and well.
 
Oh yes, you may have noticed that in all three stories, I adopted a first-person, male viewpoint. This really wasn't intentional. I just try to tell a story in the manner that fits best. I think it's sometimes hard for a male writer to write convincingly from the viewpoint of a female. Matter of fact, it would probably be easier if all of my stories were told through the eyes of a man. But I try to challenge myself. For an artist to grow, he must step outside his comfort zone, even at the risk of stumbling. 
 
Enjoy all the stories collected so far …
 
 
September 2011





AFTER THE PARTY
 
 
When Terry was halfway along the twisting, dark country road, he looked in his rearview mirror and saw a frightening sight: the flashing blue lights of a police cruiser.
"Damn, I don't believe this," he said. "He better not be coming for me."
But at two-thirty in the morning, his was the only vehicle on the desolate road. It was a pretty fair bet that the cop was coming for him, and him alone
Terry took one of his hands away from the steering wheel, blew into it. His lips curled. The sour smell of alcohol was thick on his breath.
"Shit," he muttered. But he wasn't surprised. At the Halloween party, he'd had a lot to drink. Three Heinekens . . . two rum-and-cokes . . . two Hennesseys . . . and more. His memory of exactly what he had drunk was foggy- as it always was when he was smashed.
On the stereo, an Outkast song thumped at a bone-jarring volume. Listening to loud music was one of his tricks to make it safely home after he'd had too much to drink. It kept him alert.
But the music wasn't enough to save him tonight. He should have known better to be out on the road in a drunken daze on Halloween night. Johnny Nabb (his uncle referred to all cops by that dubious name, and Terry picked up on it) would surely be out in force, cruising for suckers like him.
He'd fallen right into the trap. Shit.
The cop car veered up to his rear bumper, and bleated a sharp horn that made Terry jump. The beacon's blue light whirled around inside Terry's car, like some crazy disco strobe light.
Biting his lip, Terry slowed his Nissan Maxima. He drifted to the shoulder of the road.
With a trembling hand, he shut off the stereo.
The last time he'd been pulled over was two years ago, for speeding. He'd gotten away with a fine and slap on the wrist from the judge. He'd never had a DUI, in spite of driving home drunk at least a dozen times. DUI was a serious trespass in Georgia.
But if you got away with it once, you always thought you could pull it off again. His apartment was only twenty minutes away, after all, and the country road was a short cut, and it wasn't as though he were falling down drunk. He floated in that dreamy, slow-motion world that existed somewhere between Tipsyville, and Truly Wastedland.
But he was definitely over the legal limit, and he knew it. He should have accepted Nikki's invitation to stay at her place for a while, to sober up. But she'd gotten on his last nerve at the party, following him around as if she were a lovesick puppy and getting all in his mix while he tried to hang with his boys—and she even had the gall to act pissy when he casually talked to another woman for a few minutes. He couldn't tolerate another second of her company. Clingy females like her made him sick. They reminded him of his mother.
Still, her company would've been better than his upcoming date with Johnny Nabb.
Behind him, the police car waited like a hungry beast, headlights glaring. The cop was probably running his license plate through the system. He wouldn' t find anything, but the thought didn't comfort Terry. Driving While Black was enough to land your ass in jail for something, anything Johnny Nabb could dream up to nail you. And his being drunk didn't help his case at all. Although he was rapidly sobering up.
The worst part was that he still dressed in his costume. He'd gone to the party as Blade, the vampire hunter. He had the long black leather jacket, the shiny boots, the gloves—all the gear. Instead of a real sword, a fake plastic blade hung inside a sheath on his back, attached to his torso with a nylon strap.
He could only imagine being hauled to the county lock-up dressed like this.
He never should've gone to the stupid party in the first place. He should've rented some horror movies and stayed home. But he'd been excited about showing off Nikki, who, for all her clinginess, was fine as hell, and looked great in her tight, black leather vampiress outfit. The fellas had asked him about her all night, and it had stroked his ego to respond, "Yeah, man. She's mine, I've got that girl strung out on me . . ."
"What the hell's taking that cop so long?" he asked himself. The asshole still hadn't gotten out of the car. He was probably sitting back there chomping on a doughnut, knowing that he was making Terry sweat and enjoying every second of it.
God, he hated cops.
Not a single vehicle had passed since he'd pulled over. Thick, dark woods crowded both sides of the road. There were no streetlamps out here, and a cape of purple-black clouds concealed the moon. The only light radiated from the police car's lights.
Anything could happen out there, between him and the cop. And no one would know.
Okay, don't think about stuff like that, he warned himself. You're freaking yourself out. There's still a way out of this.
He remembered the Certs in his cupholder. His hands shook so badly it took three tries for him to pop the mint into his dry mouth.
He might not fool Johnny Nabb into thinking he was sober, but he had to try.
Behind him, the cruiser's door finally swung open. A tall, beefy cop climbed out. He strutted toward Terry's car, as if he had the world on a leash.
Remember, be respectful, enunciate well, Terry told himself. You can talk your way out of this. You've got to convince this cop that you're sober.
The police officer tapped on the glass with a thick finger.
"Mister, please roll down the window, will ya?" The cop had a thick, Georgia accent.
Terry pressed the button to lower the glass. Chilly air swept into the car, like an invading spirit.
"Yes, sir?" Terry asked.
"I spotted ya weaving over the line back there." The cop hooked his thumb behind him, then bent closer. "You been drinkin, buddy?"
"No, sir. I'm only tired, it's late."
"Where ya comin from?"
"Urn ... a party."
The cop's penetrating blue eyes raked over him. "Costume party? What you got on there?"
"Uh, I'm supposed to be Blade. You know, the vampire slayer from the movie?"
"The flick with Snipes?" 
"Yeah, that one."
The cop grinned. It wasn't a pleasant smile. "Gimme your license and registration, Blade."
Here we go, Terry thought. I'm fucked. First, I hand him this stuff, next he'11 be asking me to get out of the car to take a Breathalyzer test, which I'll fail, and after that, I'll be riding in the back of his cruiser on the way to the Clayton county jail.
Terry dug the registration out of the glove compartment, and slid his driver's license out of his wallet.
The cop snatched the items out of his grasp and stuffed them into his pocket without so much as a glance at them.
Something isn't right here, a voice cautioned in the quiet, sober part of Terry's mind. Something about this policeman isn't quite right.
But when the cop stepped back and commanded Terry to get out of the car, Terry hesitated only a second before he obeyed. He was a law-abiding citizen, and the policeman was an authority figure. No black man in his right man resisted arrest or caused conflict with an officer. Look what had happened to Rodney King.
"Wait by the car, Blade," the officer said with a smirk. He strolled back to the cruiser.
Terry stood beside the car. He didn't feel drunk any more. Nothing sobered you up as much as knowing that you probably were going to jail.
Beyond the circle of light cast by the cop car's headlamps, the night seemed to shift, like a living thing. Terry found himself staring at a spot in the dark woods, maybe a hundred yards away. He had the oddest feeling that something was out there, watching him, just as he was watching it. He felt the weight of a sentient creature's gaze, like a pressure on his forehead.
It's an owl, he thought. Or a raccoon. Something like that. The forest is full of living shit.
But he shuddered.
He was almost relieved when the cop returned.
"Okay, tell it to me straight," the officer said. "How much did you drink at the party?"
Terry shrugged. "A couple of beers. Not much."
"That's all, eh? The punishment for DUI is stiff in Georgia, buddy. But there s worse things than a DUI. Much, much worse." His pale lips twisted into a strange smile.
"I've never had a DUI," Terry said. "You pulled up my record, you know it's true."
"You mean, you've never been caught," the cop said.
Terry didn't respond. Why had he thought he could fool this guy? Johnny Nabb put the hook on suckers like him all the time. He wasn't special.
The cop threw open the door to Terry's car. He removed the key from the ignition, then slammed the door.
"Are you taking me to the station?" Terry asked. "Aren't you supposed to give me a sobriety test first?"
Without answering, the cop pressed the button on the keychain to activate the door locks. The locks snapped down.
"Do I have to get someone to tow my car?" Terry said.
The cop wound up his arm like a baseball pitcher. He hurled the keys into the woods. They tinkled somewhere in the darkness.
"Hey, what the hell are you doing?" Terry asked.
A deep laugh bellowed from the policeman. Laughing, he turned to Terry, and in the bright light, Terry saw the purplish bite marks on the side of the cop s thick, milky neck: two small puncture wounds positioned on the jugular vein
Terry didn't believe his eyes. Surely, he wasn't as sober as he thought he'd become. He had to be imagining things.
"You never know who you'll meet on the road on Halloween night," the cop said He smiled. "People ain't always what they appear to be."
Something about his words made Terry check out the cop's uniform. He didn't have any official insignia on his brown shirt. He wore a generic, shiny gold badge.
I don't believe this shit. This guy isn't even a real cop . . .
"The master will be pleased with you," the man said, in an oddly formal voice as though he were repeating words that he had memorized. "Quite pleased indeed."
"What are you talking about? What's going on? Is this a joke?"
Chuckling, backing away, the phony policeman shook his head. "Good luck out here. Blade."
"Hey, where are you going, man?"
Still laughing, the fake cop hopped in his vehicle.
"You can't leave me out here!" Terry ran toward the car. The vehicle roared forward. He jumped out of the way and grabbed at the passenger door handle. But his sweaty hands slipped away.
He got a clear look at the car. It wasn't a police cruiser. It was a plain, white Chevy sedan with a blue beacon that could be bought at any electronics store.
The car shot down the road. Soon, the red taillights dwindled into darkness. Deep silence fell over the night.
"Help!" Terry shouted. "Someone help me!"
His shouts echoed into the woods, uselessly. There was no one out here to help him. He was alone.
Well, not quite alone.
His gaze shifted to the dark patch of forest that had claimed his attention earlier.
Something had been out there watching him. It was still watching him. He felt it as surely as he felt the cold October air on his face.
"Who's out there?" he asked, in a slightly hoarse voice.
The darkness did not reply. But something out there—a large shadowy shape that was even darker than the surrounding forest—edged closer. He heard a stealthy rustling sound.
A bead of sweat trickled down his temple.
"Don't fuck with me," he meant to say in a threatening tone, but his voice came out as a cracked whisper.
Within a heartbeat, the thing was rushing toward him.
I don't believe what I'm seeing, but it's got to be real, because now I'm pissing my pants.
Weak-kneed, he reached behind his back, and drew his flimsy plastic sword . .




THE STING
 
 There were only two things in the world that really frightened Anthony Morris: snakes, and winged insects with stingers, like wasps.
 When Anthony reached the outside entrance to their hotel room, he spotted a wasp as long as his index finger batting against the top of the door.  With each soft bump against the wood, the insect emitted a loud buzz, as if grunting from its efforts to get inside.
 Anthony's first impulse was to spin around, race across the walkway, plunge down the stairs, and wait in the car until the wasp flew away.  His wife, as slow as ever, was still in their Mercedes, fiddling around with her camera, purse, and who knows what else.  They had spent all day under the merciless Mississippi sun at a family reunion picnic; he could use the excuse that he wanted to find an ice cream shop, to get a cool respite from the heat, and she would never know the true reason why he'd returned to the car.  Although they had been married for three years and had known each other for five, Anthony had managed to conceal his embarrassing phobia.  Letting Karen discover how deeply he feared wasps would be as bad as getting stung.
 Well, not quite as bad.  As a child, he had been stung several times by wasps, yellow jackets, hornets, bumblebees—all of them had gotten him at least once.  Nothing matched the agony.  He believed that his admittedly paranoid fear of the insects intensified the pain of being stung, too.  The last time a hornet had attacked him, he had nearly passed out.
 In the parking lot below, a door thunked shut.  Karen was on her way.
 Wings fluttering, the insect had attached itself to the door. Anthony could not believe the sheer size of the wasp.  Maybe insects were bigger in Mississippi, because the thing was huge.  Its stinger—he thought he could actually see it—seemed to glimmer in the twilight, like the tip of a deadly needle.
 From his readings about wasps, he knew that once they plunged their stinger into you, they would still survive.  Unlike honey bees, which left their stingers in your skin and soon died, a wasp retained its weapon, and could return to punish you again.
 And again, and again.
 He shivered.
 Okay, be a man about this, he told himself.  I'm thirty years old, a successful lawyer, admired, respected, envied.  It's only a stupid bug.  Kill it.
 Keeping his eye on the quivering wasp, he slipped off one of his Nikes.
 In a furious burst of energy, he hammered the shoe against the door.
 Got it!  The wasp crunched underneath the shoe sole and drifted harmlessly to the pavement.
 And the verdict is: life in bug hell.
 "See ya, sucker," he said, and chuckled.  He kicked aside the insect's carcass.
 As he put on his other shoe, his wife climbed the last step of the landing.  With what he hoped was a nonchalant motion, he slid his room key into the narrow slot, unlocking the door.
 "It's hot as hell in here," he blurted.  "And I turned on the air-conditioner before we left for the picnic. What a shitty room.  I told you we should've stayed at the Hyatt."
 Karen trudged toward him, her normally cheerful face lined with fatigue, and browned from a full day in the sun.  Her oversized purple t-shirt, which read "Morris Family Reunion 2002" in white letters, was rumpled and probably damp with perspiration.  She had pulled back her hair into a bun, several strands stood up like unruly weeds.
 Anthony hated to see his wife looking worn out like this. All she'd want to do is take a shower and flop across the bed. No loving for him tonight.
 "One more night in here won't kill us," Karen said as she walked inside. "I only need a shower. When I hit the mattress, I'm going to pass out. Put an ice bag on your head if you need to."
 "Very funny," he said. "I'm going to suffer heat exhaustion in here."
 "Serves you right. After what you pulled at the picnic today, you aren't getting any sympathy from me."
 At the picnic, Anthony had been appointed gatekeeper, responsible for checking in relatives and family friends and giving them name tags. It was a humiliating, tiresome task. He was an attorney, for God's sake, not some shiftless high school drop-out-like some of his cousins. He hadn't driven seven hours from Atlanta so he could sweat in the heat and be a receptionist. He had only agreed to do it because Ma Dear had asked him herself, and with her being ninety-two years old and this possibly being her last reunion, well, he felt obligated to comply with her wishes.
 Of course. Ma Dear had only asked him to do it because she wanted to give him a lesson in humility. When folks reached Ma Dear's age, all they thought about was trying to dispense their so-called wisdom. I'm gonna make Tony pass out nametags, that boy's too proud and needs to be humbled, he was sure she was thinking.
 He was humbled all right. He did the job so well he was certain they'd never ask him to do it again. Everyone whom he didn't recognize-and there were many such people—had to prove they were a legitimate relative or friend. No exceptions.
 "I was only doing my job," he said to Karen. "Rules are rules. Was I supposed to let in every stray person who comes off the road claiming some vague kinship, salivating for a plate of ribs and potato salad? Then you'd be complaining that because of me, there wasn't enough food left for the real family members."
 "Yeah, sure, you only did your job," she said. Sitting on the bed, she pulled off her sneakers and socks. "You had an interrogation going on there. But the elderly lady was worst of all, Anthony. What you did to her was terrible."
 Karen made it sound as though he had robbed the old woman. A short, stout lady wearing dark shades, a big hat, and a flower-patterned dress, had waddled up to the picnic. A frail young woman led her, which made him wonder whether the old lady was blind. In a scratchy voice, the woman said her name was Sis Maggie.
 "Sister who?" Anthony had said. "You don't look like the sister of anyone in my family, old girl."
 Sis Maggie's face puckered up like a prune. "I'm a friend of the family, young man. Been knowin' your people from way back."
 "What people of mine do you know?"
 In a halting voice, Sis Maggie proceeded to run down a list of names: Junebug, Little Tommy, Lillie Mae, and other names Anthony had never heard in his life. He didn't have the patience to listen a minute longer. He cut her off in midsentence.
 "Listen, I've never heard of those people," he said. "Either they're all dead, or you're at the wrong family reunion. In any case, you wasted your time coming here. Have a good day."
 Sis Maggie frowned in confusion, so did her skinny guide girl. 
 "Young man, listen here" Sis said.
 "The exit to the park is over there." Anthony pointed. "If your eyesight is too bad to see it, I'm sure your little nurse there can find it for you."
 Muttering under her breath. Sis Maggie and the girl turned around and shuffled away.
 A handful of people had gathered around the sign-in table. Their mouths hung open in shock. Anthony only smiled. He had balls, all right. No one could pull one over on him.
 Minutes later, one of Anthony's aunts ran to him and told him he'd made a big mistake by turning Sis Maggie away. No, his aunt said, she ain't really a friend of the family, but she lives in these parts, and only a fool dares to disrespect her. The old woman has been known to work with roots—and she holds terrible grudges.
 Anthony only laughed at this backwoods superstition. Talk about ignorant. If Sis Maggie was so bad, let her work some roots to conjure up some ribs of her own. She wasn't getting any from his reunion.
 "It's over now," he told Karen. He sat on the bed. "Drop it."
 Karen rolled her eyes. She stripped down to her bra and panties, and the sight of her shapely, caramel body made his heart skip a beat. He reached for her as she walked past him. She swatted his hand away.
 "None for you tonight," she said. "I'm tired, and you've gotten on my nerves. Make friends with your hand."
 "That's cold," he said, watching her shuffle into the bathroom. He used the edge of his shirt to mop sweat off his face. Waves of heat pressed upon him like heavy pillows, squeezing sticky sweat out of his pores. On the other side of the room, the air-conditioning unit rattled. Piece of shit. This is what he got for buying into the "family reunion" hotel package: two miserable nights at a cheap hotel. He had wanted to stay at the Hyatt, but Karen had insisted on staying here with the rest of his family, so his relatives wouldn't think he assumed he was better than them. Who cared what they thought? Most of them envied his success anyway. It was lonely at the top.
 Sighing, he used the remote control to click on the television.
 In the bathroom, Karen screamed.
* * *
 Two yellow jackets had taken hold of the bathroom. While Anthony and Karen watched from outside, the door open only an inch, the insects circled between the mirror and tub. Big suckers.
 "They flew out of the drain when I turned on the water." Karen huddled beside him, a bath towel wrapped around her. "You have to kill them, Tony. I'm allergic to bee stings."
 "Allergic?" He frowned. "Are you serious?"
 She nodded, her eyes wide and frightened. "The last time I was stung, six years ago, I was helping Mom in the garden. A hornet got me on the arm, and my face swelled up like a balloon. Mom had to take me to the emergency room."
 Anthony sneered. His wife was allergic to stings; he was scared to death of the beasts that could sting you. Weren't they a well-matched couple?
 He certainly wasn't going to share his phobia with her now. It was time for him to be the man of the house. Moments like this defined marriages.
 "Go back in the bedroom, honey," he said. "I'll take care of this.
I'll let you know when I'm done."
 She smiled gratefully and left.
 He peered into the washroom. The yellow jackets soared through the air leisurely, as if they owned the place. In the tub, hot water continued to gurgle from the faucet; if Karen had stopped up the drain, the tub surely would have overflowed by then. A fine vapor, borne of the steaming water, had begun fill the room.
 The insects' buzzing seemed to thrum in his eardrums. Two yellow jackets. Christ. His heart throbbed.
 Although the room was as humid as a tropical rain forest, he grabbed his jacket from the closet, slid it on, and zipped it up. He was wearing shorts, so he threw on his jeans, too. He slapped on his Atlanta Braves cap.
 It was as much bodily protection as he could manage at the moment. He would've preferred a bee-keeper's suit.
 He found a copy of USA Today sitting by the door. He rolled it up, fashioning it into a homemade billy club.
 Then, he crept into the bathroom.
 Hot vapor churned in the air. The gurgling water in the tub was thunderously loud.
 But the yellow jackets were gone.
 "You can't hide from me, you bastards," Anthony muttered. They were in there, somewhere. He could feel them watching him, waiting to attack.
 His fingers tightened on his newspaper club.
 Moving quickly, he stepped to the tub and switched off the faucet. He wanted to clear the air.
 As he was turning away from the bathtub, a yellow jacket zoomed toward him from above, like a miniature fighter plane.
 Crying out, he swung the club wildly. The paper smacked the insect and knocked it into the mirror, but in the process of swinging, Anthony lost his balance, slipped on a patch of water, and tumbled into the bathtub.
 "Shit!"
 Hot water splashing everywhere, he rapped his head against the edge of the ceramic basin. He would have passed out, but terror kept him conscious. There was one yellow jacket left, and it was waiting to make a move on him.
 "Is everything okay, Tony?" Karen asked from outside.
 "I'll be out in a minute!" he shouted. His cap had flipped off, and he pulled it on again.
 Soggy and dripping, his head pounding, he dragged himself out of the tub. He caught a glimpse of himself in the foggy mirror-Anthony Morris, Esquire, going through hell over a couple of bees-and he was briefly embarrassed. But his embarrassment faded when he heard the loud, angry buzzing.
 It was coming from right on top of his head.
 Underneath his baseball cap.
 Shouting and cursing, he snatched off the hat. He saw the yellow jacket creeping inside the cap. Gritting his teeth savagely, he smashed the edges of the cap together in his hands, to squash the evil insect inside.
 "I've got you now, bastard! I've got you!" He laughed maniacally.
 The insect buzzed furiously, trying to escape.
 Anthony moved to the toilet. Like a man handling a hot potato, he flipped over the hat and cast it into the water. Then he flushed the toilet.
 The sight of the bee being sucked out of the hat and into the bowels of the sewage system was one of the sweetest things he'd seen all day.
 The departed yellow jacket's fellow soldier lay on the vanity at the base of the mirror. Dead. Anthony captured it in a wad of tissue and, after removing his cap from the toilet, flushed away that one, too.
 He grinned. "You fools don't know who you're messing with."
 He peeled off his wet clothes. He was quite pleased with himself. It had been a tough battle, but he had won. He always won, in the end.
 Now that he had saved the day, he thought with a smile, Karen would
feel obligated to give him some loving before she went to bed.
 He left the bathroom.
 And found Karen pressed in a corner of the room, her hand covering her mouth, her attention riveted on something near the ceiling light.
 "They came out of nowhere," Karen said in a shaky voice. "One minute, I was watching TV, the next, I heard buzzing above me ... "
 There were four or five hornets up there. Big ones, each the size of his pinkie. They flew in a tight circle, buzzing.
 Anthony felt as if his legs had been swept from under him. This couldn't be happening. Were there hives in the walls?
 "We're getting the hell out of here," he said. "Throw on some
clothes and grab your stuff, honey. I'm going to talk to the manager." 
* * *
 By the time Anthony finished chewing out the manager on duty at the front desk, not only had the manager given them a new, upgraded room on the other side of the hotel, he had agreed to charge Anthony for only one night's stay, not two. One of the many advantages of being a top-notch attorney was knowing exactly what to say to make virtually anyone fear a lawsuit. He had mastered the art of hurling legal jargon to terrify, to reduce the average citizen to a blubbering, eager-to-please fool.
 Their new room was a deluxe suite, but it still wasn't as nice as the Hyatt. Anthony didn't care anymore. He only wanted to sleep and drive home tomorrow. At least the air conditioner worked.
 When he turned the handle in the tub, the water flowed cleanly. No
bees.
 No wasps or any of their ilk buzzed around the lights, either.
 The room appeared to be safe.
 However, something nagged at him. As he showered, he began to think.
 Why hadn't they seen any bees last night? The night before, not one bug had invaded their room. Why so many today? If there were, indeed, hives in the room's walls, wouldn't the hateful insects have revealed themselves from the start?
 Anthony knew he was an especially smart man-brilliant, even. He had graduated summa cum laude at the University of Georgia, and third in his class at Emory Law School. He was accustomed to being envied for his intellect and flawless education. In his opinion, a handful of people, like him, were simply better eguipped than the average person to achieve success and solve problems. He was a member of the vaunted Talented Tenth, one of the leaders of the ignorant masses.
 But even his refined intelligence could not explain this bee situation. He didn't like being unable to explain things. Ignorance was not bliss—it was weakness.
 Karen was asleep by the time he stretched beside her on the bed. He was too worn out to ask for any loving.
 He clicked off the bedside lamp and lay with his hands folded behind his head. One minute, he was gazing at the dark ceiling, pondering the inexplicable insects . . . and the next, he was dreaming.
 In the dream, he was at the family reunion picnic, serving as gatekeeper. The old woman. Sis Maggie, suddenly appeared in front of him, without her guide girl. He asked her why she was there when he had already told her that she wasn't a friend of the family, and when she parted her lips to answer, a swarm of hornets poured out of her mouth, buzzing madly, and they enveloped him like a storm cloud; covered his face and neck and arms and legs and crawled up his nostrils and into his ears and between his lips, stinging and stinging and stinging—
  He erupted from the nightmare, shouting.
 "Baby, you okay?" Karen touched his arm.
 He was panting, dipped in cold sweat. He thought he felt insects creeping over his arms, and he rubbed his skin. Nothing there. Just a dream.
 But he thought he heard a faint buzzing, as if the creatures from his nightmare had followed him into the real world. Was he imagining the sound?
 "Tony?" she said, sitting up.
 "I'm fine," he said. "It was only a dream."
 "About what?"
 "Oh, that old heifer who came to the picnic, Sis Maggie. It's nothing, go back to sleep."
 "You pissed off that root woman," Karen mumbled, drifting back to sleep. "Now, she's sending you nightmares ..."
 "That's nonsense."
 But Karen had fallen asleep. Anthony, however, was too wound up to rest. Keeping the light off, he slid out of bed.
 The ghostly buzzing did not subside, which meant that it was not a figment of his imagination. He turned around, trying to determine the source of the noise. He walked toward the window. The buzzing grew louder with each step.
 Hands trembling, he parted the curtains.
 Honeybees covered the window. Dozens of them. They wriggled and swarmed across the glass, their strange, beady eyes fixated on him.
 It took all of his strength for him to stay on his feet.
 "This is impossible," he said, in a whisper. "It's night, bees aren't nocturnal creatures, they're supposed to be asleep ..." His voice trailed off. His throat was tight.
 Slowly, he put his hand against the glass.
 The bees buzzed angrily. They stabbed their stingers against the window.
 They were eager to get him, to sting him to death. Just like in his nightmare.
 Legs trembling, he snatched the curtains shut.
 The buzzing ceased.
 Terrified, but curious, he peeled away part of the curtain.
 The window was clear. It gave him a view of the parking lot, the highway beyond, and the pale full moon above. There were no bees, anywhere.
 Which was impossible. The insects could not have vanished, instantaneously.
 Chills overcame him. He stumbled to the bed and wrapped himself in the sheets.
 His aunt's voice came to him: You shouldn't have done that to Sis Maggie, Tony. That old woman is known for working roots-and she holds terrible grudges.
 Backwoods, superstitious bullshit, Anthony told himself, over and over. Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. I'm too smart to believe that nonsense. I'm too good for that. There has to be a logical explanation, there has to be.
 But by the time he finally fell asleep, an hour later, he still had not found it.
 
* * *
 
 "Tony did you get any sleep last night?" Karen asked, as they got dressed the next morning.  "Your eyes look blood shot."
 "This bed kept me tossing and turning." He slid on his Nikes and began to tie them.   
 "This mattress is like a slab of rock."
 Her eyes were concerned. "Hmm, I slept fine. You think it's because of the nightmares you were having? You kept waking up—"
 "No," he said, and yanked the shoelaces so tightly they nearly snapped.
 Karen sighed loudly and went into the bathroom.
 He knew that she was annoyed at him for not sharing what was on his mind. Well, tough. He wasn't the kind of guy who talked about his emotions—as far as he was concerned, doing so was a sign of weakness. He dealt in facts. If it couldn't be proven, it wasn't worth his time.
 So if it looks like a curse has been slapped on me by an old, evil woman, is that worth my time?
 He shut down that train of thought before it inched forward any further.
 He finished dressing, downed a cup of the vile-tasting coffee they supplied in the hotel room—due to him getting so little sleep, he'd need to slam his system with caffeine to stay awake—and grabbed their luggage, to take down to the car.
 "Be ready to go in five minutes," he told Karen, who was still messing around in the bathroom. Of course, she probably wouldn't be ready in five minutes. The woman was so habitually slow she'd be late to her own funeral.
 When he opened the door, before stepping out, he checked both ways for bees, wasps, anything like that. All he saw was a monarch butterfly fluttering nearby. Good.
 He reached the parking lot without incident, too.
 Their black Mercedes Benz sedan shimmered in the morning sunlight, the shiny surface pearled with dew. A glance around the parking lot confirmed that he owned—by far—the most expensive vehicle on the premises. It was a reassuring feeling, like finding out that an old, favorite pair of slacks still fit comfortably. He was back in charge.
 Smiling, he pressed the button on the key chain to unlock the trunk.
 He had lifted the trunk lid a couple of inches before he heard the furious buzzing, coming from deep inside. As if a monstrous hive awaited within.
 A chill trickled down his spine.
 No, it can't be. Yesterday was just like an unexplainable, bad dream. It can't be happening again today.
 He quickly slammed the trunk shut. He took a step away from the car, as if the trunk might explode open on its own.
 "What is happening to me?" he muttered. "What in the hell is happening?"
 He remembered what happened last night, after they had switched hotel rooms. They had not found any bees in the room, but he had dreamed of that hag, Sis Maggie; and saw a swarm of hornets erupt from her black mouth.
 And then he had looked out the window and found it completely covered by bees, in the middle of the night. When he looked again a moment later, the insects had vanished. As if he had been hallucinating.
 He would have preferred that the bees had been real. The possibility that he was losing his mind was terrifying.
 "I am not going insane," he told himself. "I'm too smart for that, I graduated at the top of my class from Emory Law, I'm a top notch corporate attorney, I earn over—"
 "Tony, I thought you'd be ready to go. What are you doing?"
 It was Karen. He hadn't realized that she had approached. She stood in front of their car, wearing a puzzled expression.
 He stammered. "Uh, I was—"
 "Come on, we have to go or we'll be late for breakfast." She plucked the keys out of his hand and pressed the button to unlock the trunk. "Why didn't you load the bags in the car?"
 He had frozen, his gaze riveted on the trunk. Karen reached for the lid.
 "Don't do that!" he shouted.
 But he was too late. Karen opened it.
 But the trunk held only a couple of small plastic bags, a pair of Karen's sandals, and an Igloo cooler.
 No buzzing bee hive.
* * *
 As was their family reunion tradition, the day after the big cookout, they always had Sunday breakfast for those who would be driving out of town that day. His Aunt Janice hosted the gathering at her home in Hernando.
 Tony sat in a quiet corner of the living room, a paper plate heaped with congealing eggs, cold bacon, and stiff grits sitting at his feet. He had no appetite. How could he eat when he was clearly in danger of losing his mind?
 He couldn't wait to get home and lose himself in the comforting, familiar world of his law office, where order ruled.
 Ever the busy hostess. Aunt Janice spotted him and came over, probably to nag him about isolating himself from the rest of the family, most of whom were enjoying breakfast outdoors.
 "I just talked to your wife, Tony," Aunt Janice said. "She tells me you were having nightmares about Sis Maggie."
 He dragged his hand down his face. Karen could never keep her mouth shut.
 "I'm fine, all right?" he said. "I need to get back home."
 Aunt Janice's brow creased. "These nightmares are a bad sign, sugar. You ticked off that old woman yesterday, and I told you that she works roots and holds terrible grudges. She's worked some kinda evil spell on you."
 "Evil spell? Come on, don't tell me that you believe that backwoods superstitious crap."
 Aunt Janice shook her head. "Doesn't matter whether you believe it or not—that old lady's powerful. You'd best find her and apologize, that's the only way you might put an end—"
 "I've heard enough of this nonsense, I'm ready to hit the road," he said, and stood abruptly. "Where's my wife?"
 "She's outside—"
 Anthony marched out of the house. He found his wife on the patio, sipping orange juice and talking to one of his younger cousins, a girl who was only twenty-three, a college drop-out, and had something like five or six kids. Relatives like her were an embarrassment to him. He couldn't even remember the girl's name.
 Karen was probably blabbing to her about his nightmares, too.
 A breeze blew, carrying the aroma of smothered potatoes to him, and his stomach growled, unexpectedly. He hadn't eaten a thing since last night.
 I'll grab a quick bite to eat, he thought. Then we're getting the hell out of here.
 The breakfast food was spread on a long table at the edge of the patio. He picked up a paper plate and reached for the potatoes, which simmered in a lidded, silver pot.
 When he removed the lid, he discovered that the potatoes were infested with crawling wasps.
 He yelped like a panicked puppy.
 Like fighter planes, the wasps launched off the pungent base of smothered spuds and buzzed through the air.
 Anthony stumbled backward, waving his arms wildly, violating every rule of how to ward off angry insects.
 But they didn't attack him. They darted toward his wife.
 "Karen, look out," he said, but his voice, strangled by terror, came out in a hoarse whisper.
 Probably drawn by the sight of him waving his arms, Karen looked up.
 By then, it was too late.
 She dropped her glass of orange juice. It shattered against the patio floor, a nerve-jarring sound.
 But it wasn't as bad as her scream when the wasps attacked her.
* * *
 At a medical center in town, Karen lay on a bed, pumped up with drugs to counteract the wasps' venom. Her face was puffy, as if her skin were made of self-rising flour. She hardly resembled the pretty woman that he had married.
 Karen was asleep, and had been for over an hour. Anthony paced across the room. Numerous relatives, including his Aunt Janice, were huddled around the bed, speaking in hushed tones.
 In his rational mind, Anthony had dismissed the wasp attack as coincidence. The things just happened to be in the potatoes, and they were drawn to his wife, maybe because of her perfume. It was a terrible occurrence, but there was nothing particularly unusual about it.
 You're lying to yourself, a pesky voice in his mind whispered. Those wasps were the work of the root woman. She sent them to torment you. Admit it. You don't know what the hell you're dealing with.
 He put a lid on that voice. It was nonsense. He was an educated man and ought to know better.
 At least his wife's prognosis was encouraging. According to the doctor, she should be recovered and ready to leave for Atlanta by tomorrow.
 Still, he hated the thought of spending one more night in this wretched place, one more night of bad dreams about that woman—
 Anthony caught a snippet of his family's conversation. He stopped in his tracks.
 "Did you say something about Sis Maggie?" he asked.
 Aunt Janice bobbed her head. "You've got to apologize to that woman, Tony. She did this to you and your wife."
 Hot blood surged to Anthony's face.
 He pointed to the door. "Everyone, get out. Now."
 "But—" Aunt Janice started.
 "Out!" Anthony was trembling.
 His family quietly shuffled out of the room. He shut the door.
 "Apologize to Sis Maggie," he mumbled. "I don't apologize to anyone. Sis Maggie can kiss my ass."
 Karen's eyelids fluttered. He rushed to her side.
 She said something in a whisper. He leaned down closer, to hear her.
 "What did you say, honey?" he asked.
 "This is . . . your fault, Tony," Karen said in a weak voice that nevertheless carried an undercurrent of anger. "Do . . . what your aunt says."
 He raised up, his back rigid.
 Karen blinked slowly, but resentment shone in her red-rimmed eyes.
 "Fine," he said at last. "I'll find out where the old heifer lives and get this over with."
 Anthony was deep in the country, driving on a narrow, bumpy road. Aunt Janice had given him directions to the old hag's house. No one offered to come with him. They were scared.
 "Ignorant fools," he muttered. He drew to a halt at a Stop sign, and consulted the directions that lay on his lap.
 He was about to turn left, when he looked in the rearview mirror and saw a black cloud rolling toward him.
 A swarm of bees.
 His fingers clutched the steering wheel in a death grip.
 I can't take anymore of this. Why won't they leave me alone? I'm on my way to apologize to the old hag!
 The buzzing sound reached him. It was thunderous. The Mercedes seemed to vibrate in sync with the insects' buzzing.
 He jammed the accelerator. The tires shrieked, and the car swerved crazily to the left. He barely avoided plunging into a ditch.
 The bees chased after him.
 You bastards aren't going to catch me. I didn't spend seventy grand on this car for nothing.
 Teeth gritted, he kept the gas pedal mashed to the floor. The engine roared.
 The swarm receded, and soon became a black dot in the mirror.
 But the bees were still out there, pursuing him. He had to take advantage of his lead.
 Thankfully, Sis Maggie's place was around the next bend. He veered around the curve, and found himself in a long, dusty driveway. An old black Cadillac was parked in front of the tiny house.
 "Let's get this over with," he said. He rocked to a halt beside the Cadillac, and
hurried out of the car.
 He glanced down the driveway.
 The dark swarm rumbled around the corner. Hundreds of bees.
 He was certain that they would sting him to death.
 He raced to the front door. He twisted the knob.
 He didn't bother to knock. To hell with good manners. He didn't have time.
 The door opened. He plunged inside, slammed the door behind him.
 He found himself in a cramped, dark living room. A shadowy shape sat in an overstuffed chair in the corner.
 The air smelled strongly of exotic spices and herbs. Stuff he couldn't even name.
 The shape across the room shifted.
 "Sis Maggie?" Anthony said, hesitantly.
 "What do you want, boy?" the elderly woman asked. Her voice was brittle. "Did you bring me a plate of ribs from yesterday?"
 "Uh, no." He struggled to find words—a new experience for him. Usually he always knew exactly what to say to get what he wanted from someone. "I've been having, uh, this problem . . . with bees."
 Sis Maggie leaned forward on her cane. "You think I worked some roots to make them bees and such give you hell?"
 He shrugged. "My aunt and my wife seem to think that's the case."
 "I wanna know what you think."
 I think it's a bunch of backwoods, superstitious bullshit, he wanted to say, but didn't. And I think they believe you're some kind of witch, but in reality you're just an old, ugly woman who badly needs dentures. But he didn't say that, either.
 What he said was this: "Honestly, I don't really know what to think. But I know why I came. I'm here to apologize, Sis Maggie. I treated you badly yesterday, and I'm sorry. I hope that you can forgive me."
 Sis Maggie cackled, as if he had said the most humorous thing in the world.
 Her anorexic-looking guide girl appeared in the hallway, glanced at Anthony, and looked at Sis Maggie with concern.
 Wiping her eyes, still laughing, the old lady waved her away; the girl withdrew.
 "I'll take away the bees," Sis Maggie said. She chuckled. "I know they were scaring you somethin' terrible. Everybody's scared of somethin'. Some of us are scared of a whole bunch of things."
 "Thank you," he said. He blew out a deep breath.
 Sis Maggie giggled, like a child. He didn't see what was so funny.
Maybe she was just plain crazy.
 "Well . . . good-bye," he said. He bowed slightly, and turned to the door.
 She was still giggling when he stepped outside. Old, demented woman. He doubted whether she really possessed any magical powers at all. She was just strange. Here in the deep South, ignorant people probably equated strangeness with someone having supernatural gifts—being able to give the evil eye, work roots, or some such nonsense.
 However, the swarm of bees had vanished.
 He climbed in his Mercedes. He peeled out of the driveway and rolled back onto the road.
 No bees followed him.
 "It's over," he said. He laughed, but it was a stress-relief laugh. "I can't wait to get the hell out of this place."
 He reached to crank up the air conditioner. Refreshingly cool air hissed from the vents.
 Then he frowned.
 Something behind him was hissing, too.
 He looked over his shoulder.
 He immediately felt as though someone had poured ice water down his pants.
 An emerald-green snake was coiled on the backseat.
 Cursing, he wrestled the steering wheel, forcing the car to the shoulder of the road.
 Before he could reach for the door handle, a creature, long, black, and serpentine, slipped out of the dashboard air vent. Hissing.
 Snakes, snakes, oh, shit, there's nothing worse than snakes, not even bees and wasps and hornets can compare to snakes.
 And he knew then, in a horrible instant, why Sis Maggie had been laughing when he'd left. She had not lifted the spell. She'd only changed it. To torment him with his number-one fear in the world.
 Something warm and oily slithered up his leg.
 Another one wriggled under his shirt collar, slid down his back.
 Anthony lost all conscious thought, forgot all his years of fine education and legal training. 
 He opened his mouth, and screamed . . . and screamed . . . and screamed . . .





 
GRANDAD'S GARAGE
 
"Look at all of this junk," Craig said. Frowning, he stood amidst a jungle of old car tires and warped hubcaps. He kicked a hubcap; it rolled like a giant coin across the dusty floor, struck a paint can, and crashed to the concrete. "Granddad was a damn packrat. It'll take us forever to go through this crap."
"You know how Granddad was, always collecting things," Steven said. He ran his fingers through his short hair, brushed out a cobweb that had attached itself to his scalp when he'd walked through the door. No one had been in the garage since Granddad had passed three weeks ago, and spiders and who knows what else had begun to reclaim the dank space. If Mama had not asked him and Craig to sort through the garage, months might have passed before anyone had crossed the threshold. Steven would have avoided entering because the garage triggered bittersweet memories; Craig would've stayed out, Steven guessed, because he didn't feel that anything in there was worth his time. Craig had precious little time for anything that didn't make him money.
Steven swept his gaze across the garage. A mounted deer's head hung from the wall, above a dirt-filmed window flanked by flimsy, ragged curtains. Grey afternoon light struggled through the glass. A pair of naked light bulbs that dangled from the rafters provided additional light. Still, shadows ruled the musty, junk-filled corners of the chamber.
"What a mess," Craig said, his brown face puckered in a scowl. Walking beside an old, manual push mower, he spat on the floor. "I can taste the dust in here. Can we raise the door or open the window to let in some air?"
"They won't open," Steven said. "They haven't worked in years."
"Are you serious? What the hell kind of sense does that make? Why have a garage if you can't raise the door to park a car inside?"
"Granddad never parked in here. I thought you knew that."
"I never had time to figure out that old man's crazy habits," Craig said. "Some of us have real careers and lives to lead."
Steven opened his mouth to come back with something to salvage his pride--but a chirping sound cut off his response: a cell phone. Like a quick-draw gunslinger, Craig unsnapped the phone from its holster on his hip and placed it against his ear. "Hello? Hey, girl, how ya doing? I ain't doing nothing now, just chilling with my baby brother at my Granddad's place. What's up with you? " Winking at Steven, Craig walked outside, his voice drifting away as he chatted with one of his countless women.
Steven wondered, not for the first time that day, why their mother had bothered to ask Craig to accompany him to Granddad's house. Although he and Craig were adults--Craig was thirty and he was twenty-eight--in family matters she insisted upon them doing things together, as if they were still children and were unable to function independently. Granddad had served as a father to both of them (their biological father had fled the responsibilities of fatherhood after Steven's fifth birthday), but Craig had seemed to resent the role that Granddad had played in their lives. "You can't tell me what to do, you ain't my Daddy!" had frequently been Craig's answer to Granddad's request that Craig help mow the lawn, rake the leaves, or shovel the snow. If Craig had railed against assisting Granddad when he had been alive, why did their mother assume Craig would want to help now that Granddad was dead? Steven had been prepared to clean Granddad's garage on his own.
And there was a lot of cleaning to do. Craig was right: Granddad really was a packrat. The garage was large, able to accommodate three cars, and even if the roll-down sectional door had worked, there would not have been enough free space to allow a single car to park inside. The area was filled with two long, wooden tool benches laden with screwdrivers, wrenches, hammers, paint brushes, and other assorted items; a chest-style freezer that lay like a coffin against the far wall, the top covered with empty cans of oil and pour spouts; an old-fashioned Speedqueen washing machine with wringers to roll clothes through; a couple of lawn mowers; an old Schwinn bicycle; and a bewildering jumble of auto parts, tool boxes, gardening implements, rusty appliances, pipes, buckets filled with junk, milk crates teeming with more junk, and more. More items than Steven could catalogue.
He looked toward the ceiling. He saw pipes, fishing poles, and boxes poking out between the rafters, resting on plywood sheets.
"Well, Granddad," Steven said to himself, "you sure took advantage of every nook and cranny in here."
Grief twisted through him. Weak-kneed, he sat on a short stepladder.
He'd known that coming back to Granddad's place would be difficult for him. Louis Miles had always seemed, to Steven, like a redwood tree, a fantastically solid and eternal creation of nature. Granddad was supposedly eighty-six when he died. For years, there had been a rumor in the family that Granddad was much older than his reported age, but no one could verify it because Granddad said he'd lost his birth records decades ago, and he had no brothers or sisters to provide a point of reference. Steven, for his part, would've estimated that Granddad was actually younger than he claimed to be. Granddad had the bounce, smooth dark skin, and sharp mind of a man thirty years younger; facts that made it hard for Steven to accept that Granddad was gone. He seemed too damn healthy to die.
But he was gone. Granddad had willed his property to Steven's mother. And Steven's mother had charged her sons with maintaining Granddad's home until she found a renter or one of them decided to move in. At any rate, their maintenance was to begin in the garage.
Steven heard Craig roving around outdoors, chatting non-stop on his cell phone. Clearly, Craig was not pressed to help him.
"Whatever," Steven said. He began sorting through a pile of items near him: an old clock/radio, floor tiles that looked like giant slices of old cheese, a milk crate full of screws and bolts, a wooden tool box secured with a shiny ' padlock . . .
Perhaps it was the apparent newness of the padlock that caught his attention. He dropped to his knees to take a closer look at the weathered red box, which served as the foundation for the junk pile.
He grasped the lock, tugged. It was clasped tight.
He chewed his lip. Why would Granddad put a new lock on an old tool chest? Granddad had been a purposeful man and never did anything without a good reason.
Steven went inside the house. In the kitchen, beside the refrigerator, a cork pegboard hung on the wall, and enough keys to please a jailer dangled from the hooks. He scooped the smaller keys into his hands and returned to the garage.
His brother was pacing around the driveway, yapping like an auctioneer.
Steven removed the articles from the top of the toolbox. A strange but familiar design was carved in the center of the wooden lid, outlined in black: a circle the size of a half-dollar, and within the circle, a series of tiny hieroglyphic characters.
Granddad had used to wear a silver pendant around his neck that bore the same inscrutable symbols. Whenever Steven had asked him what the characters meant. Granddad tfould answer, "It's from Africa," which only increased Steven's confusion and curiosity--and only convinced Craig that Granddad was just a weird old man.
But it was certainly weird to find the identical design emblazoned on a toolbox. Steven looked at the keys in his hand. He tried them in the padlock.
The third one worked. 
* * *
When Steven raised the lid, the hinges creaked, reminding him of an old door in a haunted house.
Come on. Don't let your imagination run away with you. There's probably nothing but junk in here.
A light blue, velvety sheet concealed the contents. Slowly, he pulled away the fabric.
He didn't know what he had been expecting. If not junk, maybe a stash of gold coins. What he found, instead, were books. All hardbacks with dark covers, they were stacked in neat columns, perhaps twenty books in total. They had the look of age, of old, forgotten classics that littered garages, attics, and basements across the world.
A different man might have closed the box in disgust, but Steven had been an English major at Illinois State and occasionally took a stab at writing mystery stories (and, less often, poems for women that he liked).
He plucked a book out of the chest. He examined the cover.
"Invisible Man," by Ralph Ellison. Okay, he'd read this one in high school. He opened the book.
"Whoa," he said.
A signature in black ink was scrawled across the title page: Ralph Ellison, May 2, 1952.
Steven checked the copyright page. This book was a first edition.
"Well." The air seemed to have been sucked out of his lungs. He wasn't an expert collector, but he estimated that this edition had to be worth a thousand dollars, at least.
He carefully set aside the volume, and looked at a few of the other books.
"Native Son," by Richard Wright. "Their Eyes Were Watching God," by Zora Neale Hurston. "Harlem Shadows," by Claude McKay. "Narrative of Frederick Douglass," by Douglass himself. "Poems on Various Subjects," by Phillis Wheatley. All of them appeared to be authentic first editions, in mint condition. All of them were autographed and dated at the time of publication.
Wheatley's book went back to 1773.
"Impossible," Steven said, breathing hard. His thoughts seemed to have derailed like a train on greased tracks.
Outside, birds chirped and dogs barked, normal neighborhood sounds on a weekend afternoon.
Rational thought, when it returned to Steven, exploded back into his consciousness. Where had these books come from? How had Granddad come to own them? Why had he kept them in here? He was afraid to think of the monetary value of these volumes, sitting here as if they were worthless pulp fiction paperbacks, not national treasures. What if someone stole them?
He replaced the books in the chest. Bending down, he lifted the box. It was heavy, about fifty pounds, but he only needed to carry it inside the house, somewhere safe. His arm muscles straining, he hefted the chest out of the garage, climbed the short flight of steps in the breezeway, and shouldered his way through the door. He placed the box on the floor beside the kitchen table.
As he was about to flip up the cover and dig through the rest of the texts, Craig's footsteps clapped up the breezeway stairs. Quickly, Steven slid the books underneath the table.
"Hey, bro," Craig said. "I'm gonna pick up a six-pack and some rib tips. Want anything, like some spring water or something? Warm milk?" Craig chuckled; he found it amusing that Steven wasn't a drinker.
"I'm fine, thanks," Steven said. "I'm going to keep working in the garage. There's a lot of . . . stuff in there."
"Weird." Craig shook his head. "When you get old, I bet you're gonna be like Granddad. Fill a garage with junk and leave it to your family to clean it up when you kick the bucket. That was so goddamn inconsiderate."
"Yeah, the nerve of Granddad not to have cleaned up his garage before he passed."
"He had to know that he'd die soon. Shit, he was eighty-six, right? At that age, you start making preparations. Get your house in order. Know what I'm saying?"
Steven only looked at him. He had to restrain himself from launching himself at Craig and busting his disrespectful mouth.
"Anyway," Craig said. "I saw old Mr. Jackson across the street, watching me like a damn vulture. You know how nosy he is, you might want to go talk to him before he rolls over here and you can't get rid of him. I don't feel like talking to him."
"Okay," Steven said. Craig's suggestion that he talk to Mr. Jackson was perhaps the smartest comment he'd made all day. Mr. Jackson had lived across the street from Granddad for thirty years, and the men had been close friends. Mr. Jackson might know the story behind the rare books.
Craig left the house and zoomed away in his Lincoln Navigator, cell phone once again pressed against his ear.
Steven crossed the street to talk to Mr. Jackson. 
* * *
"It's gonna storm soon," Mr. Jackson said. A lean, mahogany-skinned man, he scanned the cloudy sky, perched in his wheelchair like a bird in a nest. He turned to Steven. "I ain't talked to you since Louis passed. How're you holding up, young blood?"
"Fine, I guess." Sitting in a wicker chair on the veranda, Steven sipped at the lemonade that Mr. Jackson's daughter had brought for him. "We're cleaning Granddad's garage today. Granddad sure collected a lot of stuff." Steven watched Mr. Jackson closely for his response.
"Yep, he sure did." The old man stared in the distance. "Louis had a peculiar knack for finding antiques. Hell, sometimes we'd be on a fishing trip, he'd see a sign for a rummage sale, and he just had to stop and check it out. He'd find the damndest things, Louis would."
"Like books," Steven said.
Mr. Jackson stared at him.
A current of understanding passed between them, like electricity.
"Like books," Mr. Jackson said. "And other items."
Other items. Steven wondered if more amazing valuables awaited him in the garage, hidden under a heap of apparent junk.
"Granddad picked up all of those things at rummage sales?" Steven said.
"Sure. Rummage sales, flea markets, junkyards. Sometimes, I don't know where he got them. Things had a way of kinda falling into his hands." Mr. Jackson looked at his own wiry, weathered hands as if an ancient treasure might be found within his leathery palms. "Louis called it his mission."
"If it was his mission, why didn't he open an antique shop?" Steven said. "Instead of running that delivery business like he did?"
Mr. Jackson looked again at the darkening afternoon sky, paused. "Young blood, it might be my mission to go fishing every week, but that don't mean I want to open a bait-and-tackle shop. Some things, you do out of love. Some things you do because you have a gift. And some things ain't supposed to be sold." He looked at Steven squarely. There was a warning in his black eyes. Mr. Jackson was in his late seventies, and both of his legs had been amputated due to his diabetes--but at that moment he was as forceful and forbidding as a spirit that guarded a cursed Egyptian tomb.
"It's a big garage," Steven said, hoping to lighten the mood. "It'll take me a while to go through everything."
"That it will. Louis had been collecting for a very long time. All of his life."
Distantly, thunder grumbled. Ghostly fingers of lightning plucked at the horizon.
"How old was Granddad?" Steven said. "According to what he said, he would've been eighty-six when he died, but there was always a rumor in my family that Granddad was older."
"What makes you think I'd know?" Mr. Jackson seemed more amused than annoyed.
Steven shrugged. "You and Granddad were buddies. I thought you might have an idea."
Mr. Jackson appeared to be mulling over an answer when the front door of his house opened, and his daughter, Anne, appeared, saying that her father needed to come inside before the rain started. Anne smiled at Steven, then she grasped the handles of Mr. Jackson's wheelchair and began to roll him inside. Before Mr. Jackson disappeared inside his home, he winked at Steven and said:
"Every man has a secret, young blood. Your granddad wasn't no exception."

* * *

As rain hammered on the roof and thunder shook the walls, Steven explored the garage with the fervor of an archaeologist combing through a dig. He found, secreted throughout the garage, several more boxes and chests of various sizes, color, and make. Usually concealed beneath ordinary heaps of junk, swaddled within cobwebs and filmed with dust, the boxes were constructed of steel or wood, all of them secured with padlocks. Strangely, all of the locks could be opened with the same key that he'd used earlier to uncover the books. But the strangest fact of all was that each box bore the same, enigmatic hieroglyphic design on the lid.
Clouds of dust swirled around him, but Steven ignored the filth and dug up the artifacts with trembling hands. In one box, he found a collection of pristine-condition letters addressed to various people he'd never heard of; the only name he recognized on each was the name of the author, Paul Robeson.
In another, Steven discovered a beautiful, vibrantly colored quilt that depicted a scene that, at first guess, came from a Biblical story: a bearded man feeding fish to a line of people. A label attached to the underside of the lid said, in what Steven recognized as Granddad's handwriting: Harriet Powers quilt, 1887.
Another contained vinyl records in their original jackets: recordings by Dizzy Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, and Josephine Baker. The respective artist had signed each album.
Still another had a piece of sculpture in excellent condition: it portrayed a man and a woman embracing, and broken chains lying at their feet. The label read: Edmonia Lewis, 1881.
Yet another, long box was lined with cool velvet, and full of gold pieces: coins, necklaces, rings, and other ornaments. There was even an item that appeared to be a staff, crafted of gold. A label attached to the underside of the box's lid said: Musa reign, Sudan, circa 1320. Musa, Steven recalled from his African history classes, was the best-known ruler of ancient Sudan, renowned for his wealth.
Sweat poured from Steven's brow and into his eyes. He wiped away the perspiration with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of dirt in its place.
You didn't find treasures like these at rummage sales, in junkyards, or at flea markets. Not these days. Steven refused to believe such a thing.
He thought about the hieroglyphics engraved on the boxes and on the silver pendant that Granddad had worn. He thought about the perfect condition of the artifacts in a less-than-ideal storage environment. He thought about the family rumor that Granddad was much older than he claimed to be.
Every man has a secret, young blood. Your granddad wasn't no exception.
Who was Granddad--really?
Steven could not draw a rational conclusion. Every theory--that Granddad was hundreds of years old, that he lived through the centuries randomly collecting valuables, that he preserved the artifacts using African magic--was utterly crazy. Steven was a logical man, an ordinary man, a high school English teacher who might not live the flashy life of his attorney brother, but who compensated with his loyalty, dependability, and common sense. Common sense, most of all, would help him arrive at a sensible solution to this mystery.

"Hey, what the hell are you doing?" Startled, Steven shot to his feet--and in his haste, his legs bumped the open chest in front of him, knocking the box sideways and spilling coins on the floor. Steven half-turned to see Craig staring at him, then he spun to set the box upright. He snatched up the coins, too, praying under his breath that Craig assumed he was only picking up more junk.

"What do you have there, man?" Craig hurried forward. In one hand, he clutched a half-filled bottle of Heineken. "Gold coins?"
Steven slammed the lid shut, but the contents hadn't escaped Craig's greedy gaze.
"It's only junk," Steven said. His hands were filled with coins; he slid them into his pockets. "Screws and washers, stuff like that."
"Don't lie to me. I saw money in there." Craig took a swig of the beer. "Open it up and lemme see."
"Seriously, Craig, it's only junk. That's all that's in this garage. Worthless junk."
"Open it, Steven." Craig's eyebrow twitched, a sure sign that he was getting angry. His grip tightened on the beer bottle. "Open it now."
Steven stared at his brother, who was older and had always been taller, wider, stronger. In the past, Steven had always wilted under Craig, had let Craig take his toys, his money, his candy. It was part of being the little brother. Big brother always got whatever he wanted and he got the leftovers.
But Steven was not going to budge. Not this time. The stakes were too high. He had stumbled upon an incredible store of amazingly valuable artifacts, and he would not let Craig plunder them to sell to the highest bidder. Granddad never would have wanted it that way. For a reason that Steven had yet to learn, these treasures had fallen into Granddad's hands, and he was certain that they were not meant for sale. He was willing to bet his life on it.
He drew in a breath and held his ground against Craig.
"No," Steven said.
"What?" His eyebrow twitching, Craig took a step backward. "You're not going to let me look in there?"
"You heard me, Craig. No."
Craig's shoulders drooped. He turned away as if to leave--and then he swung the Heineken bottle at Steven.
Steven was caught off guard. The bottle thwacked into his shoulder, driving a shard of pain down to his marrow and instantly numbing his arm. Craig seized him by the front of his shirt. Steven grabbed his arm, and they were suddenly in a wrestling match: grappling, pushing, tugging, grunting, and cursing.
But it didn't take long for the big brother to assert his physical dominance. Craig had been a wrestler in college, and he'd remembered some of his techniques. He wrapped Steven in a painful headlock and twisted him up like a noodle. Steven's face was mashed against the floor, his nose sticking in an oil spot. Craig's knee slammed into his kidney; agony buckled through him, and he felt his lunch erupting up his throat in a hot, putrid rush.
Craig left him there on the floor, vomiting and gasping.
"Boy, you should know better than to show out with me," Craig said, getting to his feet and cleaning his hands on his jeans. "I only wanted to see what was in the damn box. I know I saw some money."
Steven flopped onto his back as Craig walked toward the chest. He couldn't get up to continue the fight. The pain that had begun in his kidneys had spread like a throbbing cancer throughout his body. Sorry, Granddad. I tried.
"I wouldn't be surprised if Granddad had kept his life savings in here," Craig said. "A nutty old man like him would do something like that. Bad enough that he gave the house to Mama, and we both know she'll give it to you. I deserve my share, dammit!"
Craig put his hands on the lid. He raised it. And screamed.
Even from where Steven lay on the floor several feet away, he heard the sound issuing from the chest. It was louder than Craig's chilling scream, louder than the thunder and pounding rain.
The furious buzzing of a swarm of bees.
Steven never again wanted to witness an incident like what happened in those few, seemingly endless minutes after Craig opened the box: The dark mass of bees emerging like a shark's mouth from the depths of the chest, swallowing Craig whole. Craig howling and tearing out of the garage, blindly, bumping into walls, falling over his grandfather's junk, finally escaping through the door but unable to evade the angry cloud of insects. Steven finally struggling to his feet and running outdoors into the rain to follow his brother. Craig fleeing down the sidewalk and into the street, directly into the path of an Oldsmobile, the impact of the automobile smashing into Craig booming like thunder.

Sometime later, after the ambulance had rushed Craig to the hospital and loved ones had been called, Steven went back to the garage. He approached the chest full of gold that had spewed a swarm of bees onto his brother (amazingly, no bee stings were found on Craig's body when the paramedics arrived; and Steven never mentioned them.).
Heart thrumming, Steven opened the box.
The same golden objects that he'd seen earlier lay within.
He sighed, closed the chest.
The mysterious circle full of hieroglyphs, carved on the lid, seemed to glimmer.
Or perhaps that was his imagination. 
* * *
"How's your brother doing?" Mr. Jackson said. They sat on the old man's veranda. Both of them had glasses of lemonade close at hand.
"He finally pulled out of the coma," Steven said. "But he's paralyzed from the waist down. The doctor doesn't think he'll ever walk again."
Mr. Jackson looked down at his own wheelchair and shook his head. "A terrible thing to happen to such a young man. A shame."
"Some things ain't meant to be sold," Steven said. "A wise man once told me that."
Mr. Jackson nodded, his face grim and drawn. Steven sipped his lemonade. He reached into his jacket pocket and removed two photographs. He placed the photos near Mr. Jackson's hand.
Mr. Jackson brought the pictures close to his eyes.
"Where did you find these, young blood?"
"In Granddad's garage, of course," Steven said. "I'm sure you've noticed that I've been spending a lot of tim* in there the past few weeks. I'm moving into the house soon. "
Mr. Jackson laughed--a high, thin sound. Steven had rarely heard the old man laugh, and hearing his laughter made him laugh, too.
"You know, young blood, you always favored your granddaddy," Mr. Jackson said. "Spitting image of the man."
"That's what everyone says," Steven said. Mr. Jackson gave him the photos. Steven finished off the lemonade, and stood.
"Leaving already?" Mr. Jackson said.
"I have a lot of work to do. But I'll see you around." "Young blood?" Mr. Jackson said when Steven had turned. "Yes, sir?" Steven said.
"Louis made a good choice in you. You'll do fine. Lord knows, you'll have plenty of time to learn."
Steven smiled. "Thank you. I appreciate that."
Steven returned to the garage. Although he'd spent all of his free time in there lately, he hadn't done much cleaning. Cobwebs still ringed the windows, dust covered the floor, and junk filled the garage in no evident order. But, of course, it wasn't all junk. His recent findings (and he seemed to discover more each time he explored), led him to believe that he stood on the humble threshold of one of the most magnificent museums in history.
He slid the photographs out of his pocket. The first was a black-and-white shot of two black men sitting on the stone steps of what appeared to a brownstone, in a neighborhood that was most likely Harlem. Steven guessed Harlem because the younger man was Langston Hughes, a famous writer from the Harlem Renaissance period. The older man, who appeared to be in his fifties, was Louis Miles, Steven's grandfather.
Granddad looked the same as Steven had remembered him shortly before his death, and the photo was probably taken in the 1920's. Steven discovered the picture between the pages of a signed, first edition of Hughes' "Not without laughter."
The second black-and-white showed Granddad and four other black men, standing under a tree. They were dressed in the uniforms of Union troops. Granddad didn't look to be any older than thirty. Steven found the photo inside the pages of a Civil War soldier's diary.
In addition to the pictures, Steven located Granddad's pendant. He'd assumed Granddad had been buried wearing it, but either he was mistaken, or this one had been created solely for him.
Attached to a silver necklace, the pendant dangled from a tool-laden pegboard on the garage wall. It was crafted from a piece of silver the size of a half-dollar. On one side, the intricate array of hieroglyphics had been inscribed; on the other, words engraved in English read:

"Thou shall preserve what would be lost, destroyed, or sold for selfish gain."

When Steven had slipped the necklace over his head, a strangely pleasant chill rippled down his spine, and a feeling of: rightness settled over him like a comfortable b1anket. 
Standing on the threshold of the garage, the pendant resting against his heart, Steven exhaled a deep breath.
"Thank you, Granddad, for trusting me."
He locked the garage door and went to his car that he'd parked in the driveway, a used but reliable Chevy. He got behind the wheel and started the engine. Quickly, he rolled.
He'd spotted a rummage sale earlier that afternoon, and he didn't want to miss it.





 
THE MONSTER
 
It was half-past two o'clock in the morning, and what frightened Jared more than anything in the world was having to get out of his bed in the middle of the night and go to the bathroom. Most times, he'd rather pee on himself. But he was ten and couldn't pee on himself any more. Mom would get upset, and Dad would . . . well, he didn't want to think about what Dad would do to him.
But the thought of getting out of bed was actually worse than thinking of what Dad would do to him if he peed on himself. See, there was a monster under his bed.
Jared lay under the covers, his bladder throbbing. It was way too dark in the room; the curtains were closed and Dad wouldn't let him sleep with a night light. The only light came from the clock on the nightstand. The clock digits gave off a ghostly, greenish glow.
He raised up, his eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. He held his breath. Listened.
He heard the monster, breathing softly. It might be asleep. Did monsters sleep? He didn't know. He had never even seen the monster, really. But it was real. It only crawled under the bed at night, and he always heard it breathing, shifting around, or whispering in a strange language that he didn't understand.
The monster had only begun living under his bed a few months ago. He remembered when the monster first arrived. It had been the night that Mom and Dad had gotten into the worst fight they'd ever had (until then). Crouched under his bed covers, Jared had heard every turn of his parents' battle: the shouts, the breaking dishes, the cries, the scary sound of flesh smacking flesh. Jared had wanted to do something to help Mom, but he was afraid. Later that night, Dad had left the house, and that was when Jared realized that he hated his father--well, stepfather, really. He hated him. Mom taught him that it was wrong to hate people, but Jared couldn't help the way he felt. Sometimes he was sure that Mom hated Dad, too.
And in the middle of that unforgettable night, unable to sleep, Jared suddenly became aware of deep breathing beneath his bed, as if a big dog had crawled under there and fallen asleep. Summoning his courage, he peeked underneath the bed. He saw the faint glimmer of a pair of bluish eyes.
The sight had sent him to his parents' room, screaming. Mom thought he was upset about the big fight and let him sleep in the bed with her. Ordinarily, he never would've wanted to sleep in Mom's bed because that was for babies, but he was too scared to go back to his room. He didn't tell Mom about the monster. She would never believe him. Adults never believed anything that kids his age talked about--especially when the subject was monsters.
When morning finally came, he crept into his room and checked under the bed. Nothing was there. He wondered if he had dreamed up everything.
That was, until the monster returned a few nights later, when Mom and Dad had another fight.
There was one thing Jared understood for sure about the monster. It only came around in the late night hours, after his parents had fought.
He began to believe that the monster was there to keep him company.
The monster scared him, but in a strange way, he sort of felt safe when it arrived. Kind of like Rob Jenkins, the biggest, baddest bully at his school, who seemed to like him for a reason he didn't understand. Rob frightened him and he was careful not to upset him, but he felt that whenever Rob was around, he was protected. It was weird.
Mom and Dad had been fighting again that night, so the monster was there. But Dad hadn't left the house. Jared thought Dad was sleeping on the couch downstairs. During the fight, Jared heard Mom run upstairs and lock herself in the bedroom, and Dad had been crashing around downstairs, making so much noise Jared was sure the police would come. But they never did. After a while, Dad finally got quiet and probably fell asleep in front of the TV like he usually did.
Jared looked at the bedroom door, which was open just a crack. The white door seemed to be far away, like the other end of a whole basketball court. But things were always like that at night, in the dark. His senses got screwy.
His stomach was starting to hurt, he needed to pee so badly.
Slowly, he pulled away the covers. Cool air wrapped around his legs. Dad always kept it so cold in the house that Jared sometimes slept with socks on. He didn't have socks on then. He wished that he did, to protect his feet in case the monster grabbed a foot.
He would have to be fast.
He got an idea. Instead of swinging his legs over the side of the bed, and risk getting snared by the monster's tentacles (he figured the monster had to have a long, ropy tentacle, like an octopus), he stood on the mattress; it creaked a little beneath him. Quietly, he walked to the end of the bed. He checked the surrounding carpet to make sure that nothing waited to trip him. Then he leaped off the mattress.
He landed on the floor with a soft thump.
He looked behind him. Nothing rushed out at him from under the bed. He didn't see a tentacle, or glowing blue eyes. Everything looked normal.
But he heard the monster breathing. Its breaths were not as slow and deep as before; it drew shorter breaths, as if it were awake. Alert.
Maybe it planned to catch him when he returned to the bed. If that was what it really wanted to do. He didn't know. He hadn't even begun to plan how he would manage to climb under the covers. He couldn't think about it yet. His bladder was on fire.
He flung open the door and rushed down the hallway to the bathroom.
He could barely get his pajamas down fast enough to keep from leaking all over himself. Nasty.
It seemed like he peed forever. He'd drunk a lot of Pepsi before he went to bed. Mom had ordered a pepperoni-and-cheese pizza for dinner and a twelve-pack of Pepsi, and soon after the pizza got there, she and Dad got into the argument. Jared had taken the cola to his room and sipped it nervously while he listened to them battle. He must've drank four cans worth. Mom would've been upset if she had known.
Jared had just finished relieving himself and was washing his hands when he heard Dad's heavy footsteps on the stairs.
Jared frantically dried his hands on a towel. He reached to switch off the bathroom light . . .
"Jay, what the hell are you doing up?" Dad said.
Jared froze, hand poised over the light switch. Dad emerged like a giant from the darkness of the hallway, entering the arc of light that spilled from the bathroom. He wore his normal sleeping gear: white underwear. That was all. Dad had been living with him and Mom for three years, and Jared had never gotten used to the sight of the man strolling around in his underwear. There was something disgusting about it.
Dad carried his black leather belt loosely in his hand, too; it resembled a dormant snake. Both Mom and Jared knew the belt very well.
"Speak up, boy," Dad said. Leaning against the wall, he dug his hand into his crotch, scratched. "Damn, why you always act like you can't talk?"
"Umm, I was just using the bathroom," Jared said. "I'm going back to bed."
"Slow down, little man." Dad raised his hand. Jared smelled whiskey and funk rolling like hot steam from Dad's body; he coughed into his hand. "You know what me and your Mama were tangling about tonight?"
Jared shrugged. He chastised himself for not escaping back to his room before Dad appeared.
"Don't act dumb, Jay. It was about your sorry-assed daddy. I don't want him calling my house. I don't care if he's only calling for you. This is my crib and he's disrespecting me." Dad suddenly farted loudly, and the nauseating sound was like an exclamation point. Jared grimaced.
"The next time he calls here, you hang up on him," Dad said. "You don't say a word to him, and you don't tell your mother. Clear?"
"But ..."
Dad sprang from the wall. "But what?"
Jared chewed his lip. "But . . . he's my father. You aren't." The words slipped out of him, and the instant they did, he knew he'd made a mistake.
Although Dad had been drinking, he moved toward Jared with startling speed. The next thing Jared knew, Dad had seized him by his shoulders, hefted him in the air, and pinned him against the wall. Terror surged like hot oil through his veins, and he felt himself needing to pee again.
Dad's face, twisted by fury, floated like a dark moon in front of him. Spittle sprayed from Dad's lips as he spoke.
"You listen to me, you little bastard. I'm your daddy. That nigga that you think is your daddy—forget him. He ain't here. I pay the bills and take care of you and your Mama. If I ever hear you disrespect me like that again, I'm gonna break my belt over your ass. Clear?"
Jared could barely breathe. Fear had tightened his throat. When he tried to speak only a thin whistle of air came out.
Dad shook him, making Jared's head knock against the wall. He felt dizzy.
"Hear me? Is that clear?"
Tears leaked from Jared's eyes. His throat was too tight for him to say anything, heart pounding so hard he felt like he was going to choke. He felt warm pee streaming down his leg, and the shame that burned through him made him cry harder.
"Put my baby down right now!"
Mom's enraged voice cut through the haze in Jared's mind. His mouth flew open, and all he cried out was, "Mama, help!"
Dad dropped him, and Jared hit the floor on numbed legs. He stumbled, tears blurring his vision, but not even his tears kept him from seeing Mom in her nightgown, coming at Dad with a hammer.
Bust his head wide open, Mama, bust it open like a watermelon, he wanted to shout at her. But she was so tiny compared to Dad. Even with a weapon, she couldn't beat Dad, he was just too big.
As Mom swung the hammer at Dad, he snagged her arm in mid-air. He backhanded her across the mouth. She cried out, spun around and struck the wall.
"I'm the king of this house, goddammit!" Dad said. He took the hammer and smashed it against the wall, paint chips crashing to the floor. He whipped the hammer around in another wild arc, clobbered another wall. Jared was sure he was going to hit Mom. Mom cowered under Dad, holding her lip.
Jared couldn't stand back and act helpless any more. He just couldn't. He had to help Mom.
He fled to his bedroom.
Dad whirled. "That's it, run, you little bastard. This is all your fault anyway, you know that? Everything would be fine if you hadn't been born!"
Jared made it inside his room. Had to get his hands on something that could keep Dad away from Mom. He could get his baseball bat. Mom had bought him a nice Louisville slugger for Christmas last year.
He looked back and forth across his room. He didn't see the bat. Where was it . . .
He remembered that he'd left it under the bed.
He'd put the bat under the bed months ago, in anticipation of something just like this happening. But that was before the monster had arrived.
There was no way he was going to reach under the bed with the monster there. No way.
Outside in the hallway, he heard leather snapping against flesh, Dad cursing, and Mom crying softly. She endured Dad's belt beatings quietly
He felt like he was going to throw up. He wanted to cover his ears and crawl back under the covers, like he always did. But he couldn't. He just couldn't take this any more. Bat or not bat.
He rushed to the doorway. Dad's back faced him; Mom was sprawled underneath Dad, her delicate body trembling as Dad popped the belt against her in smooth, rhythmic strokes.
"Get away from her, you crazy motherfucker," Jared said. It was the first time he'd ever used the "f" word, and it felt strange coming from his lips. "Get away from her right now."
"What?" Dad looked at him. "What did you say, boy?"
"I ..." Jared couldn't finish his sentence. He couldn't believe what he'd just said. Oh, was he in for it now.
Dad charged after him. Jared backpedaled into his room, fists balled at his side.
He wanted to hide, but there was nowhere to go. The only escape was through the doorway.
And now Dad was there.
Dad chuckled, winding the belt around his hand like a whip. "You think you're a big man now, huh? I'm gonna beat the black off your ass.
This is my house, dammit."
Jared backed all the way up against the wall. Cold sweat had glued his fingers together. He couldn't have held a baseball bat if he'd had one.
"Leave him alone," Mom said from the hallway, but her voice sounded frail, beaten. There would be no rescue this time, Jared realized. He would endure this beating like a man. No more crying.
"Trying to be brave, little man?" Dad said. "We'll see how brave you act when I start popping this belt."
Jared breathed so hard and fast he was light-headed. He felt like he could be dreaming. He wished he were dreaming and he would awake and everything would be okay in the morning, and it would be only him and Mom in the house (they'd lived there before Dad, though he always called it "my house"), and Dad was gone forever. But that was only a dream.
He wasn't dreaming. This was real, and Dad was going to get him.
Dad stalked forward, belt swinging, fingers flexing.
Jared always closed his eyes when he was getting a whipping. But he wouldn't close them this time. He'd suffer the beating with his eyes wide open.
If he had closed his eyes, he would've missed what happened.
As Dad stomped past the foot of the bed, a thick, purple-black tentacle launched from under the bed and wrapped around Dad's ankle with a wet, slapping sound.
"What the ..." Dad started to say, staring at the rope of flesh around his ankle, and his voice was suddenly drowned out by an inhuman roar that exploded from beneath the bed, as if a lion were under there. Jared's eyes grew large enough to pop out of his head.
It's the monster, the monster, the monster . . .
The creature yanked Dad's ankle, and Dad hit the floor on his back, yelling in a high-pitched voice: "Oh, shit, what the hell, help me. Jay, help me!" But Jared's feet seemed to be nailed to the carpet; he couldn't have moved if he'd wanted to. He was mesmerized, terrified.
Another dark tentacle shot out and twisted around Dad's other leg.
"Help me. Jay!" Dad was hollering now. He reminded Jared of an old woman.
The monster roared, a sound that made the walls tremble and the bed quake.
Jared didn't move. He imagined the creature beneath his bed as something that looked like an alligator but with lots of tentacles, and even more teeth . . . uh-huh, he wasn't moving.
The beast began to pull Dad toward the bed. Dad's arms flailed wildly. His hand snagged the leg of Jared's desk, slowing his progress toward the darkness underneath the bed.
Jared ran forward, raised his foot, and stomped on Dad's fingers. His hand fell away from the desk leg, and he slid closer to the bed.
"You bastard, I'm gonna get you ..." Dad groped for Jared's leg, but Jared moved out of his reach.
The monster bellowed louder than before--and the bed itself was flung upward as if it were the lid of a kettle. It hovered at almost a ninety degree angle, suspended by an invisible force.
Beneath, there was the monster.
It resembled an alligator, like Jared had imagined . . . but not really. It had maybe a dozen muscular tentacles, like an octopus . . . but it didn't look like an octopus either, really. Its eyes glowed a gas-jet blue. And it had teeth . . . rows and rows of long, sharp teeth.
How did this thing fit under my bed? The question flitted around the back of Jared's mind. How did I ever sleep with something like that right under me?
A shimmering pool of blackness surrounded the monster, like a dark ocean. Jared thought that the monster was much bigger than he'd figured; most of its body was concealed in the dark, watery aura.
Dad screamed.
The monster reeled Dad in, its enormous, toothy mouth wide open. Dad shrieking the entire way.
Jared wanted to turn away. He couldn't watch. He had seen enough.
But he could not stop staring.
The monster swallowed Dad whole, like pythons gulp down their prey, except the monster did it so quickly that one instant Jared saw Dad . . . and the next instant the only thing left of Dad was his worn leather belt, dangling like a shred of lettuce from the creature's lips. Then the creature sucked in the belt, too.
Jared stared at the monster's glowing blue eyes. He waited for a tentacle to come out and grab him, too.
But the monster did not attack. Perhaps it was only his imagination, but it seemed to wink at him.
The bed, which had been suspended in the air the whole time, banged back to the floor.
Jared exhaled. His chest hurt.
He turned and saw Mom watching from the doorway.
"Did you see that?" he said.
Mom nodded. Her eyes were wide. "All of it."
Jared went to the bed. He didn't hear the monster breathing. He nudged the bed sideways a few feet.
Underneath, there was only the carpet, a few forgotten socks, and his Louisville slugger baseball bat. 
No sign of the monster. No otherworldly pool of darkness.
No sign of Dad.
Mom came forward and put her arm around his shoulders.
"I don't think it'll ever come back," Jared said. "I guess it did what it came here to do."
"That's right, took away the monster," Mom said, and they walked out of the bedroom together.





 
DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL
He only wanted the best for his daughter . . .


 "Nathan, I'd like you to meet my dad."
 I offered my hand, and the bearish man in front of me swallowed it in his massive Swallowed it and squeezed—hard. Pain snapped through my fingers and traveled up my arm. I tried to conceal my anguish when I addressed him.
 "Nice to meet you, Mr. Payne. I'm Nathan ... Hunter." I forced the words out of my mouth; it was a struggle to keep from whining like a puppy. He continued to smash my hand in his grip.
 Mr. Payne grunted. He was the hairiest man I'd ever seen. He had an Afro, a grizzly black beard, crisp hairs covering his muscular arms, and hair on the back of his meaty hands so dense he probably had to comb it. No doubt, in winter, he didn't need to wear a coat. His natural fur probably served just fine.
 He barely resembled his daughter. Stacy was short and petite, her skin as smooth as cream, her exotic features framed by long black hair. She stood beside us as we shook hands, and though a smile creased her lovely face, her eyes held a trace of apprehension.
 I understood why. Since we'd met a couple of weeks ago, she had warned me that her father was overprotective and zealously guarded her from potential boyfriends. I'd wanted to see Mr. Payne as early as possible, to reassure him that he could trust me to treat his daughter well, but Stacy had postponed introducing us until then, our third date and our first dinner-and-a-movie date. She worried that her father might chase me away, and she wanted us to get to know each other without his distracting influence. Now that I'd met Mr. Payne at last, she probably wondered what would go wrong.
 I wondering the same thing, to be honest. It wasn't every day that you got a chance to meet a man who was supposedly guilty of murder.
 We finally ended our handshake. My hand throbbed. This guy was strong.
 "You've got a good grip," I said. "It must come from all of the working out that Stacy tells me that you do."
 "I get my strength from other sources," Mr. Payne said. He had a baritone voice that seemed to originate from deep within his enormous chest. "Sources beyond your comprehension, young man."
 What a strange response. Frowning, I noticed Mr. Payne's eyes. They were liquid black, with a wild, mischievous gleam: the kind of eyes that belonged in a predator who took delight in torturing its prey before it consummated the kill.
 I would have to be careful with this man. My superiors believed that I was capable of bringing Mr. Payne to justice with no problem, but I wasn't sure. My greatest advantage in this investigation was that neither Stacy nor her father suspected my intentions. But no veteran detective—especially one who specialized in my unique line of work—would risk dropping his guard and blowing his cover. The consequences could be deadly.
 Although I'd finally met Mr. Payne, I could not ask him probing questions that might create suspicion. I'd play it cool, date his daughter as though I were a regular guy, quietly gathering more clues ... and when the picture was complete, I'd carry out my orders to bring the felon to justice.
 I checked my watch. "I'm sorry, but we have to get going, Mr. Payne. It's been nice meeting you."
 "You two will get a chance to talk some other time, I'm sure," Stacy said.
 Mr. Payne grumbled. "You'll have her back by ten o'clock. My little girl has a curfew."
 Stacy looked embarrassed. She was twenty-two years old, a grown woman. Was Mr. Payne serious?
 "Ten o'clock is a little early," I said. "The movie might not be over by then. How about eleven?" I felt odd asking her father such a question.
 Danger flared in his eyes. "You seem to have forgotten who is in control here, young man. You are dating my daughter, and I decide whom she chooses to date, where she goes on her date, and when she will return from each date. Her curfew is ten o'clock. If you have a problem with that, not only will Stacy not accompany you this evening, I will permanently ban her from communicating with you. Understood?"
 "Uh, well, sure," I said. "Ten o'clock. Yes, sir."
 Stacy laughed.
 "Oh, Daddy, you're too much," she said. "Nathan is the nicest guy I've ever dated." She slipped her arm through mine and smiled at him.
 Mr. Payne's eyes softened when he regarded his daughter. I could see that he really loved her. Her mother—and his wife—had died eight years ago, leaving him to raise Stacy on his own. Stacy was all he had left. I empathized, a little, with his overbearing attitude.
 But when he turned to me, a threat flickered like fire in his eyes. I realized two facts. One: my investigation into Mr. Payne's crimes would end inconclusively if I botched the evening and Mr. Payne barred me from seeing his daughter, since she was my pipeline to his life. Two: Mr. Payne, as my superiors had warned me, was as scary as hell.
 "Ten o'clock," Mr. Payne said. When I nodded and started to turn away, he said something else that I would not understand until later. "I'll be watching."

* * *
 As I drove to the restaurant, Stacy turned down the volume on the stereo and said,
 "My dad's something else, isn't he?"
 I shrugged. "He's obviously concerned about your welfare. Kind of overbearing, I admit."
 "In his eyes, I'm always daddy's little girl. No guy I bring home is good enough for him. I could spend all night telling him how great you are, and he'd still treat you as if you'd crawled from under a rock somewhere."
 "I felt like a suspected criminal."
 "Ever since what happened to Mom, family has become extremely important to him. No man I meet will get in the family without Dad putting him through the wringer. He only wants the best for me."
 "I guess that makes sense," I said. "If I had a daughter, I wouldn't want her spending time with a loser, either."
 "You can't understand how Mom's death changed things for him, for both of us." She shook her head. "You wouldn't believe it."
 This could be a good opportunity to gain more information about her father's history. I said, "Want to tell me about it?"
 "Not now, Nathan, it would spoil the mood. Later, I promise."
 I drummed the steering wheel. Patience, I assured myself. I'd eventually uncover her father's secrets.
 I glanced at Stacy. Secrets glimmered in her dark, beautiful eyes, and her mystique only made me want her more. This was something that complicated my investigation; I had never thought I would start to fall for her. More often, I wondered what I had gotten myself into when I accepted this assignment, and where it would lead.
 We arrived at the restaurant, a popular steak house. She went to open her door. I touched her arm, stopping her.
 "Answer me honestly, Stacy. Do you think I'll ever measure up to your father's expectations?"
 Impulsively, she leaned into me and kissed me. Or tasted me, rather, since that was what her lips and tongue brought to mind. Purring like a cat, she tasted my lips, chin, and cheeks as if I were a juicy slice of meat. Her kisses were like nothing I had ever experienced. There was something primitive and wild about them that made me want to explode.
 She let go of me and licked her lips, as though tasting me still.
 My heart pounded.
 "You measure up to my expectations," she said. "In the end, that's all that will matter."
 She winked at me, and we got out of the car.
 Inside, the hostess guided us to a booth. Stacy slid onto one side. I was about to take the opposite side when she patted the space beside her.
 "Tonight, I want you next to me."
 I saw that compelling gleam in her eyes again. Of course, I did as she asked. She smiled at me, a subtle smile as mysterious as her gaze. I could not deny my suspicion that I was not the only one here who had ulterior motives—although I had no idea what she might have planned for me.
 We ordered drinks, an appetizer, and steaks. I ordered the rib eye; Stacy requested the massive porterhouse. I looked at her, eyebrows raised. She'd always shown an enormous appetite—on our previous lunch dates, she ate more than I did—but could she put away that much meat?
 It didn't take long for my question to be answered. After plowing through the appetizer of Texas cheese fries, then black bean soup, and then tossed green salad, Stacy cut into her steak like a starving woman. She made soft, animal noises of satisfaction as she chewed, yet she pigged out gracefully, like a cat that had mastered the use of silverware.
 "Hungry tonight?" I said.
 She turned and blinked. Her eyes had a glassy look, as though she had been entranced by the food. "Oh, you mean the porterhouse. This is nothing, sweetie. I could wolf down two of these."
 "You're kidding." I looked at the slab of thick, rare meat on her plate, then I checked out her body. She wore a tight green sweater and a black skirt that showcased her taut, shapely figure. "Where do you put it all?"
 "I have a high metabolism. So does Daddy. We eat like wolves and don't gain a pound."
 "I see."
 "If you hang around me long enough, maybe you'll pick it up, like by osmosis." She gave me that enchanting smile again, hinting at things I could only imagine.
 I excused myself to visit the washroom. In the bathroom, I took care of business and went to the sink to wash up. As I stood there soaping my hands, Mr. Payne exited one of the toilet stalls.
 I froze. "Uh, hi, Mr. Payne."
 He glared at me as he walked to the sinks. "Have you been treating my little girl well?"
 "We're having a great time," I said. What was he doing here? Had he followed us? I couldn't ask him those questions, so I said, "She sure enjoys steak."
 "She takes after me." He washed his hands. "I love meat. The bloodier, the better." He stared at me. "Nothing tastes as delicious as the blood."
 "Yeah," I said. The strange look in his eyes made me wonder if he'd like to slit me open and sample my blood. Quickly, I grabbed a towel from the dispenser and began to dry my hands.
 Mr. Payne came over to me. He snatched the towel out of my hands.
 I gaped at him. I was suddenly aware of how big he was, and painfully aware that we were the only ones in there; the sounds coming from the dining room seemed to be miles away.
 Did he know the truth about me? Was that why he was confronting me like this?
 Towering over me, he grinned. It wasn't a friendly grin. It was a mouth-wide-open, predatory grin, letting me see the long, sharp canines, teeth that no normal man would have ... teeth that belonged in the mouth of an animal.
 I backed up against the wall.
 "I'm watching you," he said. Saliva gleamed on his teeth. "You try anything with my little girl, and you'll wish you'd never met her."
 Tension had squeezed my throat like a garrote. I couldn't speak.
 No ordinary man could have teeth like that.
 Then Mr. Payne shut his mouth with an audible clap. He turned away as if nothing had happened and began to pick his Afro.
 "Do you plan on keeping my daughter waiting much longer?" he said. "Or are you as thoughtless and rude as I figured you are?"
 Without a word, I got out of there.
 Either Mr. Payne was on to me and was attempting to scare me off my investigation, or else he was only trying to scare me away from his daughter. Well, it wouldn't work. I had a job to finish, and I'd stick to it, regardless of how much he made my palms sweat.
 Back at the table, Stacy had finished eating. Her plate was so clean it might have come right out of the dishwasher.
 "Your father's here," I said. "I saw him in the washroom."
 She sighed. "That figures. He's following me again."
 "He's done this before?"
 She nodded. "With other guys. I'm daddy's little girl, remember? He doesn't want to let me out of his sight."
 At the back of the dining room, the bathroom door opened. Mr. Payne emerged, staring at me. He sat at a table across the room, but his location gave him a direct view of us. I could feel his glare boring like a drill into my brain.
 "Take a look over there," I said to Stacy. "He's got a perfect view of us."
 She didn't look. "I'll take your word for it. It's typical of him."
 "Have you asked him to stop doing this?"
 "All the time. But it doesn't matter, he does it anyway. He does it whenever he thinks I'm with the wrong guy, which is all the time."
 "This is crazy," I said. "You're a grown woman."
 "I know how we can get him off our backs, Nathan," she said. "Be patient, okay?"
 "What are you going to do?"
 But she would not answer; she only gave me that secretive smile.
 On our way out, we had to pass by Mr. Payne's table. He had a huge cut of prime rib in front of him. The juicy meat oozed dark blood.
 Nothing tastes as delicious as the blood.
 Stacy, thankfully, didn't stop to converse. She only said hello. I gave him the same brief greeting. But as I held open the door for her, I looked at him. He watched me, of course, a warning in his savage eyes.
 You try anything with my little girl, and you '11 wish you 'd never met her.
 You can't scare me away, I thought. I'm not quitting until I learn the truth.
 Mr. Payne didn't say a word, but he held my gaze. Held my gaze as he raised a bloody chunk of meat to his long, sharp teeth.

* * *
 At the theater, on Stacy's insistence, we took seats on the far left side, against the wall. We wouldn't have a great view of the screen. But we would have a great opportunity to get closer to each other. The feature film was a romantic comedy, and though I didn't plan on paying much attention to the story, I went to get popcorn for us.
 Mr. Payne was in the lobby. He stood at the box office, buying a ticket.
 This man was relentless. I understood what he had meant when, before we had left the house, he'd said to me, I'll be watching you. He was literally going to tail us all night.   
 He was messing up everything. I'd thought that I could gradually insinuate myself into Stacy's life—and, by extension, his life—and pick up all the clues I needed to complete my investigation. But Mr. Payne wasn't letting me take that path. He was committed to driving me away before I resolved anything.
 I dashed back to Stacy. The theater had darkened; a preview of an upcoming film flashed on the screen.
 "Where's the popcorn?" Stacy said.
 "I didn't get any. Your dad's here. I saw him buying a ticket."
 "Oh, no." She covered her face with her hands.
 "If he comes in for this movie, we're going to see something else," I said. "I couldn't stand having him in here."
 She sucked in air. "Daddy has never gotten on my nerves this badly. I think he knows there's something special between us. He's scared of what it might lead to."
 I frowned. "And what might it lead to?"
 "Later, " she said. "I'll explain later. Please trust me."
 "Why don't you just tell me what's on your mind?"
 But she had raised a finger to her lips, motioning behind us.
 I turned. I saw a tall, hulking silhouette in the doorway at the back of the theater. There were two aisles, and we were near the left one; slowly, the figure marched down the right aisle, head swiveling back and forth, looking for either a seat—or for us.
 "That's him?" I said in a whisper.
 "I think so."
 I grabbed her hand. "Come on, let's go see something else."
 Masked by darkness, we slipped out of there. I did not look back to see if Mr. Payne saw us leave. I had the bizarre notion that if I glanced in his direction, he would be watching me. Like a creature of the night, he seemed to have heightened, almost extraordinary senses.
 We entered the theater at the end of the hallway. It was a horror flick, and it was dark inside. Luckily for us, the opening credits had just begun.
 We found seats in the same area as before. Far left corner, against the wall. Stacy took the seat near the wall, and I sat beside her. I put my arm around her. She snuggled closer.
 "I forgot to ask you," I said, "do you like horror movies?"
 "I love them," she said. "Especially monster movies. This is one of those, isn't it?"
 "Yeah, something about a werewolf." I recalled the lurid poster beside the movie entrance.
 She grinned. "Ooooohh, that's perfect. I only hope it's realistic."
 I was about to ask how a film about a werewolf could possibly be realistic, but then she kissed my lips, no, tasted my lips, and I didn't care about asking her questions. I didn't even care about her father. I cared only about being with her.
 She lay her head on my shoulder. I stroked her lustrous hair.
 Maybe we were falling in love. The idea worried me. How could I resolve my case if I were in love with her? Love would make it difficult, if not impossible, to carry out my assigned task.
 Rather than mull over the situation, I immersed my attention in the movie. It was a gory show about a pack of werewolves that tore through a quiet Illinois town. The acting was terrible, the dialogue was stilted, and the plotting was choppy, but it nonetheless got a huge response from the audience, especially Stacy. Every time a werewolf ripped out someone's throat, she whooped, and she sighed with something approaching ecstasy at every drop of spilled blood. I got the weird feeling that she rooted for the werewolves to prevail over the humans.
 But I didn't complain. We explored each other's bodies quite a bit during the show. At several points, we become so entangled that I wasn't sure whose limbs were whose. We might never have done any of that if she hadn't been so engaged by the film. Not only was I curious to see if this new level of intimacy would loosen her tongue on family matters. I also, I admit, looked forward to becoming better acquainted with her body.
 As the closing credits rolled down the screen, the theater lights brightened. Hands entwined, we stood. I led the way to the crowded aisle ... and then I glimpsed a familiar shape in the corner of my eye. I spun.
 It was Mr. Payne. He stood two rows behind us. He glared hatefully at me. I realized, with despair, that he had witnessed every kiss, every forbidden touch that I had shared with his precious daughter.
 Mr. Payne pointed a long finger at me. "You!"
 I shrank back. People around us looked, curious and alarmed.
 Stacy gripped my hand. "Daddy, you shouldn't have followed us!"
 "I'm only looking out for your best interests, sweetheart," he said. His eyes burned into me. "I should kill you."
 "Will you relax?" I said. "We only watched a movie!"
 "Bullshit. I saw you. You were all over her!"
 The crowd snickered. Heat flushed my face. I hated that he had chosen this place to make a scene.
 Mr. Payne charged toward us. The crowd fled out of his path like antelope fleeing a lion. Indecision, disbelief, and fear had rooted me in place. I stood there holding Stacy's hand, while fury seethed in her father's eyes. His hands clenched and unclenched, as if in eagerness to crack my neck.
 Spurred to move, I pulled Stacy backward. As though she weighed no more than a Barbie doll, Mr. Payne grabbed Stacy by the arm and yanked her toward him. She cried out, her hand slipping out of mine. Using one huge arm to cradle his daughter against him, he thrust his other arm toward me.
 "Stay away from my little girl!" He shoved me. I flew backward, tripped on something, and hit the floor.
 I lay sprawled in the aisle, gazing at the ceiling.
 Agreeing to this assignment had been a mistake. Mr. Payne was too volatile for me to get close enough to him to learn the truth. The safe, slow-moving course of action sanctioned by my superiors was not going to work. If I were to succeed in my mission, I'd have to break protocol.
 I was more certain than ever that Mr. Payne was a killer. With his tendency toward violence and fiery temper, I could believe that he had slaughtered several men, as the rumors indicated. All in the name of protecting his lovely daughter.
 By the time I got out of the theater, Mr. Payne was roaring out of the parking lot in a silver Cadillac. Stacy was mashed against the rear windshield, mouthing my name.
 I raced to my car. I was about to jam the key in the ignition, when I noticed the front of my shirt, in the area of my chest that Mr. Payne had pushed.  A couple of buttons had been torn off. Dark blood—my blood—stained the cotton. The blood had clotted and the small wound didn't hurt—in fact, I hadn't noticed the injury until now, maybe due to my dazed shock. But I thought of Mr. Payne's long, sharp nails. Nails like claws. Mr. Payne had left me no choice. I opened the glove compartment. Inside, a revolver gleamed. It was already loaded. 
 With silver bullets.

* * *
 When I arrived at Stacy's house, she answered the door. She ushered me inside.
 "I'm so glad you came," she said. "I'm sorry about what happened."
 "Your father went nuts," I said. "Is he here?"
 "He's out running."
 "Running? At this hour?"
 "He does it all the time," she said. "I usually go with him, especially when there's a beautiful full moon like there is tonight. But I was mad at him for what he did to you, so I stayed in." I nodded. "When will he be back?"
 "Later." She smiled seductively. "Relax, Nathan. We have plenty of time to pick up where we left off."
 She led me to the sofa. She sat on my lap, put her arms around my neck, and leaned toward me. I put my finger on her lips.
 "Not now," I said. "We have to talk." "What's wrong?"
 I was going to put everything on the table. "Do you remember Terrel Williams?"
 She suddenly drew back. Anxiety lit up her eyes.
 "Who is he?" she said, her quavering voice betraying the fact that she knew who I was talking about.
 "You dated him three months ago," I said. "You went out with him a few times, until your father apparently decided that he didn't like him. Someone discovered Terrel's body in a forest. His corpse had been mauled, like a pack of wolves had attacked him."
 I drew the crime-scene photograph out of my jacket pocket and held it in her face. She gasped. She climbed off my lap, her hand covering her mouth.
 "Nathan," she said. "I'm sorry. I ... I don't know what to say."
 I whipped out another grisly photo.
 "How about David Taylor, a guy you dated last year? Remember him? Yeah, this rotted corpse with its neck chewed in half doesn't resemble him at all, but I think you know who I'm talking about. Your father hated him, too."
 Tears shimmered in her large eyes. She hugged herself.
 "Where did you get those pictures from?" she said shakily.
 "Doesn't matter." I didn't enjoy forcing her face into this dirt, but it was necessary to stop these games. "We know what's been going on."
 "I'm so sorry." Tears rolled down her cheeks. "Daddy can't control himself. He gets crazy when he doesn't like the guys that I date--"
 "Don't make excuses for him. Your dad is a blood-crazed killer. He's only using his desire to protect you as an excuse to indulge in these wild killings. He has to be stopped."
 "What do you mean, stopped? Are you a cop?"
 "I am a cop, but not the kind of cop that you might think."
 "What do you ..."
 A howl pierced the night, silencing her I did not know exactly where the howl had come from, but I knew what it had come from, and I knew it was not far away.
 I gripped Stacy's shoulder. "If you like me as much as I like you, you'll tell me everything. No more secrets, Stacy."
 Her eyes were wary. "But he's coming, Nathan. Do you have any idea what he'll do if he finds you here?"
 "I'll take the risk. I have to know the whole story."
 She slumped on the couch. Stared at her lap.
 I pulled over a rocking chair, sat across from her.
 "I'm waiting," I said, rocking back and forth. I was trying like hell to convince her that I wasn't afraid.
 She said, "Eight years ago, on a family vacation in Arizona, my mother was killed." She paused and looked at me, as though checking to see whether I believed her. I said nothing, only nodded. She continued: "My dad and I found her body. It was torn to pieces. Before we could even think about what to do, me and my father were attacked, too. But we weren't killed. We were bitten and turned into ... well, you know what we became, don't you, Nathan?"
 "Yes," I said.
 "What happened to my mom scarred both me and my father pretty deeply, but my father's pain is more obvious. He became obsessed with protecting me, with making sure that I never ended up like my mom. Pretty foolish for him to worry about that, considering the abilities I have, but in his mind I'm just daddy's little girl, like I've always been."
 "Go on," I said.
 "He's as obsessed with protecting me as he is with making sure that I hook up with the right guy. I mean, the right guy, whoever he turns out to be, will have to become one of us. He'll have to become part of the family, in every way. That's why he's been giving you so much hell, Nathan. He doesn't think you're right for me, and he's trying to scare you off."
 "Without resorting to killing me, I presume," I said. She winced.
 "Terrell and David were sweet guys, " she said. "But they were much more aggressive than you are. Daddy didn't like that at all. He tried to make them leave me alone, but the harder he tried, the pushier they became. Daddy had finally had enough. So he ..."
 "Slaughtered them," I said. "There are others, Stacy. I don't have photos, but I know that Mr. Payne had been busy 'protecting' you for at least the past five years. Over a dozen innocent guys have paid the price for being interested in you."
 "He's not a killer, Nathan. Please don't make him sound like he's evil."
 I touched her face. I felt bad for her. She was immersed in denial.
 Another howl shattered the night. It was getting closer.
 I glanced at the windows, at the shadows surrounding us. He would be there soon.
 Stacy straightened. "How did you learn so much about us?"
 "Word gets around," I said. "When someone has been as wild as your dad has been, others notice. I pursued a relationship with you because I was asked to learn the full story."
 "You mean you dated me only to learn about my father?" she said. "You used me?"
 "Hold on, don't get mad. Yes, I first wanted to date you to find out about Mr. Payne. But when it became obvious that we clicked so well, I started to fall for you."
 She smiled a little. I could not return her smile. I was conscious of the howls. They were getting much closer.
 "So who sent you to me?" she said. "What kind of police do you work for?"
 I opened my mouth to tell her when an angry roar filled the air. A huge, dark shape hurtled like a torpedo through the living-room window, shattered glass flying everywhere.
 The intruder landed in the far comer of the room, an area dense with shadows. I glimpsed a hairy, hunched form, like a big man on all fours, and I heard husky breathing issuing from the beast.
 Stacy grabbed my hand. "Come on. If you want to live, we've gotta get to my room!"
 We ran to the staircase. Behind us, the creature growled. I looked over my shoulder.
 The animal had moved out of the shadows. In spite of the glossy coat of grey fur, the long snout, and the sharp, canine teeth, I recognized who it was. The eyes gave it away.
 Mr. Payne. The werewolf.
 "Hurry!" Stacy pulled me upstairs. We scrambled into her bedroom, then she slammed and locked the door.
 "Do you want to be with me?" she said. Her eyes blazed.
 "Be with you?"
 She grasped my shoulders. "Do you want me to be with me? Forever?"
 I stammered. "Stacy, I have to do something."
 "What?"
 I opened my jacket, revealing the gun holstered on my hip. I pulled the revolver out of its sheath.
 Stacy retreated a few steps. "Please, put away that gun, Nathan."
 "Sorry, but I'm only following orders." I grabbed the door knob and flung open the door.
 "No!" she said.
 Ignoring her, I moved to the staircase. Mr. Payne, the werewolf, bounded up the steps. The beast leaped over three and four risers at a time. It snarled, saliva flying in thick ropes, eyes aflame with inhuman rage and hunger.
 My hands trembled. He was so enormous. If I missed, I was finished.
 The werewolf sprang toward me.
 I squeezed off one-two-three shots, the revolver booming like a cannon. One misfired round plowed through the railing; one smacked into the creature's chest; and the third drilled it between the eyes.
 The beast shrieked. Leaking dark blood like a busted water hose, the werewolf rolled down the stairs. It crashed to the floor with an impact that reverberated through the house.
 Then, silence. The creature lay on the floor unmoving. Dead.
 I closed my eyes.
 My assignment was accomplished. It wasn't handled in the neat, thoroughly documented manner that my superiors would have preferred, but they would accept my work. They would have to accept it. I was one of the few detectives in the world qualified to handle this kind of case. The scarcity of individuals in my position provided job security.
 "You killed him," a guttural voice said from behind me.
 It was Stacy. She crouched in the doorway. She had begun to metamorphose, too: pretty nose lengthening into a canine snout, claws pushing through the tips of her slender fingers, coarse hair covering her creamy skin...
 "I had to kill him," I said. "Unchecked beasts like him make it more difficult for all of us. He was violating the code."
 I thought I saw confusion on her rapidly transforming face.
 I wanted to explain, so I said, "Our power lies in our secrecy. Your father was killing at will, and that isn't allowed. Kills have to be carefully planned and concealed, or else, the safety of our entire breed is threatened."
 She dropped to the floor on all fours. She raised her long neck, stretched her jaws wide. Her thick tongue swept across her rows of sharp teeth.
 She howled.
 "I'm responsible for enforcing the rules for us," I said. I looked at the revolver in my hand. "According to the rules, I'm supposed to slay you, too. I'm not allowed to leave witnesses."
 I studied Stacy's werewolf form. She regarded me with her dark eyes, panting softly, expectantly.
 She was gorgeous.
 I tossed aside the gun.
 "But you know what?" I said. "I never follow all of the rules. There's a full moon tonight. And I don't know about you, but that tiny steak I ate earlier left me hungrier than ever ..."





 
DEAD TO THE WORLD
The man kept calling about his check . . .


"Where's my check?"
Sitting at my desk in my tiny cubicle, rocking slowly in my chair, I bolted upright and tightened my grip on the telephone handset. Don't let this guy be another one, I prayed. I'd been answering calls for two hours that morning, and I'd taken enough blows from irate policy owners to leave me feeling like a punching bag. I didn't have the endurance to face another angry customer. After all, during my drive to work, I had miraculously avoided what could have been a fatal collision with an eighteen-wheeler. I wanted to spend the day gazing out the window, silently thanking God for sparing my life.
Please, let this guy be a quick transfer to another department.
"Before I can answer your question, sir, I'll need your policy number," I said. "Can you give that number to me, please?"
He rattled off a series of digits. As he spoke, I entered the numbers on my computer. His policy information, visible in green type, filled the black display.
The Chicago-based company I worked for, Lake Shore Insurance, offered medical, disability, group life, and individual life coverage. Separate departments administered each kind of insurance; I worked in the individual life area. Although our toll-free number gave callers a department menu that should have always connected them to the appropriate areas, in the course of a day I often transferred a dozen misdirected calls. But there would be no quick transfer this time. As I studied the screen, I saw that this guy had an individual life policy. Great.
I steeled myself for the oncoming abuse. "And what is your name, sir?"
"Ralph E. Stone, from Peoria, Illinois. Ain't you got that on your screen, boy?"
"Yes, sir, I do, but I needed to confirm your identity," I said. "Okay, Mr. Stone, you were calling about a check?"
"A loan check," he said. "Thousand bucks I need, I'm in a real tight spot. I sent you folks a letter a few weeks ago, but you ain't sent me nothing yet. So now I'm calling about it. Where's my goddamn money?"
"I'll see if I can find out, Mr. Stone. Can you hold for just a moment?"
"Hurry it up."
Oh, shut up, I thought as I put him on hold. I half-wished that I hadn't been so lucky that morning; a bruise or two that would have justified a brief hospital visit would have been preferable to coming here. On days such as these, I believed that if God ever decided to condemn me to hell, he would put me somewhere exactly like this, to deal with mad customers for all eternity.
I tapped the keyboard, flipping through various screens, searching for information about a loan transaction. I learned two things. One, no loan check had ever been mailed to Stone. Two, Ralph Stone had died on February 12th, three weeks ago. The ten-thousand-dollar death benefit had been paid to his beneficiary and sister, Irene Stone.
Obviously, something was screwed up.
I picked up the phone.
"My check on the way?" Stone said.
"Well, sir ... no. It seems we have some incorrect information on our system. According to our records, you died on the twelfth of February." I chuckled, as if such a thing were funny.
Stone laughed, too. "Then your computer's a piece of shit, boy, cause it's wrong as wrong could be. I wouldn't be calling if I were dead, would I?"
"Of course not," I said. "I apologize for this. I'm not sure how this happened."
"One of you crackbrains up there messed up my policy, that's how it happened."
"We're only human," I said. And some of us are pigs.
"This better not keep me from getting my check, boy."
"No, sir, I promise you it won't. This is a minor error. We'll fix this in no time and get your money out to you."
"You better," he said. "I been paying a lot of cash into this damned thing, and my agent said I could draw some of it out after I'd kept up the payments a few years. He better not have lied to me. Liars don't sit well with me, boy."
"Your agent isn't a liar, sir, and neither am I. We'll fix this and give you your money as soon as possible. In fact, instead of passing this along to someone else, I'll take care of it myself. How about if I order your file, take a look at it, and call you back later today?"
"What's your name, boy?"
"Kevin," I said. "Kevin Jackson."
"I'll call you," Stone said, and hung up.

* * *

An hour later, I opened Ralph Stone's thick manila file.
The first thing I saw was the top sheet, a printed document that gives you almost all the information you would ever need on a policy: name of insured, date of issue, face amount,
beneficiary, and modal premium, to name a few. When the insured died, the claim adjustor stamped the date of death on the top sheet. And because colleagues thoroughly checked and double-checked the adjustor's work, it was highly unlikely that a top sheet would ever be stamped in error. In my dealings with thousands of files, I had never seen it happen.
Nevertheless, that blood-red stamp glared at me from the top sheet:
DECEASED 2-12-2000
Impossible. I had talked to Ralph Stone on the telephone.
Hadn't I?
Searching for some error that would make sense of all this, I dug through the file, spreading papers across my desk.
I found a certified copy of the death certificate, which validated the date of death as February 12th. Full name of decedent was Ralph Edward Stone. No wife. Usual occupation was truck driving. Cause of death was a heart attack. Age at death was fifty-three. Place of death was his home in Peoria, Illinois. Informant, the person who had reported his death, was Irene Stone, sister, who also lived in Peoria, though not at Ralph's address. Irene had discovered him dead on the couch at seven o'clock in the evening.
I found a copy of his driver's license. Ralph E. Stone was six-feet-two, two hundred and fifty pounds. He had a large, square face covered with a wooly grey beard. A pug nose and cold, squinting blue eyes. He was scowling in the photograph, as if angered at the idea of needing a license to drive his vehicle. All of the data on the card matched the data in the file.
Lastly, I found a letter written in sloppy manuscript on yellow notebook paper:
Give me a loan for a thousand dollars. My agent said I could get money after I kept this thing for a few years. / need money now, so send it right away. Thanks, Ralph E. Stone.
The letter was postmarked February 11th. The day before Stone had apparently died of a heart attack.
Looking at these things, I felt as though I might suffer a heart attack myself. What was going on here?
Was the man I had talked to earlier an imposter trying to chisel money out of us? Or was he really...
No, don't even consider it, because that's crazy.
The man was nothing but a swindler. In my three years at this company, I'd heard about his type. They were doctors who sent in fake claims, insureds who were healthy and working yet tried to get disability benefits, agents who forged applications and got the fat commissions—the insurance industry teemed with treacherous people who'd do anything to grab a dishonest buck. This case was just a little stranger than usual. One call to Irene Stone, the sister (who, incidentally, also had a policy with us that Ralph had been paying for), would clear up everything.
I picked up the phone.
A woman answered on the fourth ring. "Hello?"
"This is Kevin Jackson, from Lake Shore Insurance. May I please speak to Ms. Irene Stone?"
"Speaking." Her voice was frail, whispery. "This isn't about my brother, is it?"
I hesitated. I wished I'd taken the time to plan my conversation. How could you tell a woman that you were getting calls from a man claiming to be her dead brother—without upsetting her? That lesson wasn't taught in any of the customer service classes I'd attended.
"Because if you're calling about Ralph, I'm afraid I can't say much," she said. She sighed heavily. "It still hurts me to talk about him."
"That's perfectly understandable, ma'am. I don't want to upset you, but—"
"He was such a sweetheart, Ralph was," she said. "Took care of me like a father. The man believed in family, would do anything for his kin. You don't see that as much these days."
"My deepest sympathies to you, ma'am. But I got a call—"
"I'll never get over his passing. Never." She sniffled, and I feared she was about to break down and weep. "No one ever cared about me as much as Ralph did."
"I'm sure you're right, ma'am. I'm sure Mr. Stone was an honorable man. By the way, do you happen to know anyone who might try to impersonate him so he could con money out of an insurance company?"
"Ralph was so ... what did you say?" she said, a sudden edge to her voice.
I mentally kicked myself in the butt. Wasn't I just brimming with tact? I ought to open a charm school and educate the less-graceful masses.
Determined not to make another gaffe like that, I pressed on. "I hate to discuss this with you, Ms. Stone, but I received a call today from a man who says he's your brother, Ralph E. Stone. He's demanding that we mail him a loan check. He made reference to an actual written loan request from your brother that was postmarked February 11 th. And, of course ... Mr. Stone died on the twelfth, so we never processed the loan. But the man who called me is very convincing. He insists that we mistakenly declared him dead."
"Why're you calling me? I sent you a copy of Ralph's death certificate, didn't I?"
"Yes. But--"
"What else do you need? His poor dead body sent overnight mail?"
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you. I only wanted to verify—"
"Mister, these past few weeks have been absolute hell for me, and you've just made it worse with your crazy goddamned questions. If this is the kind of compassion I can expect from my insurance company, I don't want anything more to do with you people. Cancel my policy immediately—with a full refund of every cent Ralph ever paid into it!"
Click.
She had hung up on me. I can't say I blamed her; I'd figured my call would piss her off. But I needed to be sure about this guy. And now that I was, I knew what I had to do.
Wait for him to call me back.

* * *

I didn't have to wait long. Barely fifteen minutes after I finished speaking to Irene Stone, my telephone rang again.
"Got it all straightened out, boy?" the man claiming to be Ralph Stone said.
"I sure do," I said. I leaned back in my chair, took a sip of coffee. "You're dead, Mr. Stone."
Silence. Then: "Come again?"
"I found your death certificate in the file. You died on February twelfth—a day after your written loan request was postmarked. I'm sure you remember, sir. Dying of a heart attack has to be hard to forget."
Stone chuckled. "I died of a heart attack, eh? I can't say I remember, though I reckon I should." He chuckled again, then cleared his throat. "Now look, boy, I've had enough of these jokes. I need-"
"I need a break from your con act!" I said, speaking louder than I had intended, rising halfway out of my chair. I drew a deep breath, sat down. "Listen, whoever you are, I'm not buying your story. Mr. Stone died, we paid the benefits to his sister, and we've officially closed his file. You aren't getting a dime, so you can quit this tired act of yours. Now good-bye, sir, and please don't call again."
Without waiting for his response, I hung up. I pressed the button on the telephone that would automatically send any calls for me to my voice mail. It went without saying that if he called again and left me a message, I would not return his call. As far as I was concerned, I'd had my last conversation with Mr. Whatever-his-real-name-was.
Pleased at how I had handled the situation, I finished off my coffee and went to lunch.

* * *

When I returned from lunch, I saw the blinking message indicator on my telephone. I frowned, certain of who had called.
I listened to the message. It was him, of course. Mr. Whatever-his-real-name-was.
"You've went and made this personal, boy. I'm in a real tight spot, and
you're jerking me around with some nutty story about me dying of a heart attack. I wasn't a whiz in school, but I'll be damned if I'm dumb enough to fall for your bullshit. My agent said I could get a loan, and I'm gonna get it. So I'm coming up there, boy. Leaving within the hour, ought to get there by this afternoon. And when I stop in, you better have my check ready. Or else."
He slammed down the phone, a sharp sound that hurt my ear.
My heart was suddenly pounding.
Of all the reactions I had expected from him, I had never expected this.
I opened Stone's file, flipped to the copy of his driver's license. In his early fifties. Square face, wooly grey beard, pug nose. Cold, squinting blue eyes. An angry scowl.
You've made this personal, boy.
This was madness. Sheer insanity.
Ralph Stone was dead. The death certificate said so, and the sister said so. This imposter was blowing smoke. He wasn't getting a thing from me, and he knew it. He probably wasn't actually driving up here. He was only trying to scare me.
And I had to admit that he was doing a good job of it.

* * *

Work proceeded as usual until a few minutes after three o'clock that afternoon. Then my phone rang. It was the receptionist.
"A man named Ralph Stone is waiting in the lobby for you," the receptionist said. She coughed a couple of times. "He says you should have a check for him."
I was speechless. I sat there holding the handset to my ear, like a poster boy for AT&T.
"Will you come down here and meet him, please?" the receptionist said. She coughed again.
Tell her no, a voice in me pleaded. Tell her to get security to kick the man off company property. Tell her that talking to psycho con men isn't in my job description.
But I said none of those things. I only said: "I'll be down there in a minute."
Coughing as if she'd caught a terrible cold, the receptionist thanked me and hung up.
I gathered Ralph Stone's file and walked to the elevator.
Ordinarily, I always take the stairs, for the exercise. That time, however, I didn't feel confident about my ability to make it down the stairs without my trembling legs giving way and spilling me on my face.

* * *

The elevator doors whooshed open.
About fifteen feet away, a man turned from the reception desk and looked at me as I entered the lobby.
Right away, I knew this man was no imposter. He looked exactly like Ralph Stone.
That is, if Ralph Stone had climbed out of the grave after having been dead for three weeks.
He still appeared to be about six-feet two, but seemed to weigh not two-fifty, but three-fifty, maybe more; his body was round and swollen, nearly bursting out of the shearling jacket and jeans that he wore. Large blisters marred his bloated face; the skin had a strange green-red tint, and seemed to be loose, ready to drip like hot wax from his skull. Half of the hairs of his wooly grey beard had fallen out, the remaining hairs limp and colorless. The cold, squinting blue eyes were now flat, and so clouded up with fluid that they seemed as white as the eyeballs of a voodoo priest caught up in the ecstacy of spirit possession.
And the smell. Jesus. No wonder the receptionist had been coughing when she'd spoken to me on the phone. Such a stench filled the air that I felt as though I had stepped into a busy slaughterhouse on a hot August day.
The man—or what had once been a man—shuffled toward me, muddy black boots dragging across the carpet.
The lobby was warm, but a chill gripped me.
To hell with trying to explain his presence. I didn't want to know the inexplicable details. I only wanted to get him out of there.
He stopped a few feet away from me, planted his discolored fists on his soft waist, and scrutinized me from head to toe with his milky pupils.
This close, the stench was too much. I backed up a little, covered my nose with my forearm.
I thought I saw a maggot quivering in his nostril.
"You the boy I talked to?" he said, his voice somehow strong and clear.
"Yes. I'm Kevin Jackson."
He grunted. "Got my check?"
"No, I don't," I said. I clumsily opened the file, riffled through the various documents. Talk about absurd. What was nuttier than explaining a death claim to the decedent?
"See here, Mr. Ralph Stone—or you, since I know that's who you are now—died on February twelfth. The death benefits were paid to your sister, Irene. The policy has been terminated. I don't know what else I can tell you, sir. I can't give you anything. Sorry."
Gazing at the file, viewing his own death certificate, he pursed his split lips. "You folks never stop bull-shitting, do you?"
"Excuse me?"
He slapped the file out of my hand.
Then he seized me by the front of my shirt.
"No more lies! Give me my goddamn check!"
He shook me hard, in spite of his bloodless muscles that must have gone soft.
His mouth, only inches from my face, spewed forth fetid breath that struck me like a blow. I wanted to faint, but my body didn't cooperate.
A security guard ran up to us. He clapped a hand on Stone's shoulder. "Hey, mister, let go of-"
With stunning quickness, Stone released me and spun around and punched the guard in the nose, his fist bursting and spilling fluids like a giant pimple. The guard dropped to the carpet, holding his bleeding nose.
Seemingly unaware of his ruined hand, Stone whirled to face me.
"Your turn, boy."
I bolted across the lobby, into the waiting area, where several upholstered sofas and pine end tables sat.
I needed some kind of weapon, and I had a vague idea that something suitable might be over there—though what could hurt a man who was already dead?
Stone pursued me, shambling like something out of a horror flick.
Hadn't he looked in the mirror lately? Didn't he realize that he had died? Or was he so dead to the world that not even seeing the mushy stump that had once been his hand could awaken him to the truth?
Soon, only a sofa separated us. He drummed his fat fingers on top of it, grinning at me with teeth that would've given my dentist nightmares.
"When I get done with you, boy, you're gonna need your own death certificate."
He chuckled, a nasty wet sound.
He slung one leg over the couch, began to clamber over it.
As I moved away, the back of my legs hit something. I reached behind me. I touched the solid surface of an end table.
Stone was almost across the sofa.
"And after you, I'm gonna take care of that lying sonofabitch agent who sold me that policy."
It was either him or me. And since he was dead already, I figured I had the right to keep on living. So I snatched up the table, raised it high, and brought it down on his skull with all the force I could muster.
His head exploded like a watermelon hit with a sledgehammer; rotted flesh and stinking liquids splattering everywhere.
The headless corpse rolled off the couch and thudded to the floor at my feet. It lay there. Motionless. Silent.
I wiped cold sweat off my brow.
The entire bizarre episode seemed to have occurred in some realm of hell, but, thankfully, it was over.
In addition to the security guard who'd taken the punch in the nose, a couple of company housekeepers had gathered around, their wheeled garbage cans beside them. They held their noses.
"Why don't we get this mess cleaned up, guys?" I said. "Come on, I'll help you."





Strangely, not one person who had witnessed the incident ventured an opinion about Stone. All of us maintained a weird code of silence, keeping our thoughts to ourselves, preserving our feelings for later reflections—or nightmares.
It took a while, but we managed to clean up the cadaver and remove all signs that it had ever been in the lobby. I believe people deserve a proper burial in a respectable cemetery, but Stone wasn't getting another one of those. One was enough. This time, he was getting shipped to the local trash incinerator.
When we finished, I returned upstairs.
 
* * *
 
I sat behind my desk. Drew a few rejuvenating breaths. Took a sip of coffee.
Finally, ready to work again, I grabbed the next file from the stack of them on my tray. I opened it.
I saw my full name written on the topsheet:
KEVIN PAUL JACKSON.
What?
I looked closer.
And then I saw that familiar blood-red stamp on the topsheet:
DECEASED 3-6-2000
"No," I said, my face flushed with heat.
I tore into the file, found the death certificate, and read the cause of death:
Internal injuries due to auto accident.
Auto accident? That couldn't be. At the last instant, I had avoided the collision with the eighteen-wheeler. It had been close, a miracle, actually, but I had escaped. No, this
was a joke, and it wasn't funny at all. I was going to find out who had pulled this prank. I was going to find them and—
My phone rang.
Automatically, I picked it up.
"Good afternoon, this is Kevin Jackson. How may I help you?"
"Where's my check?" It was a woman, with a thick Brooklyn accent.
On days such as these, I believed that if God ever decided to condemn me to hell, he would put me somewhere exactly like this, to deal with mad customers for all eternity.
Realizing the truth, I didn't say a word to the woman.
I dropped the phone, grabbed fistfuls of my hair, and began to cry ... soft, weeping sounds that would stay with me forever.





 
NOSTALGIA
You can leave home, but something might follow you…

I saw the house when I was driving home from work late one evening.
I had decided to try a different route from the office to my apartment, because in the five months that I'd been living in Atlanta, I'd been following the same paths to everywhere that I frequented: my job, the Winn-Dixie supermarket, the barber shop, the bank, the Blockbuster Video store, the bar-and-grill with the icy beer and the hot wings. I felt as though I were already working in a rut, like a dog that runs the same dusty trail back and forth across a yard. Five months ago, I had moved here from Illinois to experience something new. But unless I made the effort to see new things, the new would quickly become commonplace. Taking a different route home was one small but meaningful way that I demonstrated my commitment to experiencing a fresh perspective.
When I saw the house, however, I was reminded of the life that I had left behind in Illinois.
The house was located on a residential street named Common Avenue. Although the road ran parallel with a busy thoroughfare that handled most of the traffic in the area, the abundance of tall, leafy trees that lined the road enveloped the street in a tranquil oasis. Stylish contemporary homes with trimmed lawns and shiny autos parked in front of two-car garages sat on each lot. I saw children playing in yards; a young woman powerwalking across the sidewalk, her black Labrador trotting beside her; a man in a grey suit climbing out of a sedan, gripping a briefcase in one hand, his other hand unloosening his tie, no doubt relieved to be home after a long day at work. In the middle of this tableau, perhaps halfway down the block, I noticed the house.
As though my foot had a life of its own, I stamped the brakes. I rocked to a halt. I stared.
I could not believe what I saw, but I could not argue with my own eyes.
Unlike the other homes on the avenue, which appeared as though they had been constructed within the past ten years, this house looked to be at least thirty years old. It was a Colonial model, painted eggshell white, with red shutters. A three-car garage painted the same colors was attached to the house.
It sat atop a slight hill; a wide, blacktopped driveway extended from the garage to the street. The grass was a bit too long, which was especially noticeable since the surrounding lawns were trimmed. A mature elm towered on the perimeter of the yard.
In every visible respect, the house was the same as the one in which I had lived for the past eight years: my grandmother's house. I had moved in with Grandma almost immediately after my grandfather had died, charged by my family with the responsibility of doing the "man's work" around the house, and, even more important, keeping Grandma safe.
Grandma would've had a fit if I had let the grass grow that long, I thought. Grandma had been a stickler for numerous things, but nothing rivaled her zeal for having the grass cut. It was something about her that I'd never understood.
Her voice came to my mind with such clarity she might have been speaking into my ear:
Lord, have mercy, we got the worst looking yard on the block. If you don't cut that grass, Rick, I'm gonna have to pay somebody to do it. You know I ain 't got the money for that. I know you busy and all, but that grass-
I shook my head, clearing away those old mental cobwebs. I realized that I had halted the car in the middle of the street. I parked alongside the curb.
I turned back to the house. Although it was half-past seven and my stomach hungered for dinner, I would not be able to leave until I had taken a closer look.
I got out of the car and crossed the street. I stepped onto the sidewalk.
Who lives here? I wondered. Another widowed black grandmother and her grandson? Do Bible studies take place in the basement every Monday night? Is there a Doberman roving around the back yard, kept mainly because Grandma knows a dog will scare away thugs?
I did not see any people moving around in the house, and I did not hear a dog barking. There were no cars parked in the driveway, either. The only indication that someone lived there was a glowing porch light above a storm door that opened into a breezeway.
The light illuminated the numbers on the weathered black mailbox: 2118 Common Avenue.
A chill coursed through me. My grandmother's address was 2118. The name of her street was George Avenue, which was hardly similar to Common, but the match of numbers was eerie.
Well, so what? I thought. It's a coincidence. I had once heard a theory that every human being in the world had a person, somewhere, who looked exactly like him. Why not a house? There were probably several dozen homes across the country that looked identical to my grandmother's.
But down to the last detail of the landscaping? I wondered. That elm tree looks exactly like the one I used to climb when I was a kid. How could I explain that?
No ready answer came to mind. Slowly, I walked up the asphalt path that led to the front door, searching for a discrepancy, a detail that would differentiate it from Grandma's place.
As a child, I had spent many lazy summer afternoons playing on this walkway, capturing ants in jars, or riding my bike along it as if it were a motorcycle ramp. Other times, Grandma would emerge from the door and holler that it was time to eat, and my cousins and I would scramble up the path, racing one another to the dinner table.
No, it wasn't this walkway, I reminded myself. The one I remembered was in Illinois. But I'd be damned if I didn't see the same slight cracks, lines, and indentations in this pavement underneath me.
I shook my head. This was too incredible. I plodded forward, looking at the ground. I was searching for something. If I found it, I would--
"Oh, shit," I said aloud. I stopped and bent to my knees. Gaped at the sight below.
On the walkway, beside the garage, I saw the imprint of a child's shoe. It was embedded in the concrete, like some little kid's Walk of Fame.
A garage had been added to my grandparents' house when I was five years old. Shortly after the concrete foundation had been poured, while it was still soft, I had ventured into the area and dabbed my foot in it, ruining my shoe, but strangely proud that I had made my mark. The builders (who were actually friends of the family) never bothered to smooth over the imprint.
And here, several hundred miles away from that home in Illinois, was an identical footprint, in front of an identical garage, beside an identical house.
Heart pounding, I stood.
I did not understand what was happening, but I was compelled to find answers. I could not drive away and pretend that I had never seen this.
Because, two months ago, Grandma's house had burned to the ground. She had been inside, alone. She had died in the blaze. It was a freak accident, caused by her leaving on the gas burner before she had went to bed—something that never would have happened if I had still been living there, because I had always checked the range before turning in for the night.  It had been one of my self-imposed responsibilities. 
And I have not slept well since.
 
* * *
 
I have nightmares perhaps three, four times a week. It is always the same haunting dream. I am on the sidewalk in front of Grandma's house, hugging her good-bye, because the day has finally arrived: I am moving away from home and to Atlanta, a city in which I have no friends and no family, only the promise of a new job and a new life. Stifling tears, I turn away from Grandma, take a step ... and I am instantly upon an airplane that is standing on a runway, seconds before takeoff. Except the runway is the street that runs in front of Grandma's house. I sit in a passenger seat beside the window, and through the glass I see Grandma on the walkway, waving good-bye. Behind her, the house is on fire, flames and black smoke flapping against the pure blue sky. The airplane begins to roll forward, and still Grandma stands there, waving. I press myself to the glass as we rumble ahead, straining to keep Grandma in sight... and the last vision I have of Grandma is her walking into the burning house.
I always explode out of the dream with a scream bursting from my lips.
Shaking away a chill, I looked at the house before me. There was no fire, like there was in my dream. If it were not for that glowing porch light, I would have assumed that the home was vacant.
Someone lived here. I had to find out who.
I stepped toward the front door. A closed wooden door stood behind the storm door, so that you could not enter the breezeway without first getting through both barriers. At night, Grandma would lock every possible entryway. She worried constantly about break-ins. Sometimes, my cousins and I had jokingly called Grandma's house "The Fortress."
A doorbell was attached to the storm door frame. I pressed it.
If someone answered, I did not know what I would tell them. I hadn't bothered to think of a story that would explain my visit. Maybe I would tell them the truth.
Hello. Excuse me, but I had to see who lived here. My grandmother's house in Illinois looked exactly like yours. See, Grandma died in a fire that burned down the whole place, and I had to make sure that, you know, my Grandma wasn't actually alive and well and living here in Georgia. She never liked the thought of me being far away from her, if you know what I mean.
In spite of myself, I almost laughed out loud.
After a few seconds, no one had answered. I took a few steps back and gazed at the front windows, to see if anyone might be looking outdoors. I didn't see anyone peering through the Venetian blinds. I did, however, notice bright purple petunias blooming in the long flower box beneath the window. The same kind of flowers that Grandma had tended devoutly.
There was coincidence, and then, on a higher level than coincidence, there was Strange Stuff. No doubt, this was Strange Stuff—something that utterly eluded a rational explanation.
I stepped to the doorway again, pressed the bell once more. No response.
I slid my hand to the door handle. Pulled. No luck. It was locked.
What would I have done if the door had opened, anyway? I thought. Walked inside? No matter how much this looks like Grandma's house, it was private property. Was I crazy?
Asking myself those questions brought my senses back to me. I didn't know these people who lived here. Whether they were home or not, what would they think of a stranger snooping around their yard? And what about the neighbors? I had probably already invited their suspicion. People tended to pay attention to unfamiliar men who stopped and approached houses in their neighborhood.
My curiosity was not satisfied, but it was time to leave.
I returned to the car.
Before I pulled away, I glanced at the front windows of the house. I saw a gap in the Venetian blinds, as though someone were gazing through the glass.
I blinked, trying to see more clearly.
The blinds quickly fell back into place.
I frowned. Had I actually seen them parted, or had I been fooled by the summer twilight?
I peered at the windows. The blinds remained still.
I rubbed my eyes. They felt grainy. I had been staring at a computer monitor for over eight hours, and after such a long day, I couldn't rely upon my vision to see discern everything clearly, especially as night approached. Most likely, I had imagined the movement in the windows.
Nevertheless, as I drove home, I had the nagging feeling that I would be coming back to 2118 Common Avenue. Soon.
 
* * *
 
I had always been close to my mother. In the few months that I had been away from home, thanks to daily phone calls, my mother and I had grown closer than ever. I told her about
virtually everything in my new life. Seeing the strangely familiar house on Common Avenue was no exception.
I was also counting on Mom to give me some insight. The house fell into the category of Strange Stuff, and Mom had become a self-taught expert on Strange Stuff: ESP, psychic predictions, astrology, tarot cards, guardian angels, ghosts, haunted houses. She learned what she knew from books, the Internet—and most of all, she insisted, personal experience. Her deep interest in the occult seemed odd to me, but harmless. My own interest was limited to horror flicks and the occasional Stephen King novel.
"Hey, Rick," Mom said, her voice perky as usual whenever I called. "How're you doing?"
"To be honest, I'm confused," I said. "I saw something on the way home that I can't explain."
A thoughtful pause. Then: "What was it?"
I told her everything about the house. Being able to relate the story to someone else relaxed me.
"Oh, yes, that's very strange," Mom said when I had finished. "Disturbing, too."
"How so?" I said.
"Don't play dumb, Rick," she said. "You know what I mean."
I did know what she meant. But I had been unwilling to raise the subject.
"I don't like to talk about what happened to Grandma," I said. "And I don't see how it has anything to do with what I saw today."
"The connection between the houses is obvious," she said. "But you're denying it."
"You've lost me," I said. "You've went way deep into this, and I'm still paddling around the surface. Enlighten me."
"Do you believe in ghosts, Rick?"
"I've never seen a ghost."
"But do you believe in them?"
"You think I saw a ghost, Mom? I saw a house. Ghosts haunt houses. Houses aren't ghosts, and houses don't haunt people."
"A ghost can be anything," she said. "A house, a car, a person. It depends upon why the ghost is conjured."
I sighed. "Where do you get this stuff from?"
"Maybe a ghost is summoned because its spirit needs to be released. Or maybe the ghost is conjured by a living person, who needs to release something from within himself. A person can invoke a ghost with his own subconscious feelings."
"You think I called up this house from the spirit world?" I said.
"You spent some of the most important years of your life in that house," she said. "You practically grew up there. And your Grandma was like your second mother. The house and the people who lived there are special to you."
"It's the same for you," I said. "But you haven't mentioned seeing the house appear again, out of nowhere, have you?"
"I'm not the one who moved away from home, Rick."
"I don't think something like this happens to everyone who moves away from home."
"Not everyone's grandmother dies in a fire three months after they move away from home. Admit it, honey. There are unique circumstances here."
"I still don't know what you're trying to say," I said, knowing that I was lying, knowing that Mom would sense my lie, but knowing that I had to lie because to be honest was too upsetting.
Every day, I tried to tell myself that I had not done anything wrong. After I moved to Atlanta, I had called Grandma at least twice a week, to check on her and make sure she was doing okay. It wasn't as if I had moved away and forgotten about her. I tried to use that argument to console myself, but it didn't help. Mom understood the true source of the problem.
She went on: "You blame yourself for what happened to Grandma, but you shouldn't. It was an accident. You couldn't be there to save her from everything. You have the right to move away, to go out on your own and build your own life. That's what being an adult is all about. No one blames you. You should stop blaming yourself."
"What does me blaming myself—and yeah, maybe sometimes I do—have to do with me seeing this house today?"
"You're going to have to make that connection yourself, Rick. I think you already understand. You only have to accept it."
"I hear what you're saying," I said. "But I don't buy it. Anyone who would conjure his own ghost—as if that's possible, anyway—belongs in an institution. That's like talking to the walls or something."
Mom chuckled. That was one thing I loved about her. She had strong beliefs, but she didn't take herself too seriously.
"Just think about it," she said. "Be honest with yourself. Don't walk away until you've faced the truth."
"There's no way I could walk away from this yet," I said. "Even though it's probably coincidence, I'm just too curious to lay it to rest."
"That's how it always starts," she said, with satisfaction, as though, in spite of my resistance to accepting her theory, I had proved an important point.
I hung up.
Although Mom thought I had witnessed a ghost, my take on the mystery was more straightforward. Yes, the house did have amazing—even incredible—similarities to the house I remembered. But once you got down to it, it had to be a regular house, with a flesh-and-blood person living there. All I needed to do was to find out the resident's identity, and I would be on my way to solving the puzzle.
I grabbed the Yellow Pages.
 
* * *
 
I had decided to call the Cobb County tax assessor's office. The identity of a property owner was a matter of public record. Within minutes, I should be able to learn who owned the residence at 2118 Common Avenue. Then, armed with a name, I could plunge into a more detailed investigation, if I so desired. I just needed to know, more than anything, that a real, living person owned the house.
I punched in the phone number. After the third ring, a recorded voice spoke: "Thank you for calling the Cobb County Tax Assessor's Office. Our offices are now closed. Normal business hours are—"
Cursing softly, I hung up. Of course, the office was closed. It was past eight o'clock in the evening.
I'll call them tomorrow morning, I thought. It's not a big deal, anyway. I only want to satisfy my curiosity.
Then I asked myself: why should I bother to inquire about the house at all? Did it really matter? I didn't live there. I lived in this apartment, and Grandma, of course, didn't live anywhere on this earth any more. Why stir up painful memories for the sake of satisfying my curiosity?
My stomach growled. Glad to be distracted from my thoughts about the strange house, I went into the kitchen and grabbed a frozen pizza from the refrigerator.
While the pizza baked in the oven, I unwrapped that day's newspaper and sat at the dinette table to read. But the paper might as well have been written in Sanskrit. I could not concentrate.
In my mind's eye, I kept seeing the front windows of that house, Venetian blinds parted, and someone watching me through the slats.
No, I imagined that. It was getting dark, and I couldn't see clearly. It's all in my head.
I desperately wanted to believe the voice of doubt. I wanted to chalk up the entire experience—the spectacle in the window, the house itself—to imagination. But another part of me, maybe my conscience, that part of me that compels me to be truthful, would not let me swallow those self-comforting lies. The truth was a big, throat-busting pill, and I was going to have to swallow it.
Someone was in the window watching me. But who? A ghost?
Could the entire house be a ghost, as Mom believed? Summoned by some mysterious power, for some equally mysterious purpose?
Was I going nuts?
Suddenly, the phone rang.
On the second ring, I picked it up.
 
* * *
 
"Hello?" I said.
No response. Soft static crackled from the handset, as if it were a long distance call with a bad connection.
"Hello?" I said. "Is anyone there?"
Amidst the static, I detected a voice; it was barely more than a whisper, too soft for me to identify the caller by name or gender.
"Hello?"
The static ceased. Silence as thick as syrup seeped from the phone.
"Is anyone there?" I said. By then, in a normal situation, I would have hung up. But so much weird stuff had been happening that it was easy to believe a simple phone call might be another piece of this unfolding mystery.
Another noise. Struggling to hear, I pressed the handset to my ear so tightly that the plastic felt fused to my eardrum.
I heard voices in the background, faintly. There was something familiar about them ...
I closed my eyes. Listened.
The voices grew louder. When I recognized the identities of the people speaking, my eyes snapped open.
I heard myself. And Grandma. Having a conversation we'd had only a week before I moved away from home.
It was impossible, but I was not imagining this, and I was not dreaming. It was as real as any discussion I'd ever overheard on a telephone.
The ghostly voices floated from the handset:
I don't understand why you gotta leave home, Rick. Your family is here, all your friends are here. You go down to Atlanta, and you're gonna be all alone.
I'm sick of living here, Grandma. I don't want to be like everyone else. Born here, live here, die here. I want to experience something new.
That's what vacations are for. Travel somewhere new for a little while, then come home. You don't have to move.
Yes, I do have to move. There's nothing here for me any more. Your family is here. Ain 't that enough?
That's what vacations are for. After I move to Atlanta, I'm going to come back to visit sometimes, Grandma. And I'll call.
You're gonna get down there and forget all about us. Come on. You know I won't do that.
Atlanta ain't a perfect place, Rick. Don't go there thinking everything is gonna be perfect.
I don't expect it to be perfect. No city is perfect. But I'll enjoy it.
You're deserting me. What am I gonna do without you?
You've got the rest of the family here. You won't be alone.
Do you know that I've never lived by myself?
Yeah, I know.
I can't live in this big house all alone. Maybe you'll find someone to move in with you. Oh sure, maybe I should get married again, right? A chuckle. Then: If you want to, Grandma.
I'm just kidding, boy. Any man I'd marry at my age is likely to die before I do.
Well, you know that women usually live longer than men.
I've never lived alone. What if something happens to me?
Nothing is going to happen to you, Grandma. Everyone in the family's going to be here for you. You'll be fine ...
The voices faded into silence. Static crackled over the line again. Then, the connection was broken.
I blinked. My vision was blurry with tears. I wiped my eyes furiously.
What in the hell was happening? Had I really unleashed something in the spirit world, just to haunt myself? To torture myself with guilt?
I slammed the phone onto the table.
"Nothing is going to happen to you, Grandma," I said aloud, mimicking myself. "You'll be fine."
Regardless of her theories about ghosts, Mom was right about one thing: I was in denial. The truth was, I did blame myself for the fire that had consumed Grandma's life. If I hadn't been so stubborn, so goddamn set on living my own life and moving a thousand miles away from home, if I had just stayed home with her, the fire never would have happened, she would still be alive. It was my fault.
I might as well have twisted on the gas burner myself.
I cradled my head in my arms. My skull pounded like a giant bass drum.
My eyes were closed, but I kept seeing the images from my nightmare, in brilliant color: Grandma waving at me, then turning to walk into the blazing house.
Nothing is going to happen to you, Grandma. You'll be fine.
Before I realized what I was doing, I bolted upright, grabbed my car keys, and slammed out of the apartment. Raced to my car. Gunned the engine. Roared out of the parking lot. Halfway there, I admitted to myself where I was going. I was going back to that house on Common Avenue. Going home.
 
* * *
 
I pulled into the driveway of the residence at 2118 Common Avenue. I parked in front of the garage.
I'm home. No matter how far away I move, this will always be home.
A fuzzy sense of unreality held sway over me. I remembered the time that I had been playing football with some kids in the neighborhood: I had been running through the grass with the ball, and practically the whole team tackled me and piled on top of me. Mashed the breath out of me, cut off the oxygen flow to my brain for a bit. Mr. Jackson, who lived next door to Grandma, came and untangled us, and I had walked around in a daze for at least an hour, my body on autopilot.
I felt like that right now. My body was on cruise control. I was simply along for the ride.
I climbed out of the car.
Night had fallen over the city. Porch lights shone outside most of the surrounding houses, and warm, golden light suffused their windows.
This time, the storm door that led to the breezeway was unlocked. I pulled it open.
The breezeway was dimly lit. A short flight of wooden stairs led to the house. Another door led to the back yard; that door yawned open, barred only with a screen door. I looked through it and saw our dog, Cleo, a Doberman, watching me. Her nubby tail wagged, her sable eyes glimmering in the darkness.
"Hey, girl, how're you doing?" I said.
She leaped and placed her forepaws on the screen. She pressed her nose to the glass.
I waved at her. I climbed the steps to the inner door.
This door would be locked. Grandma always kept this lock engaged.
I found the familiar, shiny gold key in my pocket.
I turned the key in the lock. I pushed open the door.
When I stepped through the doorway and into the kitchen, smoke engulfed me.

* * *
 
Acrid, black smoke seared my nostrils and eyes, snapping me out of my nostalgic daze and into alertness. Coughing, I dropped to the floor and covered my mouth.
The stove stood in front of me, barely visible in the twisting haze. I glimpsed a cast-iron skillet sitting on a sputtering burner, a skillet that Grandma had used for thirty years. Flames and smoke poured from the pan as if it were the opening to Hell.
The fire. This is the fire that killed Grandma. And I'm in it. Oh, shit.
I didn't think about running out of the house. Grandma was in here. This was my chance to save her. To redeem myself.
Finally, everything made sense.
The blaze had started in the skillet, but I didn't know how to fight it. You couldn't throw water on a grease fire; it would only feed the flames, and even if it could work, the fire had grown too powerful for that approach to be effective.
My only choice was to get Grandma out of the house. I had time. The fire had not yet advanced past the kitchen.
On all fours, keeping close to the floor, I scrambled out of the kitchen and into the carpeted hallway. Thick waves of smoke rolled into the hall and into the living room ahead of me, but nothing in there had caught fire.
Heart hammering, I dashed down the hall to Grandma's bedroom. The door was closed. I rammed it open with my elbow and exploded into the room.
In the warm darkness, I saw Grandma, nestled under bed sheets. Pungent fumes laced the air.
"Grandma, wake up!" I ran to the bed. "Wake up! There's a fire!"
"Huh?" Her voice was groggy; the bedsprings creaked as she rolled over. "What you say, boy?"
"The house is on fire!" I clutched her arm. "We've gotta get out of here!"
She coughed—a sharp, body-wracking cough that I could feel in my own bones. For perhaps the past five years, Grandma had been plagued by coughs that seemed to flare up as soon as the sun went down. I had grown so accustomed to hearing them as I dozed off to sleep that they had become as commonplace as a cricket's nocturnal whine.
But these coughs were spurred by the quickly spreading smoke. My own lungs had begun to burn. I dropped to my knees. Grandma and I were face-to-face.
"Oh, Lord," she said. "Fire. The smoke. Oh, Lord, help us."
"We're going to make it out of here." The smoke had brought tears to my eyes; I wiped my eyes with my shirt. "Come on. We're running out of time."
She coughed. "Can't breathe ... can't walk." Hacking coughs punished her body.
I grabbed her arm and slung it over my shoulder. She slid out of the bed, much of her weight upon me. Under ordinary circumstances, my knees would have buckled, but adrenaline had endowed me with inhuman strength.
With my free hand, I snatched the bed sheet off the mattress and covered our heads with it, hoping it would give us some protection from the deadly fumes.
Like a sober friend carrying a drunken buddy home from a party, we shambled toward the bedroom door. In spite of the sheet, smoke scoured my eyes, nose, and throat. I began to feel light-headed. As if from a distance, I heard Grandma coughing.
The smoke's gonna kill us, I thought. I dropped to the floor, pulling her down with me. We crawled out the bedroom and into the hallway. I lifted the sheet higher to see what was ahead of us.
The flames had spread to the living room and the end of the hall. Furniture that I had grown up with—sofas, chairs, end tables, lamps-blackened like roasted marshmallows in the all- consuming fire. A rancid stench filled the air, and the heat squeezed every ounce of sweat out of me.
We could not go any farther down the hallway without risking our lives. We had to find another way.
Beside me, Grandma whispered. I glanced at her. Her face was tortured, and her lips moved ceaselessly. I realized that she was praying.
"We're going to make it out alive," I said to her, perhaps attempting to convince myself. "We're not gonna die in here, we'll find another way out."
She continued her prayers, whispering with such intensity that I doubted she had heard me.
A dancing wall of flames slowly advanced toward us. Behind the fiery blockade, objects crashed, sputtered, exploded.
"Let's go back to the bedroom!" I said. "We can climb out through the window!"
Grandma shook her head.
I tried to pull her backward, toward the bedroom. She would not move.
"Let's go!" I said. "To the bedroom! Come on!"
"You go, Rick," she said. She gasped, coughed. "Leave me here."
"What? No!"
"You can't save me, baby," she said, her voice paper-thin. "You've been good to me, a fine man, like a son. But you've got to go on now. My time has come. Please, leave me here."
I shook my head fervently. "But I'm supposed to save you."
"No, no, sugar," she said. "You're supposed to leave me here and go on with your life."
Like a swift bird, the meaning of the words that she had spoken flitted through my thoughts, but, distracted by my growing fear of a fiery doom, I could not focus upon her message.
"No way," I said. "You're coming with me if I have to carry you." I reached to get a better hold on her.
As if by spontaneous combustion, Grandma burst into flames. Her face split open like some kind of bizarre, fiery flower, skin charring, lips peeling back to reveal disintegrating teeth, eyes sinking into her blackening skull. Her arm that I had clutched ignited like a piece of dry wood, fingers curling up, shriveling, bones popping.
I screamed. Let her go. Then reached for her. But there was nothing left of her to grab. Hungry flames devoured her body as if she had been made of straw.
I howled. I had been given a second chance to save her. And I had failed.
The bed sheet on top of us had caught fire, too. Frantic, I cast it off into the flames that had consumed Grandma.
Those flames that attacked Grandma had erupted from nowhere, I thought vaguely. As if she were destined to die here. As if I were meant to learn that nothing I could have done would have saved her.
The meaning of everything that I had witnessed hit me like a jackhammer. Anguished by the hard truth, I felt a sudden urge to throw myself into the inferno, to give up and perish with Grandma and this house that held so many memories. But I couldn't. An invisible force seemed to hold me back and drive me to save myself.
I scrambled into the nearest room. My old bedroom. A double-bed, a dresser, a nightstand, not much else. I didn't stop to examine anything. I flung open the only window in the room and stuck my head out through the gap.
It was about a twenty-foot plunge to the grass below. The height of the drop mattered little. I would have taken my chances with a fifty-foot fall rather than accept dying in the blaze.
I climbed onto the window sill, focused my gaze on a soft-looking spot on the lawn, and drew a deep breath.
Then, I jumped.
I wasn't sure how long I was unconscious. When I awoke, I was lying on grass. Night still reigned.
I looked around. I saw that I was on the front lawn of the residence at 2118 Common Avenue; my car was parked in the driveway. But something was different.
It was not Grandma's house.
The address above the mailbox read 2118, but it was a completely different house. It was a beige, two-story, contemporary-style home that fit in well with the rest of the neighborhood. A wooden "For Sale" sign stood in the yard, creaking softly in the night breeze.
Staring, I got to my feet.
The house was dark, silent... and, obviously, vacant.
I took note of my clothes. They should have reeked of smoke. But they smelled as if they had been laundered yesterday, which, in fact, they had. I did not find any stains, or rips in the fabric.
Countless questions spun through my thoughts. But it was futile to ponder them, because few of the questions had answers. I knew only one thing for sure: I could not change the past. I could only accept it and move on. A tough and unsparing but, ultimately—liberating truth.
Sighing, I walked to my car. I slid my hand into my pocket.
I pulled out the car keys—and found a shiny gold key that was unattached to the key ring. I recognized the key. For years, I had used it to unlock the door to Grandma's house. Before I had moved away, I had given it back to her.
Now, it had been given back to me.
"Thank you," I said. I pressed the key against my lips, softly. I dropped it into my pocket.
I would keep the key with me for the rest of my life, just as I would keep all my memories of Grandma—with no more guilt to plague my dreams. I got in the car and drove away.





 
GHOSTWRITER

"How's the new book coming along, honey?"
Andrew was reaching for the bowl of tortilla chips when she asked him the question. He'd been anticipating dipping a fresh chip in the dish of spicy salsa; his mouth had literally been watering in expectation. But Danita's question made his mouth go dry.
"The book?" He drummed the table. "It's coming along okay, I guess."
Danita's brow creased disapprovingly--the same look he imagined that she gave her clients at the law firm when they tossed a lie her way. Frowning, she folded her arms on the table, leaned forward.
"What page are you on?" she said.
He cleared his throat. "Well, lately, I've been doing some outlining, working out some of the fuzzy story elements. You know how I write. I need to have a clear sense of direction before I move forward."
"You've been outlining for months. Your deadline is only three months away, Andrew." "I know my deadline. You don't have to remind me."
"Right, but like you said, I know how you write. You always do several drafts before you're finished, and you haven't completed a first draft yet. I'm worried about you." Her big brown eyes reflected genuine concern.
Andrew idly stirred the straw in his tea. Her pointed questions and insightful comments touched him--and annoyed him, too. For many years, he'd longed for a relationship with a woman like her: she was smart, ambitious, loving, pretty. She admired his talent for spinning tales and supported his writing career not for the money and fame it brought him, but because she understood that writing was his labor of love. She wanted him to do well, and he loved her for it.
But sometimes, he wanted her to back off and let him be a neurotic writer--with all the loopy work habits, unpredictable creative impulses, and paralyzing bouts of angst that came with the role.
"It's fine," he said. "The book is coming to me slowly. It works that way sometimes."
Her lips curled. She didn't believe him; worse was that he didn't believe himself.
The book was not merely coming to him slowly. It was not coming to him at all. This book, his second novel, was like an headstrong dog that refused to be cajoled or punished into obedience. The more he pressed and teased, the more it resisted. It was maddening.
It hadn't been that way with his first novel, "Ghostwriter." He had written "Ghostwriter" in a searing creative heat, burning through five hundred pages in only seven months. And it was good. The first agent he queried wanted it; the first publisher they sent it to bought it, plunking down a six-figure advance that enabled him to quit his day job as a programmer. Books by black authors were hot, and industry people were calling him "The African-American Stephen King," a derivative label that he despised but tolerated because it gave the marketing people an effective handle. Film rights were sold for a hundred grand; lucrative foreign rights sales to eight countries followed soon afterward. The book had been flying off the shelves since it had hit stores five months ago. Readers were asking for the next book. His editor was ready for the next book. So was his agent. Add his girlfriend to the list, too.
But no one was as ready for the next book as he was--and he couldn't write it. Writer's block, which he had long believed was a myth made up by wanna-be authors who'd never finish anything anyway, had fallen like a crushing brick onto his hands, rendering them numb and useless. Each morning, he sat at his brand-new Dell computer, a bright and painfully blank screen staring back at him, and after an hour of fitful typing and story outlining that led nowhere, he'd log onto the Internet and spend the rest of the day surfing the web under an alias so none of his online writer-buddies could ask him what he was doing, shouldn't he be working on the next book--
"Did you hear me, Drew?"
He blinked. "Sorry, I spaced out. What did you say?"
"I said, you need inspiration. Something to get your creative juices flowing."
"Maybe I could start drinking. It's worked for some writers." He chuckled.
She didn't laugh. In the past, she would've found humor in such a joke. He wondered if she didn't laugh then because she worried that he just might take up the bottle to loosen up his creative muscles.
"I was thinking about you immersing yourself in a place that fits the stuff you write about," she said. "Somewhere scary."
"Like your parents' house?"
That time, she did laugh. "Oh, you've got jokes now, don't you? No, silly, I mean, you write about ghosts, haunted houses, stuff like that. Why not go somewhere creepy?"
"Go to a haunted house?"
Her eyes widened as if she'd had a revelation. "The cemetery. At night!"
He laughed and shook his head. "I know which one you're talking about. Girl, you are crazy. "
"It's the perfect place," she said. "And it's so close. You wouldn't even need to drive--
"Ain't no way in hell I'm walking around a graveyard at night, Danita."
She grinned. "See? That's why I know it would inspire you--because the very idea scares you. It'll put you back in the mindset you need to write your book."
"You're a better lawyer than you are a psychologist." He sipped the iced tea, then grabbed a tortilla chip and scooped a gob of salsa. His appetite had returned in a rush.
"Make jokes if you want, you know I'm right," she said. "Try going to the cemetery for only one night, Drew. I know it'll help you beat your writer's block. I can feel it."
"Okay, I'll think about it," he said, which was his way of signaling that it was time to change the subject. Danita and her crazy ideas. Why in the hell would he want to creep around a graveyard at night? What would be next--visiting haunted houses? Participating in seances? Simply because he wrote about such things didn't mean he wanted to experience them first-hand. He didn't need to. His own imagination, nourished over the years with a steady diet of horror flicks, novels, and the nightly news, supplied all the details and inspiration he needed for a tale of terror. . . yet, what had it done for him lately? He had been fiddling with the novel for ten fruitless months. The deadline thundered toward him, like an unstoppable train. He could request an extension, but an extra three months would mean nothing if he didn't defeat his block. He had to do something drastic to rekindle his creativity.
By the time they finished lunch, without mentioning her idea again, he reluctantly 
decided that Danita was right. He would visit the cemetery.
Tonight.

* * *

After his agent sold movie rights for "Ghostwriter," Andrew moved out of his apartment in Atlanta and purchased a stylish, two-bedroom condo in the suburb of Marietta. The condominium community was located next to Magnolia Memorial Cemetery. He hadn't minded because the condo was great and he got an awesome deal. He found it oddly fitting that a horror writer would live next to a cemetery, too. In fact, an area newspaper had mentioned it when they interviewed him: "Local Horror Writer Finds Inspiration In His Backyard."
Of course, he'd never so much as set foot in the cemetery. Why? No one he knew was buried there. The idea of living near a graveyard was more morbidly attractive than the reality.
The reality was that wandering into the cemetery, at night, scared the shit out of him. He couldn't explain it; it was a primitive fear that seemed to be biologically wired into him, the same way an irrational fear of the dark affected some people. Was there a psychological term for graveyard phobia?
An hour before midnight, after spending yet another evening meandering at his keyboard, Andrew stood beside his Nissan Pathfinder. He wore a light jacket and gripped a yellow flashlight. In front of him lay the deep, dark forest. Beyond the woods--the cemetery.
Looking out there, he shivered, and his chill had nothing to do with the cool March breeze that swept across the parking lot.
A pale, full moon gazed down at him from the night sky. His mind, so attuned to the ominous meanings of full moons, dark forests, and graveyards, churned out a carnival of nightmarish images: hulking werewolves creeping through the forest, stalking their prey; rotted corpses struggling out of the earth, moaning with inhuman need; phantoms drifting like smoke across headstones . . .
"Okay, cut it out," he said. "Go in there, walk around for a few minutes, and come home. Save the macabre imagery for the book."
Heart thrumming, he entered the forest.
Viewed from the lighted parking lot, the woods had appeared to be dark. But when Andrew actually stepped into the forest, it seemed to be much darker, as if light could not penetrate the area.
He resisted his immediate compulsion to flick on the flashlight. Artificial light would ruin the mood. The whole point of this creative exercise was to help him tap into the spirit of the night, if there was such a thing. The flashlight was for an emergency only.
He crept through the undergrowth, grass crunching underneath his boots. Leaves brushed against his face, and twigs poked him like probing fingers. The darkness was alive with the sounds of nocturnal creatures: crickets, owls, and who knows what else. There were things out there he couldn't begin to identify.
He didn't change direction; he walked in a purposefully straight line. The cemetery lay ahead, bathed in soft moonlight and shrouded in mist.
As he moved to step out of the woods, a length of barbed wire snagged his jeans.
"Shit." Stepping back, he tore the denim loose from the wire. There goes a pair of good jeans. He noticed, concealed in the shrubbery at the edge of the forest, a low, barbed- wire fence that seemed to run the entire length of the woods on this side. Was it there to keep the forest-dwelling creatures out of the cemetery? Or . . . was it there to keep something in the graveyard out of the forest?
He laughed at himself. Danita had been right. This little jaunt was filling his head with all kinds of strange ideas.
He leaped over the fence and into the cemetery. Soupy fog, faintly aglow with moonlight, enveloped the grounds. He saw, on his left, a huge mound of dirt, like a man-made hill. Ahead, he made out countless graves, most of them marked by footstones on which stood metallic tubes filled with sprays of flowers, several others by tombstones, fewer still by large monuments. The funeral home lay in the distance, barely visible through the mist.
Silence cloaked the night, as if the fog absorbed all sound. He could hear his heartbeat pounding.
"Alright," he said to himself. "Walk around for a few, soak up some atmosphere, then go home. That's all I need to do."
He began walking. The churning fog seemed to thicken as he moved. He was tempted to turn on the flashlight again, but he decided against it. Certainly, a caretaker patrolled these grounds at night. A light shining in the darkness would be a dead giveaway of an intruder. He could imagine how he'd explain why he was there. "Well, I'm a horror writer, mister. I came here seeking inspiration for my novel. My name is Andrew Graves. Graves is roaming the graveyard. Pretty funny, huh--"
Wrapped in mist and his amusing thoughts of what he'd tell the caretaker, he didn't see the dark pit yawning ahead of him. His feet plunged into the emptiness, and he was taken by such surprise that he screamed as he fell to the bottom of the hole.
Except it was not an ordinary hole. It was a freshly dug grave.

* * *

"Hey, are you okay down there?"
Lying on his side on the hard, damp earth, spinning in a world of pain, Andrew thought he imagined the voice. It was a woman's voice--soft, musical, soothing. Like something out of a dream.
"Hello?" she called again. "If you're conscious, please say something."
"I'm here," he said, shakily. He sat up, winced as pain snapped through his shoulder. He didn't think he had broken any bones, and though his shoulder ached, he doubted that it was dislocated. He'd suffered a dislocated shoulder when playing high-school football, and this pain was not nearly as bad as that had been. Falling into the grave had only rattled him.
He looked up. The woman's face, a featureless black oval, peered at him over the lip of the plot.
"Can you stand?" she said. "Give me your hands and I'll help you climb out of there."
"Okay." Who was this woman? The caretaker? She sounded young. For some reason, he assumed that anyone who served as caretaker in a cemetery would be old, grizzled--and only a couple steps away from the graves over which they presided.
He stuffed the flashlight into his jacket pocket, and struggled to his feet. The hole was six-feet deep; the edge was a couple of inches above his head.
The woman's hands seemed to float toward him, as if they belonged to a spirit reaching for him through the mist. His heart clutched . . . and when he moved closer, he saw, clearly, that her hands were not the hands of a ghost, but in fact were the color of caramel, and certainly belonged to a young woman. A young black woman working as a cemetery caretaker? Well, anything was possible.
He grasped her hands--her soft, warm skin sent an unexpected thrill through his spine-- and she pulled him up. He worried that he'd be too heavy for her, but she tugged him upward with ease. Standing, he knocked mud off his clothes.
The woman was a few inches shorter than him, with a slim build, wrapped in a knee-length, silvery jacket. Her dark hair spilled to her shoulders. In the darkness, he couldn't see much of her face.
"Thanks," he said. "Don't ask me how I fell in there. I wasn't paying attention to where I was going."
She shook a cigarette out of a pack and struck a match. When she brought the flame near her face, his heart missed a beat. This woman was absolutely gorgeous.
She seemed oblivious to his momentary astonishment. Slowly, she took a draw from her cigarette. "I wasn't going to ask you how you fell in there. I was going to ask you what you're doing here."
"Do you work here?" he said.
She laughed--a low, throaty chuckle. "I asked the first question."
"So you did," he said. He motioned behind him. "I live in a condo back there. I'm a writer and . . . uh, well, I guess I was looking for some inspiration."
"Why would you of all people need to visit a cemetery for inspiration? Andrew Graves, the best damn horror writer of the decade?"
When she noticed the surprise on his face, she laughed again. She took his hand.
"Come with me, sweetie," she said. "We've got some things to talk about."
Okay, this could be the plotline for a story, he thought. A horror writer hobbled with writer's block wanders into a nearby graveyard seeking inspiration. He foolishly falls into an empty grave. He's rescued by a beautiful woman who thinks he's brilliant.
But then what happens?
Feeling like a hapless character in one of his own tales, Andrew followed her.

* * *

Perhaps a dozen yards away from the empty grave into which he had plunged, a black granite, sarcophagus-style tomb lay, standing about six feet high, like a coffin for a giant. The woman climbed on top and invited him to join her. There, as if in the midst of a graveyard picnic, she had spread a blanket on which stood a bottle of Merlot, a wine glass, a leather-bound notebook, and a shiny Waterford pen.
Her name was Alexandria. She did not work at the cemetery. She was a writer, she said, and the serene solitude that one found in a graveyard, at night, allowed her creativity to flourish.
He realized that many writers were eccentric, but he had never heard of a writer seeking out a cemetery as the ideal place in which to create. It was bizarre--morbid, really.
He would've made up an excuse to leave, but he stayed in her company for three reasons: for one, she claimed to be a huge fan of his novel, and he needed an ego boost. Secondly- -he felt an instant and profound chemistry with her that had nothing to do with her looks. Thirdly--well, she was heart achingly beautiful. He made his living with words, and he could not describe the startling impact that her beauty had upon him. Although he loved his girlfriend, when he looked at Alexandria, he found it hard to remember what Danita even looked like.
He had never been under a magic spell, but it must have felt exactly like this.
"I've read your book three times," Alexandria said. "You are so talented, amazingly so. Why would you need to come here for inspiration? That sort of thing is reserved for amateurs like me." She laughed, took another draw of her cigarette.
Ordinarily, he didn't like to be around smoke, but her smoking didn't bother him. In a strange way, it contributed to her appeal, as though she were a film star from decades ago when famous actresses smoked and it was considered glamorous, sexy. Alexandria had an air of gracefulness and sophistication that recalled those fabled silver screen goddesses.
And she had read his book three times! Now that was flattering--after completing the book, he hadn't even wanted to read it once.
"The first novel came very easily," he said. "Maybe too easily. I got spoiled. Writing this second book is like being thrown in a tub of cold water--having to face the reality that writing isn't always easy. It's work."
"You're damn right it's work." She tapped her leather-bound notebook. "I've been working on this novel for two years, and I'm nowhere near done."
"What's the title of your book?" he said.
" 'A Midnight Haunting,' " she said. "It's a ghost story, and a love story, all wrapped up into one wondrous, gothic tale."
"Sounds interesting. I'd like to read it when you finish."
"If I ever finish. When I'm most frustrated with it, I think of hiring a ghost writer to complete the writing for me. I simply want to be done with it! But I doubt I could ever do that. A ghost writer would have to be utterly filled with my spirit to do any justice to the story. Know what I mean?" "Definitely. Our work can be so close to us that we have to write it ourselves."
"My only wish is to complete the novel before I die--and if I die before I'm done, then I'd want to have my ghost writer finish the tale. But I like to think that I have a full life ahead of me, and that I have plenty of time. I don't have a contractual deadline like you do."
When she saw him frown, she giggled and said, "Oh, sorry. I'm sure you didn't want to be reminded."
"That's okay, really." He sighed, looked around. Although fog rolled across the earth, and the night was as dark as ever, the graveyard did not seem quite as forbidding as before. "You know, I've never hung out at a cemetery. How long do you usually stay here?"
"Until I'm ready to leave." She refilled her wine glass. "I didn't bring another glass since I wasn't expecting a guest. Would you like some?"
"Sure." She was a relative stranger to him, and here they were drinking from the same glass. He and Danita had not drunk out of the same cup until after they had been dating for a month, at least.
He sipped the wine. It was a dry, yet smooth Merlot; delicious warmth spread across his chest. As he reeled in the wine's taste, Alexandria unloosened the belt straps of her jacket, then pulled down the zipper, too. She shrugged out of the coat.
He nearly choked on his next sip.
She wore a skimpy black slip that barely reached past the top of her thighs. Her cleavage swelled out, adorned with a tiny gold crucifix that glimmered in the moonlight.
Although the night was cool, probably fifty degrees, Alexandria raised her head to the sky and stretched langorously, as though luxuriating in the moon rays.
"I love night in the cemetery," she said. "To be here with you, my favorite writer, in my special place, is like a dream."
"Is there a caretaker here?" he said. "Someone who might. . .see us?" "The dead take care of themselves," she said, and laughed.
He laughed, too, much harder and longer than he should have. He felt drunk--intoxicated by the wine and by this bizarre, fabulous woman.
They talked about numberless subjects: books, art, movies, traveling, families, food, dreams, sports, current events, relationships. She was fiercely intelligent and shared deep insights that challenged him, moved him. She laughed at his dry wit, and she amused him with her comedic remarks, too.
When their conversation dipped into a lull that was not in the least unpleasant, Alexandria slithered closer, pressed her body against his. She took the wine from him and ran her tongue over where his lips had touched the glass.
"You inspire me," she said, in a whisper. She placed her hand against his thigh. "I want to be your inspiration, too, my brilliant writer."
He closed his hand over hers, brought her slender fingers to his lips, and kissed them.
"You already are," he said.    *
Sometime later that night--Andrew had lost track of time--he made his way back to his condo. He stumbled through the front door.
He was exhausted, yet excited, nerves jangling. What an incredible night. It was far beyond anything within his ability to imagine.
Now, he must write. He had to write. Now. Write. Now.
Trembling, he raced to his office. He switched on the computer. It proceeded to go through its boot up cycle. He drummed the desk impatiently.
This wasn't right. He could not compose on a machine. That was his problem with this book. It demanded to be handwritten--a purer method of writing.
He found a thick, spiral notebook in the desk drawer. He had purchased the notebook for outlining purposes and had never used it. How fortuitous.
He found his Waterford pen--which Danita had given him as a Christmas gift--in a case on his dresser.
With paper and pen in hand, he went to the glass dinette table. He uncapped the pen and tore open the notebook.
And he wrote non-stop until dawn.

* * *

"Drew, you look like you need some rest," Danita said. "Your eyes are bloodshot."
They were at Danita's place, reclining on the living-room sofa. They had ordered a pizza and were watching a movie--some sappy chick-flick that Danita had insisted on seeing. Although Andrew's eyes were on the TV screen, he didn't see it; he saw only mental images of the story he was writing, and breathtaking visions of Alexandria.
Danita tapped his shoulder. "Did you hear me? You've been zoning out all evening. Are you okay?"
He glanced at his watch. Nine-thirty. He had a date that evening. At midnight. In the cemetery.
"Drew!"
He looked at Danita. "What?"
"What's wrong with you? You aren't yourself."
"The book is coming to me. Finally. I was up all night, spent most of the day on it, too. I don't even remember whether I slept or not. The book is blocking out everything." Everything except Alexandria, that was.
"I see," she said. "Did you take my advice and visit the cemetery?"
"Not yet." He looked away. The cemetery would remain his secret. "The book hit me last night and has been flowing ever since. I've never felt a flow like this. This is unreal."
"Hmm." Her eyes held a trace of suspicion, then she sighed; her suspicion gave way to resignation. "This is what I get for dating a writer. Occasional weird moods and temporary obsession with your work. But I love you anyway." She leaned into him and kissed him.
He broke off the kiss quickly and stood. "Danita, I've gotta go."
"To write?"
"It's taking over me, calling me. I don't know how else to explain it. I'm. . .under a spell."
"I won't pretend that I understand, Drew," she said. "Because I don't. But handle your business."
Driving back to his home in Marietta, he swung into the parking lot of Tom's Beverage Depot. He bought five bottles of Merlot--the same French label he and Alexandria had shared.
He also purchased a carton of Newport cigarettes. For her.

* * *

At midnight, they found each other at their special meeting place: the empty grave he had fallen into the first night they met.
"I missed you," Alexandria said, and pulled him into her embrace. He seined his fingers through her silky hair. He could hold her forever. He never wanted to leave her. She inspired him. She excited him. She understood him. She loved him.
Before meeting Alexandria, if anyone had asked him whether it was possible to fall in love within minutes of meeting someone, he would've called that person a hopelessly romantic fool.
Now, he'd learned better.
Wrapped in each other's arms, they went to their spot, the big granite tomb.
Later, when he returned home, his creative batteries more powerfully charged than ever,
he scribbled in the notebook for twelve hours straight.

* * *

For five days, he floated in a haze of stunning creativity and love. The book was his world, and Alexandria was his sun.
They met each night at midnight, always in the cemetery, always at the same location. Once they embraced, time spun out like spools of thread, became meaningless. They drank wine, talked, made love, drank wine, talked, made love ... a whirling carousel of romance that swept Andrew into a frenzy of creativity.
Within five days, he had filled the notebook: five hundred pages teeming with words. The novel was done.
He could not wait to tell Alexandria.
A few minutes before midnight, he dashed out of his condo and into the woods. He followed the path of tamped-down grass that he had created during his previous jaunts. He jumped over the barbed-wire fence and into the cemetery.
It was midnight when he reached the grave, their meeting spot. But Alexandria was not there. Odd. She was always on time.
He noted, too, that the grave was no longer empty. It had been filled, a footstone embedded therein, and a wreath of bright flowers placed atop the plot. Well, it was about
time someone was buried there. He could've broken his neck when he'd fallen into it the first time he visited.
Out of curiosity, he flicked on his flashlight. He focused the beam on the footstone.
And was seized by such shock that he promptly dropped the flashlight. It rolled across the grass.
"No," he said, in a choked voice. He bent to retrieve the flashlight--and crashed to his knees.
"No, no, no, no, no." Like a blind man, he crawled across the grass, fumbled for the light. He grabbed it, shone it directly on the footstone inscription.
Alexandria Graham
Beloved Daughter. Gifted Writer.
January 18, 1976 -- March 5, 2001
Hot tears scalded his skin. Had to think. This would've been the sixth night he had spent with Alexandria. They had first met around midnight of March 7th. . . two days after she had died . . .
"I won't believe it," he said. He fought to stand. Staggering, he went to the black granite monument on which they had spent so many hours. He peered over the top of it.
The surface was bare. There was no blanket, no wine, no cigarette ash.
He had touched her, kissed her, loved her. Here. Right. Here.
"I won't believe it!" he shouted.
He raced out of the cemetery. * * *
Danita was knocking at the door of his condo when he ran out of the forest. Distress twisted her face.
"Where are you coming from?" she said. "Jesus, Drew, I know I'm visiting late but I've been worried sick about you. You haven't been returning my calls, you sound distant when I get you on the phone, I haven't seen you in days. What's going on?"
He said nothing. He unlocked the door and brushed past her.
Danita slammed the door. "Dammit, Drew, talk to--what have you been doing in here?" She gaped at the living room.
Blinking, he scratched his head--and saw what had been invisible to him for days. Bottles of Merlot littering the coffee table. Empty packs of Newport cigarettes scattered here and there. Saucers and bowls and cups brimming with ashes and cigarette butts.
"I don't . . . know." He felt groggy and disoriented, as if he had awakened only minutes ago from a deep slumber. "I've been writing a novel. Done with it now." He grabbed the spiral notebook off the dinette table and handed it to her.
Looking confused and anxious, she opened the notebook.
"What is this?" she said. She flipped through pages scrawled with black ink. "What the hell is this?" She turned back to the first page, smacked it, and shoved it toward him.
He looked at it.
A Midnight Haunting
A Novel by Alexandria Graham
"Oh, Jesus," he said, and fell onto the sofa.
Alexandria's words, spoken during their fateful first meeting, came to him:
I think of hiring a ghost writer to complete the writing for me ... A ghost writer would have to be utterly filled with my spirit to do any justice to the story ... My only wish is to complete the novel before I die--and if I die before I'm done, then I'd want to have my ghost writer finish the tale . . .
"Drew?" Danita said. She stepped toward him hesitantly.
He stared at the title page. Then he lowered his face to the pages and wept, his tears mingling with the ink . . . running in black streams down the paper.






PRESUMED DEAD


Everyone thought Michael Benson was dead.
On a chilly October night eight years ago, he'd reportedly plunged his Mustang into the frigid waters of Lake Michigan. When the police discovered the vehicle a week later, they found clothes, a collection of hip- hop CDs, a fifth of Jack Daniel's, and a suicide note preserved in a Ziploc bag. My life is hell, and I can't take it anymore.
Although the cops never found a corpse, Michael Benson was presumed dead. A small cluster of friends and relatives attended the funeral, mourning over a blown-up photo of him, in lieu of a body.
But while they grieved, Michael was alive and enjoying his freedom.
He'd always been fascinated by the thought of his own death, had wondered who would attend his funeral, and what would happen there. Who would cry? Who would eulogize him? What would they say?
But when it actually went down, he'd already left town. He couldn't take any chances of being seen anywhere in Spring Harbor.
Not while Big Daddy Jay was still around.
If Big Daddy Jay knew Michael was alive, he would arrange another death for him,and that one would be real.
After pulling off his own death, Michael moved to Atlanta.
Atlanta was the place to be for a young, single, upwardly mobile black man like himself. A man like him could accomplish big things in A- Town.
He changed his name to Ricky; Richard was his middle name, and his mother, who'd passed when he was a teenager, had used to call him Ricky. He changed his last name to Jordan, because he'd been a longtime fan of the great basketball player. He used an underground connection to get a new Social Security Number, too.
Carrying twenty-five thousand dollars, his life savings, in a briefcase, he moved to a one-bedroom apartment in College Park, a city on the Southside, and got a job barbering at a local barbershop. He'd learned to cut hair during a two-year stint in prison (he'd landed there due to a trumped up burglary beef). His skills with clippers came in handy as he set up his new life.
In no time, he'd built up a list of reliable clients, and was earning good money. He met a woman, named Kisha, a thick Georgia peach sister, and she moved in with him. She was a fabulous cook and even better in bed. Life was good.
But his old life called to him, like a sweet, forbidden lover.
Cards.
The cards had gotten him into trouble back home. The cards had made him decide to plan his death. He owed big debts to Big Daddy Jay because of those cards. Debts he couldn't repay if he lived to be two hundred.
It took all of his self-discipline to avoid the cards' powerful pull. But he did. He knew that if he gave in to the urge to play, he would eventually find himself in the same bind there in Atlanta. And then he might blow his cover. He couldn't risk blowing his cover, not ever.
Big Daddy Jay's reach extended far outside of Illinois, after all.
So he stayed away from the cards. But he satisfied his thirst to stay abreast of happenings in his hometown by studying the local newspaper, The News Sun, on the Internet. He missed home terribly. But he could never return for a visit, not while Big Daddy Jay was alive.
Therefore, he paid special attention to the obituaries.
Eight years later, when he was up late one night cruising the newspaper online, he read the obituary that he'd dreamt so long of finding.
Big Daddy Jay had died, of natural causes, at the age of eighty- seven. Owner of Jay's Meats & Foods, a mom-and-pop business (which was no more than a legit front for his illegal activities), the paper included a recent photo of the great man. He wore a Kangol cocked on his bald head, his snow-white mustache trimmed to perfection. His face lean and grave, he bore a strong resemblance to the actor, Lou Gossett, Jr. He used to joke that people would approach the actor and ask him if he were Big Daddy Jay—not the other way around.
Big Daddy Jay was that kind of man.
When Michael read the obituary, he let out a whoop of joy so loud that Kisha awoke and came to ask him what was going on.
"It's nothing," Michael said. "I thought my Powerball numbers had hit. I was wrong."
Frowning, she returned to bed.
But Michael stayed up for a while longer. This was almost as good as winning the lottery.
Finally,
he thought. Finally, I can go home.
Two weeks later, he did.

* * *

"This looks like a nice little town, Ricky," Kisha said, as he steered the Jeep along Davis Street, the town's primary drag. "Has it changed much since the last time you was here?"
"It's changed a lot," he said. "That Applebee's we just passed—that wasn't here when I moved away. And they didn't have that Comfort Inn or a Wal-Mart, either."
"No Wal-Mart?" Kisha's eyes widened, as if the thought of a town without Wal-Mart was as unthinkable as a house without plumbing. "Dang, where did y'all go then?"
We went to Big Daddy Jay's,
Michael wanted to tell her, but kept his mouth shut. There, you could get everything you needed—and then some.
They were nearing the old, two-story brick building that Big Daddy Jay had owned for as long as Michael could remember. A big, faded red- and-white sign announcing, "Jay's Meats & Foods" hung out front. Just like Michael remembered.
Passing by the store, he slowed.
"That was y'all grocery store?" Kisha clucked her tongue. "Ain't they got a Publix or something here?"
Michael shook his head absently. He was staring at the building.
It was a few minutes past ten o'clock in the evening, and the grocery store closed at nine. The "Closed" sign hung on the front door.
But he wasn't looking at the store. He was looking at the second- floor, which housed Big Daddy Jay's office.
The blinds were closed, but could not hide the light burning inside.
The infamous poker games would take place up there. In that same room, after a long night of horrifyingly bad luck, Michael had decided that the only way to stay alive was for him to convince Big Daddy Jay that he was dead—and escape town.
What was going on in there? Were the games still in progress, even after the great man's death?
Chilled, and not quite sure why, he kept driving.

* * *

They had booked a room at a Best Western in Waukegan, a city fifteen minutes south of town. As Kisha dressed for bed, Michael grabbed his car keys.
"Where you going, baby?" she asked. Wearing a silk negligee, she lay on the bed atop the comforter. One of her hands touched her large, round breasts, lingered on a nipple.
Ordinarily the sight of Kisha, dressed provocatively and eager for sex, would've kept him inside even if a tornado had been bearing down on them. But he only looked at her, shrugged.
"I need to go somewhere," he said. "Alone. I won't be gone long, an hour or so."
"You're leaving me here?" Her voice bordered on a whine.
"I'll be back soon."
He kissed her quickly and went to the jeep. Driving, he marveled at how easily he remembered his way around. While a lot had changed, some things never did, he thought.
The same thought occurred to him when he arrived in the small parking lot behind Big Daddy Jay's store. A collection of cars—an Oldsmobile, a Dodge Ram, a Chevy sedan, a Buick—occupied the lot. Cars that belonged to the players, for sure.
But a gleaming white Cadillac sedan was parked in the corner, beside the door. Big Daddy Jay's car. The man drove Cadillacs, exclusively, and used to joke that he'd be buried in his Coup DeVille.
Obviously, since the old man had died, no one had bothered to touch his car. Maybe out of respect. But it surprised Michael. He had assumed that Big Daddy Jay's son, Tommy Boy, had assumed full control of the business; since he'd been a teenager, Tommy Boy had done most of the work at the market, anyway (the legal work, that is). Why leave the car sitting there like that?
Michael's gaze traveled upward, to the shuttered windows, behind which lights still shone.
And why continue the card games?
Someone tapped on Michael's window.
Michael stifled a scream. He'd been so entranced with thoughts of what was happening up there that he hadn't seen anyone approach.
A lean, rangy black man waited beside the jeep. Dressed in a dark suit with a loosely knotted tie, the guy smoked a cigarette, puffing wispy rings into the night air. In his other hand, he held a brown paper back that, in the timeless manner of drunks, undoubtedly concealed a flask of whisky.
But his black, beady eyes focused intently on Michael.
Michael didn't lower the window. Although it was dark outdoors and he couldn't see every detail of the guy's face, he knew this man— people around town called him "Peanut." Peanut, a veteran gambler, had lost a few grand to Michael, back in the day.
Peanut bent and peered closer.
"Don't I know you, brother?" He spoke in a raspy, smoker's voice.
"Uh, no. I don't think so. I'm not from here."
"I never forget a man's eyes." Rising, Peanut took a swig of whisky. "You got eyes just like a brother I used to know. Name was Mike B."
After faking his death, Michael had drastically changed his appearance. He'd lost thirty pounds. (It was easy to lose weight when your life, literally, depended on it.) He'd grown a goatee, wearing facial hair for the first time. He wore contact lenses, instead of glasses. He'd cut his hair short, ditching the wild, Michael Evans from Good Times Afro. He didn't look like the same person.
But he knew—and Peanut knew—that you never forgot someone you played cards with; especially if you'd lost money to the man. You remembered the eyes. The eyes never changed.
Big Daddy Jay's eyes haunted Michael's dreams.
"You've mistaken me for someone else," Michael said. He slid his hand to the gearshift. It was time to get out of here.
Michael's gaze flicked across the upper window of the building. A tall, broad silhouette had moved to the glass.
Michael's heartbeat accelerated.
"No, I ain't mistaken you for someone else," Peanut said. A smile twisted his face, and it registered with Michael that something was wrong with Peanut's face; it seemed bloodless, like dead skin.
"Naw," Peanut continued. "You know better, Mike B." Michael couldn't afford to stay around here another minute. He slammed the gears into Drive. He mashed the gas pedal and ripped across the gravel.
Behind him, Peanut shouted: "Wait till Big Daddy finds out!" Big Daddy Jay's dead, Michael thought, as cold sweat ran down his back.
But as he drove back to the hotel, he couldn't get the image of that tall, broad silhouette out of his mind.

* * *

Kisha was awake, watching Jay Leno, when Michael returned to the hotel room.
"Where was you?" She sat up. "I almost fell asleep waiting on your butt."
"I wanted to do a little sightseeing." "This late?"
He stood at the foot of the king-size bed. Kisha had pulled up the bed sheets to cover herself. He yanked the sheets away; she was nude underneath, and the sight of her voluptuous body sent desire crackling through his muscles.
"I need you," he said. "Badly."
"Then come on, baby. I been waiting."
He stripped out of his clothes and climbed onto the bed.
He made love to Kisha with a fierce—almost desperate-energy that he'd never known. Propped on his arms above her, thrusting wildly, he climaxed, shouting and sweating.
Kisha pulled him down on top of her. She massaged his back.
"Feel better now?" she asked.
"Yeah." His heart still pounded from the aftereffects of the orgasm.
"Something's been heavy on your mind. I see right through you, you know."
He paused. "It'll be okay."
He made the statement to calm Kisha, but he found that he felt more composed, too. More clear-headed. He saw his ridiculous fears that Big Daddy Jay had returned as just that—ridiculous. That shadow he'd spotted in the window had to have been someone else.
 
Wait till Big Daddy finds out!

And Peanut, his pallor showing that he was clearly ill, had been drunk and talking nonsense. Even when Michael had known him, back in the day, the guy had been prone to swigging whisky like an athlete drinking Gatorade. He'd been only trying to scare Michael with his drunken gibberish.
Big Daddy Jay was dead. For real.
Kisha squeezed his butt, drawing his attention. "Will you take me to Chi-town tomorrow, Ricky?"
How could he turn down a woman who'd just given him a brain- busting orgasm? Besides, he'd like to hang out in Chicago, too. Get away from his shitty hometown and all its ghosts.
"Sure," he said, "that'll be cool."
"I wanna see Navy Pier. And go shopping on Minnesota Avenue."
"That's Michigan Avenue." He yawned. "And yeah, we can check out Navy Pier, too."
"Can I get one of them Chicago-style hot dogs? And some deep- dish pizza?"
"That's a lotta eating, girl . . . don't want you to get too wide . . ."
Kisha continued to prattle on about places she wanted to see, things she wanted to do, food she wanted to eat. Michael eventually tuned her out. He fell asleep.
He awoke at seven-fifteen, according to the digital clock on the nightstand. Kisha lay beside him, slumbering quietly.
He rose out of bed and padded to the bathroom to take a piss. And stopped short of the doorway.
Something lay on the carpet, near the front door, as if it had been slipped underneath.
A playing card. The red back faced up.
Coldness drenched him. He knew what he was going to see before he looked; his gut tightened with a certain, terrible knowledge. Nevertheless, he bent and flipped the card over. It was a Joker.
That was the moment when he realized two things, irrefutably.
Big Daddy Jay was alive.
And he was planning to kill Michael.
Michael carried the card into the bathroom. He laid it near the sink. As he did his business at the toilet, his gaze remained riveted to the card. The Joker's grinning face mocked him.
The wild card had a special meaning for Big Daddy Jay. Michael had once sat in on a poker game with Big Daddy Jay, Peanut, and a handful of other regulars. Peanut, drunk as usual, made a comment that Big Daddy didn't appreciate—something about the man's daughter and how she was so cute. Big Daddy, who had warned all of them about so much as looking at his daughter, cocked his head and asked Peanut, "I told you once before never to talk about my daughter, Peanut. You think I'm a joker?"
Suddenly quite sober, Peanut began to apologize, stuttering like a schoolboy.
But it was too late. Big Daddy whacked him upside the head with his pearl-handled cane. Peanut had required seventeen stitches to repair the gash.
 
You think I'm a joker?

Big Daddy Jay asked that question only when he was being deadly serious.
The card was a clear message: he knew Michael was alive, and he most assuredly was not joking with him about getting the money Michael owed him from eight years ago—which, knowing how Big Daddy operated, would include substantial interest.
Michael could never pay him. He owed the man a hundred thousand dollars. He hadn't been able to pay it then, and he sure as hell couldn't pay it now.
He never should have come back home. Big Daddy Jay was crafty, probably knew that faking his own death would flush out a lot of his debtors, like a tomcat retiring to the shadows to fool the mice into coming out to play. Michael had fallen right into the trap.
Holding the card, he went to the bed. Kisha continued to sleep.
I can run,
he thought. Just clear out of Atlanta and start over again somewhere else, with a new name, a new look.
He looked at Kisha. He thought about the decent life he was building with her. He'd kept his nose clean for eight years, had left the old life behind. He'd become a stable, tax-paying citizen.
He didn't want to give that up. He didn't want to run. He'd been running from his past for eight years.
Anyway, now that Big Daddy Jay knew he was alive, running was not a viable option. Big Daddy Jay had connections everywhere. He would find him.
Michael had to settle this business once and for all. Like a man.
He threw on a t-shirt and jeans and went to the jeep. He stored a small leather case in the cargo hold. He carried it back inside the hotel, opened it.
It contained a loaded nine-millimeter pistol, and ammunition.
Some things changed. But some things remained the same.
Kisha awoke, brushing her hair out of her eyes. "Why you up so early, baby?"
He quickly closed the case.
"I wanted to get a jump on our day in the city," he said. "Wake up, lazy girl."
She giggled, and tossed a pillow at him.
He laughed, but he was already thinking about paying a visit to Big Daddy Jay's store later that night.

* * *

At a quarter to nine that evening, Michael pushed through the front door of Jay's Meats & Foods. He wore a dark windbreaker that concealed his gun.
He found Tommy Boy behind the counter, running the store alone. Tommy Boy, with the same tall, broad-shouldered build as his father, had to be in his early thirties by now. But he looked exactly as Michael remembered, as if he hadn't aged a day. Michael guessed that was why they called him Tommy Boy—he had the face of an ageless kid.
Tommy Boy didn't appear to recognize Michael.
"Need any help, mister?" Tommy Boy asked. "We're closing in fifteen minutes, by the way."
Michael placed his hands on the counter, facing the guy directly. "You recognize me?"
"Naw, don't think so." Tommy Boy frowned, scratched his head.
"Cut the bullshit," Michael said. "I'm Mike B. I know Peanut told the whole world that he saw me in the back last night."
"Mike B.?" His eyes grew large. "But you died—"
"Give it up, man. Or does Big Daddy really keep you in the dark like that?"
"I don't know what you're talking about. My daddy passed. And Peanut--"
"Big Daddy isn't dead, and you know it." Michael flung the Joker card onto the counter. "He left this in my hotel room this morning."
Tommy Boy shook his head wildly. "I'm telling you, my daddy died a few weeks ago!"
"He faked his death," Michael said. "I know all about how to do that, man. He faked his death and now he's settling debts."
"You're crazy," Tommy Boy said. He came around the counter. "You say you saw Peanut? Well, he passed like five or six months ago, had lung cancer or something. You're imagining shit."
"I saw him out back last night," Michael said. "There were a bunch of cars parked back there—guys playing cards upstairs."
"No one's been upstairs since daddy passed," Tommy Boy said. "Now unless you're gonna buy something, it's time for you to leave."
Michael unveiled his gun.
"Hold on, now." Tommy Boy stuck his hands in the air. He laughed nervously. "You don't need that."
"Big Daddy put you up to this, didn't he?" Michael said. "Trying to screw with my mind. Well, fuck that." Michael headed toward a door at the back of the store.
Tommy Boy moved in front of him. "Where you going?"
"Upstairs to talk to your daddy. Get outta the way."
"Don't go up there! For... for your own good, I'm warning you."
Tommy Boy's eyes were frightened, and his cinnamon brown complexion had paled.
"Your daddy's scared the shit out of you, hasn't he?" Michael said. "Did he beat you when you were a kid? Maybe with that cane of his?"
"If you were smart, you'd go home. Just get the hell out of here and go back to wherever you were living!"
Michael hesitated. The way the kid behaved was beginning to unnerve him. He talked as though Big Daddy Jay was running a death camp or something.
Tommy Boy touched his arm. "Go. Please."
 
I might be making the wrong choice, but I'll be damned if I punk out again

"I've gotta do this." Michael shrugged off Tommy Boy's hand. He motioned with the muzzle of the gun. "Step aside."
Tommy Boy's shoulders drooped. Lowering his head, he moved out of the way.
Michael opened the door. A dim yellow light at the top of the landing spilled down the stairwell, illuminating the steps in front of him.
The Stairway to Hell, the old crew had called this flight. Over the years, Michael had ascended those steps hundreds of times on his way to card games, some of which he'd won, many of which he'd lost. Men like him had lost fortunes—and perhaps their lives—traversing these stairs.
Drawing a breath, he checked that his gun was loaded and ready, and climbed the steps.
The landing at the top of the stairs opened into a small seating area. A handful of rickety folding chairs leaned against the wall, like skeletal remains. On the far wall, a scarred door, as red as blood, led to the big man's office.
Michael approached the door. This is it. The end of the line. He opened the door.
Peanut stood on the threshold. He flashed a death's head grin at Michael. Then he hit him over the head.

* * *

Michael awoke sometime later to weak light and a throbbing headache.
He was seated in a chair, in front of a large slab of mahogany that he remembered served as Big Daddy Jay's desk. Big Daddy wasn't there. But Peanut sat on the edge of the desk. He twirled Michael's gun around his fingers.
In the light, Peanut looked something awful. He looked like Death—in the actual sense of the word.
His dark brown skin had begun to turn purple. His eyes were yellow, rheumy, clouded. His head was bald, as was his habit, but swollen sores marred his scalp, as if his skull were going soft.
When Peanut opened his mouth, a fetid stench came out that nearly knocked Michael unconscious again.
 
You say you saw Peanut? Well, he passed like five or six months ago, had lung cancer or something. You're imagining shit. . .

Michael was suddenly convinced that he was dreaming, or imagining shit, as Tommy Boy had said. Dead men didn't walk.
"I tole Big Daddy you was back," Peanut said.
And dead men didn't talk, either.
Peanut took a swig of whisky from the flask in the wrinkled paper bag. Then he coughed—violent spasms that racked his withered body.
Peanut wiped his mouth. "You knew he was gonna get you, didn't you? Old boy got me, too, man. Big Daddy ain't about to let you get away without paying him his money."
"Tommy Boy said you were dead," Michael said.
Peanut grinned, exposing a row of blackened, crumbling teeth.
"Still had to pay my debts," Peanut said. "Dying don't clean the slate, not for Big Daddy Jay, not for the man he work for."
"You know who Big Daddy works for?"
Michael was surprised that he had the clarity of mind to ask, to follow a logical line of questioning. But he'd just asked Peanut one of those questions that had floated around Big Daddy Jay for decades. In spite of his influence and the fear he inspired, Big Daddy supposedly was the front man for someone far more frightening-and even more mysterious. But no one had ever seen this individual, spoken to him, or even learned his name. Amongst the hustlers and gamblers in town, the mystery man had taken on an air of myth, like an urban legend.
Twirling the gun, Peanut only smiled. "If I knew, think I'd tell you?"
"Where's Big Daddy Jay?"
Michael heard a heavy footstep behind him. Then a hollow clop, like a cane striking a floorboard.
Peanut's smile fell away. He straightened.
Michael sat ramrod straight in the chair.
The dragging footsteps and clopping cane grew closer—and so did a noxious smell. Michael squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't want to see. He didn't want to believe this was happening.
 
Dead men don't walk, dead men don't walk, dead men don't walk. .

The walking noises ended behind the desk.
"You owe Big Daddy Jay a lotta money, son," a familiar, guttural voice said. "Think you fooled me pulling off that little suicide?"
Michael opened his eyes.
Big Daddy Jay sat in his old leather chair. As dead looking as a corpse that had been in the grave for a few weeks. Milky eyes. Bloated, greenish-blue skin. Fingers like fat, spoiled sausages.
Big Daddy Jay leaned back in the chair, one fat hand massaging the pearl-handled cane.
"You think I'm a joker?" Big Daddy Jay asked. "That what you think?"
 
I think you're a dead man who can't be here talking to me.

Michael licked his dry lips. "I ... I don't know what to say. I can't pay you. I don't have all the money."
"Should've thought about that before you went all in at the table," Big Daddy Jay said. He belched, and a stench steamed forth, making Michael's stomach turn.
"I can't pay you. So I guess you'll just have to kill me."
Peanut started to chuckle. So did Big Daddy Jay, and he was not a man prone to laughter.
"Why would we want to kill you, son?" Big Daddy Jay said. "When we can own your soul forever?"
His words echoed in Michael's mind. He looked at Peanut, raised from the dead and looking the worse for it. Peanut, who'd always drank too much and struggled to cover his bets. Peanut, who, drowning in debts, most likely had signed over his soul to Big Daddy Jay and his enigmatic, silent partner.
"That's right," Big Daddy Jay said, reading his thoughts. "Just like Peanut."
Peanut shrugged. He twirled the gun on his finger.
Michael leapt out of the chair and wrested the gun out of Peanut's hand. He must have pulled too hard, because Peanut's arm came off with a soft, squishy sound. Peanut wailed as his arm plopped to the floor.
His gut churning, Michael stepped away from the desk. He aimed the gun at Big Daddy Jay.
Big Daddy Jay grinned, unconcerned.
Michael shot him in the head.
Dark blood drained like water from the headshot, and Big Daddy Jay's head snapped backward. Then his head bounced forward, as if attached to a coiled spring. He smiled at Michael.
"I ain't no joker," he said. "You ain't getting away this time."
Michael heard shuffling footsteps behind him. He spun.
Five men, all of them dead, their bodies in various stages of decomposition, dragged across the room, toward him. He recognized a couple of them; they were men he'd played cards with, guys who, like him, sometimes won, and often lost.
He wondered if all of them were indebted to Big Daddy Jay.
"Fuck this," he said.
The zombies reached toward him.
Michael barreled through them like a running back breaking a tackle, batting away their groping, dead hands. He threw open the door and rushed to the stairs. He took the steps three at a time, landed on the bottom, banged through the back door, and stumbled into the alley behind the building.
And into the path of a white Cadillac.
The car hit him head-on. He flew in the air, smashed against the windshield, flipped over the roof, and bounced to the gravel in a ragged, broken heap.

Was just about to make a getaway,
he thought, dimly. Big Daddy Jay had someone back here waiting for me, sneaky bastard. . .
 
Someone climbed out of the Cadillac. The driver walked toward him, crunching across gravel. He looked down at Michael.
It was Tommy Boy.
"Hey," Michael said, weakly. "Help . . . me."
"I tried to help you, Michael—or should I call you Ricky, the name you've been using in Atlanta?" Tommy Boy gave a small smile. "I warned you to run away. I was hoping you would. It would've been fun to hunt you down."
In spite of his agony, Michael frowned. What the hell . . .
"Confused, eh? Thought I was merely Big Daddy Jay's obedient little boy, tending shop?" Tommy Boy smirked. "His apparently ageless son? Funny how people in a small town don't question such telling details."
As comprehension settled over Michael, he tried to open his mouth to scream. But his ruined throat emitted only a desperate croak.
Tommy Boy knelt, leaned over him. His eyes danced—they were much darker and deeper than Michael remembered.
"You owe me, Michael," Tommy Boy said, as his face began to pulsate and shift into something evil and utterly inhuman. 
"Do I look like a joker?"
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