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	HEAD IN THE ICEBOX

	1

	The way it happened came together almost too well, as if we weren’t total fucking amateurs. But I can still feel the deep plunging chill of seeing that frozen, decapitated head blink at me. Christ.

	We were broke. It was so easy to blame others, blame the system, blame the creditors, blame just about everybody…aside from that homeless man we killed and dismembered. Blaming ourselves would’ve been the best place to start—I’d be a hell of a lot better off now if I’d simply accepted being pegged down a few dozen notches on the social scale. 

	If only we’d done things differently.
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	“Do you want some more noodles?” Grace asked. 

	She was an out of work actor—wannabe actor more like it, but my dream for her was almost as big as her dream for her. When you get those million-dollar contracts…we used to joke about that stuff, but by then she’d put her dreams on hold and was waiting tables. 

	“I’m sick of noodles.”

	“And?”

	“I’m sick of everything,” I said. 

	Here, I was doing a bit of playacting myself, though it wasn’t difficult, because I was sick of everything. The world had left me high and dry. The system I’d put all my faith into held me by the ankles from a skyscraper rooftop, on the verge of bankruptcy. The truth of it was, at that moment, I wanted to see how she felt about a bit of fraud. My mind hadn’t gone far enough into the future to understand where she might want to take things.

	Grace sneered. “Don’t you think I’m sick of it, too? What the hell am I supposed to do about it?” 

	She grabbed my bowl, clanking my fork, freeing a bit of ramen that had avoided detection, sending it to the coffee table before me. I swiped it up with a finger and popped it into my mouth—there’d been something else on the table too. My tongue worked it around, trying to figure out what it was.

	“How would you like for things to go back to the way they were?” 

	She rolled her eyes.

	My hands became a tipi beneath my chin. “What if I told you I’ve got an idea, and the only big difference in the end would be where we live? Would you consider something like that?”

	“Oh yeah?” Grace was tired; it was all over her face and posture. 

	“Remember the Manulife guy? Who sold us life insurance?” 

	“The greasy frat boy at the bank said they’re useless because they’re term. Remember?” Grace stepped into the kitchen.

	We’d gone looking everywhere for money and came up with breadcrumbs and lint like a junkie hoping they’d dropped a rock on the carpet.

	“Useless, if we’re alive.”

	Grace dropped the dishes into the sink in a way that told me I’d better get to the point because she wasn’t up for my bullshit tonight. Couldn’t blame her. 

	“They’re paid up until next August,” I said.

	“Don’t start on killing yourself again—” 

	I spoke over her. “Yours is only two-hundred-K; wouldn’t do us any good.”

	Now she spoke over me as she stomped back into our crummy living room. “If you say something about killing yourself, I’ll kill—”

	“Listen, I’m going to fake my death.” 

	The anger in her expression drooped back into the visage of utter fatigue. “You’re an idiot. Do want more noodles or not?”

	“Almost nine hundred thousand bucks, and we just do this one little thing.” 

	“One little thing?”

	The sudden ease surprised me some. “Yeah. I have a plan. No more of this bullshit.”

	She inhaled deeply and somehow exhaled twice as much, as if she was clearing the tank. “I got fired today.”

	It was my turn to frown.

	“Some pig grabbed my ass, and I threw his drink at him,” Grace said. 

	My tipi hands became fists and I rested my chin on them, elbows on my knees. “I have some job front news, too.” I’d been holding back, was going to let this slip after she agreed to help me fake my death. 

	“Oh.”

	“We’re both unemployed. At least after the files are closed up. So, next week.”

	Grace turned back toward the kitchen. Plastic crinkled beyond my view. She returned with the pack of off-brand chocolate chip cookies. She plucked one out wordlessly and took a bite.

	“I was going to tell you after I told you my plan.”

	“What plan?”

	“To fake my death.”

	“Seriously?” Her eyebrows creased so heavily she looked a bit like an angry Sesame Street resident.

	“Dan gave us all a going away present, or a sorry present, something.”

	She swallowed her mouthful. “What?”

	“A cruise.”

	“How much can we get for that?”

	My opportunity window was open, and I jumped through. “Nothing, because a body lost at sea can’t possibly have the same waiting period as a missing person on land.”

	She blinked at me and the cogs behind her eyes were starting to see the truth of it. We were about seven-grand room on a VISA away from being homeless—so, with our bills, we had maybe two months. Max. I quickly explained my half-assed plan.

	Grace simply shook her head. “Won’t work.”

	“Why?”

	“Too obvious. We need a body to stand in for yours.”

	So, not only was she onboard, she was seeing how it could work. 

	“A body,” I whispered and reached for a cookie.
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	My assumption had been graverobbing, but Grace said the body had to be fresh. My guts bubbled as they liquified. I felt like vomiting. Still, despite how I saw murdering another human being, we spent the next two days looking for a suitable replacement body. That it would be a homeless person’s body never really needed discussed. I mean, who else?

	On Bagare Street, under a yellowy light, in front of a long-dead storefront was a man of my height and of similar bone structure. He was skinny, way skinnier than I’ve ever been. Grace pointed at him. 

	“Hello,” she said.

	The bluntness gave me chills. 

	“You think?” I said, looking out at the man as we passed for a second time. My hands were sweaty, and my heartbeat was hummingbirding, made me think of my first diving lesson—I’d taken five since we’d nailed down the plan.

	By the time Grace parked, the homeless man had moved into an alleyway—gentle spittle was falling from the sky. The alley smelled exactly like you’d expect. If it wasn’t for thoughts of murder, that smell surely would’ve had some effect on me. But, I was mentally pre-disposed. Hell, I was terrified. Everything was too slimy to touch, and still, Grace touched that man’s shoulder.

	“Hey, you awake?” 

	She said this with a different voice on and I was amazed yet again. I hadn’t even thought of changing my voice—to her credit, she was trying to be an actor, had even spent two years in Hollywood as a barista before moving back to Minnesota to do theatre. 

	“Hey.” She gave him a poke.

	“I don’t want no trouble,” the man replied in a hoarse, raspy voice.

	“No, buddy, it’s your lucky day. My husband and I won the lottery and we’re giving back,” Grace said. “Haven’t you heard about us helping people like you?”

	The man looked up, squinting at her. “I never heard nothing.”

	“You hear that, Mike, he’s never heard of us,” Grace said.

	Fake name, too. She had everything covered.

	“Guess we’d better find another man to help,” I said. Grace had scripted this for me and even to my own ears I sounded wooden as a pilgrim’s dildo.

	“If he doesn’t want a night in a motel room and as much of any kind of drugs he wants, we need to find another lucky winner,” Grace said and then turned, taking slow, calculated steps.

	“Anything I want? Like crank?” 

	“That’s right anything you want: drugs, booze…anything,” Grace said.

	“You ain’t cops, is ya?” the man asked, and I could almost hear him squinting.

	“I assure you, we are not cops…and what exactly is crank?” Grace asked. 

	“Meth. What, you new?”

	Grace laughed. “A little naïve. You show us where to get it and we’ll get you some.”

	“Come back here?”

	“No, that won’t work. How will we know you’re all right? You should learn to trust people. We’ll take you to a motel, give you a bed to sleep in, and you could even take a warm bath if you like,” Grace said as she took the man’s arm. “Simply show us where to get the stuff and you’ll have a real’ good time.”

	We drove a few blocks before we came to a rundown residential area with rising apartment buildings that stuck out like decaying teeth from a mouth of rotten gums. The man pointed to a house rather than one of the apartment buildings—thankfully. I could already see myself stepping inside one of those huge places and never stepping out. Being swallowed…guess Grace would’ve really won out if that had happened.

	“What now?” I asked. There were people milling around and not a one of them looked approachable.

	“Ask that kid for some crank,” the man said, matter-of-fact tone.

	“Okay…how much do I need?” Not even Grace had this info on deck.

	“Quarter’s twenty bucks.” 

	Grace opened her wallet and pulled out $80 in twenty-dollar bills. The man’s hungry eyes nearly popped from their sockets. 

	“Ask for a teenager,” he said, slavering around the words.

	I opened the door and stepped out. The fresh air was a welcome adage to an otherwise unwelcoming position. I approached the first kid I saw.

	“Hey, I need some crank,” I whispered, looking over both shoulders.

	“Leave me alone, mister!” The kid tore down the block.

	I went back to the car and the man’s window lowered.

	“The white kid. You racist?” the man said. 

	The air came out of me. On top of the rest, I had a goddamned hobo calling me racist. I went to the white kid leaned against the stop sign. I really doubted he’d hit puberty yet.

	“You a pig?” 

	“No, I just want some crank,” I said. I’ve been that scared since, but I don’t know about before. This kid could’ve robbed me blind with just a dirty look.

	“How much?” 

	“Just one,” I said.

	“One what? You look like a narc,” the kid said. “I ain’t selling, I was just kidding.”

	“Come on, kid, I want one…teenager?” I said. “I assure you that I am not a police officer, and I don’t work for the police.” I pulled out my money to show that I was serious, and the kid attempted to snatch it from my hand. “Not until I get my drugs.” I yanked it away, ready to scream. I was a realtor, things like this…I’d never even had a listing within five blocks of there.

	“Wait here,” the kid said and then ran back behind a squat bungalow with a mossy roof.
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	The door opened with a shove after turning the bent key in the lock. Grace and I followed the man inside, trailing him like Pig-Pen’s dust cloud. His stink helped me. Inside, I had to jump some pretty high moral hurdles, and it came down to thinking of this man as less of a man. It wasn’t working well; he was talking, walking, breathing. A better version of me was trying to break out, pull Grace aside and call it all off. 

	The man found a light switch. The room was small and dim, had a lamp on a nightstand, a TV on a dresser, and a bed in the middle, headboard pressed to the smudgy drywall. Now in charge, it seemed, the man hurried across the room to the bathroom. He flicked that switch and the lights lit. I closed the door, entranced by this busy man. As if on a mission, he unscrewed a bulb from above the vanity. 

	I engaged the chain. “What are you doing?” I said, voice barely above a whisper. 

	“Got a straw?” the man said, holding the bulb. He spoke in a regular volume, probably this hotel was the kind of hotel his ilk knew, whenever they were lucky enough to tag along with the right holder.

	“For what?” Grace said.

	“To smoke?” He was downright indignant. Like how the hell did we live this long without knowing the ins and outs of getting high?

	Grace and I searched the room for about a minute. Grace straightened and I started crawling; stupidly, I was thinking maybe no straw meant no kill. The chain rattled open, and Grace ran to the car. She returned seconds later holding a white straw with a red and a yellow stripe from a McDonald’s cup. 

	I groaned and she frowned at me before saying to the man, “Will this work?” 

	The man didn’t say a word but took the straw. Grace engaged the lock and I got to my feet. The man rushed back to the bathroom, on a mission. We trailed and stopped in the doorway, enraptured by the motions of his high. He held the bulbous end of the lightbulb and clanked it down against the toilet bowl, to break the components off, letting them fall into the water. He flushed. From the baggy, he grabbed a tiny pinch of crystal and dropped it into the lightbulb. After getting himself comfy on the can, he held the lighter just below the bulb. A few seconds later, the bulb filled with smoke, and he sucked deeply through the straw, held it for about four heartbeats, and then blew a great grey cloud. After releasing the smoke, he relit and inhaled a second serving.

	The room stank worse than before. It was a bit like animal urine and cleaning products. The man set aside his works and began wringing his hands and rubbing his knees. Grace quickly picked up the bulb and the baggy. She dumped the remaining amount inside. She was again in charge here.

	“Party on,” she said and grinned. 

	He took it and smiled hugely at her. Prior to that moment I hadn’t noticed the near toothlessness of his mouth or the blackened gums. This dude was so, so much rougher than I originally thought. Could he really pass for my corpse?

	The man took two more hits, leaned back against the toilet tank, his gaze vacant and wet. Grace nodded and started the tub running. It was all happening.

	The hobo set aside the bulb and the lighter. His eyes began to flicker toward closed like a loose connection. Grace started untying the rope belt he had around his greasy jeans.

	“Get his shoes,” Grace said.

	“Right.” I knelt.

	“After the bath, we’ll take you for a steak and pota—” 

	“Want candy, bubblegum and taffy,” the man mumbled and then laughed.

	The man became pliable. Grace stood him up and his pants puddled around his ankles. The shit stench intensified, and I had to force my eyes away from the willknots clinging to his ass hair, away from his shriveled genitals—they were deep purple. The man’s socked feet slipped free, his long yellow toenails sticking out and looking like pale bamboo shoots.

	“You’re sobering up, better take another hit,” Grace said and forced the bulb back into the man’s crusty hands. The halfway melted straw went into his mouth. “Here we go.” Grace lit the lighter and the bulb filled with yellowy smoke.

	After two more hits, the man began to shake and sweat. Grace put her hands on his shoulders to calm him and began singing the hook to Zoom by the Commodores—it was one of the few good things her parents ever gave her: a love of R&B classics. The man’s eyes danced, disconnecting now and then, rolling like slot machine cherries. His tongue rubbed against his gums and his agitation slowed. Grace nodded, like she finally got the sign she wanted from the catcher. 

	“Ready?” she said to me.

	She gave me no time to answer and slammed his shoulders down into the full tub. His skinny ass squeaked as he slipped. He really began to thrash once his head went under. The rushing water overpowered the sounds of his drowning. Mostly.

	“Grab his fucking legs and hold him!” Grace shouted me into action. 
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	Sopping, I stood back and looked at the man through the grimy, yellowy surf in the chipped and creamy bathtub. He’d shit out what little was in him and some of it bobbed like a miscolored rubber duckie. At the bottom of the tub, just beneath his ass, was more shit, but it lingered down there like lake silt. Here was a frail waste of life. Weirdly, seeing this man in the raw, made me feel a little less guilty about murder.

	Grace returned to the bathroom with a new knife. She was naked but for yellow kitchen gloves. 

	I’d become a statue. Grace was so, so confident in this task. She pulled the drain plug and the water swirled away to about ankle high, taking the shit with it. Grace bent over the man and began gouging into his thighs. Here, she used the precision of a part-time butcher rather than a surgeon. She was looking for big arteries. Scored and pocked, blood began to tint the water. She dropped the knife onto the tile floor and then slipped her hands out of the gloves.

	“What are you doing?” I asked when Grace sat at the end of the bed and grabbed the remote.

	“Take hours for him to drain; might as well watch something.” 

	“How can you be so calm?” 

	“This was your idea.”
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	“We really only need the arms and the torso. We might want to cut off the fingertips. Too much to carry otherwise,” Grace said. After The Notebook finished on the tube. She then found an Unsolved Mysteries rerun and we watched it until it hit on a murder case update where an alert viewer had called in a good tip about a man who’d killed his girlfriend in a sleezy motel room.

	“Strip,” Grace said as she stood and then bent to remove the electric saw from the case she’d brought in after drowning the man. “Need to put a towel over it to dull the noise. Hopefully, we won’t need the hacksaws.”

	“Where did you get all this stuff?” 

	“Stole it from maintenance. No receipts, and the evidence will get covered up whenever Gerry uses it next.”

	My only reaction to the undiscussed forethought was to blink, and strip. Grace went back to the washroom and plugged in the little saw. There was plenty of cord. She pulled the curtain closed behind her, wrapped a towel around the motor, and began cutting. It was only buzzing until she hit bone. The chunking, chewing grind of the blade’s made me cringe.

	Grace paused a second, her bare ass lowering to sit on her feet. “Hold his legs in the air.” 

	I did, playing a good gopher, even as I winced and gagged. The legs were halved and put into four separate bags. The arms, torso, and head all went together. He was nicer to deal with, dead and semi-bathed. He was like raw chicken—don’t get it anywhere near your mouth, but it won’t kill you to have it on your hands before you can get to a sink and some soap. 

	Done with the big cuts and the last second fluid draining, Grace stowed the parts. She then washed and tied bags and then set them on the floor.

	“Shower, dress, and take those out to the car,” she said. 

	I got in the shower, using the little bottle of shampoo from the ledge. It smelled like fake vanilla, which was okay because the meth and dead man stink were departing. Dried and dressed, I got to the second step.

	Outside, the lot was dark and lifeless aside from a white cat lingering near a cruddy green dumpster. Still, I ran with the bags, certain there’d be a SWAT team ambush. The only sign of humanity anywhere nearby came from a loud truck rumbling a couple streets over. By the time I came back to the room, Grace had all the towels in the tub with bleach and water. It stank fiercely of chemicals, but it was a step I wouldn’t have considered myself. One step beyond, she emptied the bleach and water and then showered with the towels, getting them all stinking like that cheap shampoo.

	As we were leaving, she took the Febreze bottle from the backseat of the car.

	“What’re you doing with that?”

	“On crime shows, the first thing the detectives notice is the smell of bleach, so this room will smell like Spring Breeze—according to the label,” Grace said, smiling. Actually smiling.

	Grace got behind the wheel and followed a map in her head. We made several stops around the city, disposing the pieces of legs and the head in the five predetermined dumpsters. Getting rid of each made the terror of the moment that little bit less, as if we wouldn’t feel the full force of the law if we were caught with only a forearm. 

	We were home before sunrise. Grace put the tools back in the maintenance closet and I lugged the cleaning supplies and corpse pieces up to the apartment.
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	Though I was sick about it—admittedly, my stomach was quickly resolving its beef with the tumbling guilt—the first act of our little crime was a complete success. Still, something gnawed at me—not just the lessening guilt, but something else, something intangible. By the second night after the deed, I took to popping sleeping pills. Mornings I’d wake up groggy and disoriented, then I’d think about the body parts in the freezer. 

	By the fourth morning, I finally managed a semblance of normality in my sleep—though no better than that. I rose and pissed. Given that I was unemployed, and Grace was unemployed, it seemed reasonable that I should’ve been able to call out and get a response. “Grace?” I said after flushing. No reply. I stepped through the living room to the kitchen. She wasn’t there.

	A noise cracked solidly from the far side of the apartment. I returned to the bedroom, wondering if Grace and I had been playing out a slow-motion Benny Hill chase: me in the can, her in the kitchen, me in the hall as she went to the bedroom. But no. The bedroom was empty. The crack sounded again. On the floor was a laundry basket of clean and folded clothes. Though we’d bleached and then tossed what we’d been wearing, my outfit from the night sat on top of the other stuff in the basket. 

	It glistened with fresh red blood. I swallowed. My shirt unfolded itself and flopped wetly onto the floor. It pitched upright on stiff sleeves and began moving clumsily toward me with herky-jerky motions. The jeans popped out next. They inflated, stretching to their full thirty-four inches, and approached me with wooden steps.

	“Nuh-uh,” I said and stumbled backward into the door. The knob hit my ass in a way that made me jump. My attention returned to the basket in time to see the balled socks fire at my face. Shaky as a sapling in a hurricane, I grabbed the doorknob and shimmied sideways, avoiding the thrashing laundry as it paraded bloodily ever closer. Into the living room, I bent and put my hands on my knees…I once again heard a noise. This time from the kitchen. It was impossible to ignore, but I remained rooted to the living room floor. 

	The sound rang out again and again, louder and louder, like doors slamming. If it continued, someone would hear, someone would ask, someone might enter the apartment and see all the telltales of a successful murder. I ran to the kitchen and disengaged the deadbolt. I peeked outside, thinking, hoping, maybe Gerry was up to something loud. 

	Nothing. The sound stopped. After closing the door, I leaned there against the wall, allowing my heartrate to slow. This was one of those insane people things you hear about, and TV characters go through regularly. I began thinking the hallucination was probably residue of the sleeping pills. Once I had myself together, I locked the door and then returned to the bathroom. 

	I brushed my teeth. Just outside the small window, perched on a tall Maple tree was a blue jay. It moved in all those normal birdie ways and the simplicity and monotony of it calmed me further. All that I’d seen and heard was fabricated by drugs and stress, had to be.

	Something slammed again. I jumped, tensing, biting down on my toothbrush, white froth oozing over my chin. Another slam…but this time it was followed by a motorized buzzing, and there was Gerry trimming a shrub with the very saw Grace used to parcel out the corpse. I spat a mouthful of foamy toothpaste and then rinsed. I almost wanted to yell his name, give a wave—he was doing away with any particle evidence we’d missed, but just then the slamming recommenced. This wasn’t Gerry.

	The idea that the bloody shirt and pants would get me before I located the source had me boogying out of the can. My bare feet slapped against the linoleum. I grabbed a long sweater from the couch and pulled it on—it was low enough to cover most of my boxer shorts. In the kitchen, I had the deadbolt turned and then the door open. At almost the same moment, my next-door neighbor stepped out of her apartment.

	“What’s that banging?” I asked.

	“Huh?”

	“The banging?”

	“What?”

	“Don’t you hear it?” 

	The woman scrunched up her face as she eyed my outfit. “I don’t hear anything but the maintenance guy.”

	“Right,” I said as I slammed my door and leaned my back against it. “What in the fuck—?” The words caught in my throat. The freezer door had jumped open an inch before slamming closed with an incredible thud. It repeated this: once, twice, thrice. My chin quivered and my hand began reaching, despite knowing there could be only one thing moving that door.

	Just before I touched the freezer handle, I chickened out and grabbed the fridge handle. The cool, Thai takeaway leftovers-scented air wafted out with a wave of normalcy. A deep breath played through my nose and exited my mouth as I let the fridge door close on gravity’s pull. Freaking out had only one concrete fix: face the fear. So, I took the freezer handle and yanked. The cold hit me, but there was nothing else to it. No sounds. No movements. Nothing but garbage bags. Frost had accumulated on the black plastic, but otherwise it looked as it had when we’d stashed the harvested pieces. 

	The door fell closed. The moment I turned, the door opened and slammed closed, making much more noise than any padded freezer door had any right to. Teeth clenched, butt equally clenched, adrenaline thrumming, I pulled the door open about three inches to peek inside. The frost on the top bag began to crackle and crumble. The knot began untying itself, everything going slow-motion. The door forced itself wide open. The bag spread, revealing a dark gulley like a throat, and the head rolled free. It teetered until safely resting on its rough-cut neck. The eyebrows had gone white, and its lips had gone blue. A skein of ice frosted the forehead. 

	The dead man’s eyelids popped back with a crunchy click, revealing two glowing, white eyeballs. That gaze was not dead, everything else about him was dead, undeniably so. But the way he looked at me… I slammed the door again and ran to the cupboard that had become the liquor cabinet. Southern Comfort, a shooter’s drink; I chugged nearly a third of the sugary stuff. The burn was good, necessary. It anchored me to reality. 

	For about a minute I leaned there against the counter. Then it hit me. “We dumped the head,” I said and swung open the freezer door. 

	At that exact moment, Grace turned the key to disengage the deadbolt. Feeling guilty as a kid with his dick out looking at the Sears Catalog, I slammed the door shut. 

	“No food up there, unless you’ve turned cannibal on me,” Grace said.

	“I…uh…know,” I said.

	“You look like hell, maybe go back to bed. We have a big day tomorrow,” she said.

	My head nodded beyond any conscious agreement as I thought something like: and you look too good…how is this so easy for you?
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	Darkness surrounded me but for the orange digits of the alarm clock and the pale glow coming in around the blackout curtains. The freezer door had begun slamming again. Grace slept soundly. Seeing her like that forced me to acknowledge that this was indeed a hallucination. I put a pillow over my head. The tighter I held the pillow, the louder the sound rang out. Point two that it wasn’t actually coming from the freezer. Mental hurdles presented themselves and I started jumping them; in a dream, I’d go check the freezer. So, awake, I decided to check the freezer. Ignoring that kind of thumping stood to drive a guy mad, like in that Edgar Allan Poe story.

	Silent as a burglar, I crept through the apartment to the kitchen. There were no heavy curtains beyond the bedroom and the moonlight mingled with the streetlights to cut a gloomy path, almost leading me to the fridge. After a deep breath, I swung wide the freezer door. The head was back. It glared at me. It, he. I expected words to come out of his mouth, crack away the frost on his crusty lips, but he said nothing. Minutes ticked by and I wiggled my toes, coming more and more awake. Still, the head said nothing. I began to teeter and sway, the eyes followed me. 

	“What do you want?” 

	The almost-glowing eyes closed and the head rolled backward, returning to the frosty bag. I shut the freezer door and then swung it open. Dim and shadowy. Just the bags, no slightly luminescent head. Gravity took the door when my fingers released the handle. To linger seemed insane, so I returned to our bed. Within a couple minutes, I began wondering if I’d actually gotten up, and if I had, was I awake at any point while I’d stood in the kitchen?
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	Grace opened the door behind me, and I quickly closed the freezer. Since awaking, I’d gone and looked a half dozen times. Twice the head rolled out of the top bag, but the four other times, I saw nothing untoward. 

	Somehow, that was worse. 

	“What’re you doing?” Grace had two brown, grease-stained paper bags in her hands.

	“I…I don’t know,” I said, then shrugged. 

	If she needed further explanation, she didn’t say so. “I got us Chinese.”

	“Can we afford it?”

	Grace sighed. “If I have to cook or eat ramen again, I might actually lose it.”

	“Pressure getting to you?” I said, hoping it was. It had gotten to me in a big way.

	“No,” she said and set the bags on the counter next to the ancient RCA microwave. “Grab a plate.”

	We sat on the sofa with loaded plates. A Criminal Minds rerun was on the television. Time and circumstance melted away and for a few minutes there, life felt normal. Grace had read for a recurring role during shooting for the first season of Criminal Minds—back in 1999, nine years prior—before she left Hollywood. The idea that she was so close to getting on what became such a big show shined all the lights of the small screen on me and I had bought into her dream, thinking maybe, someday, imagine.
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	Night was dark dark, the moon in hiding. Grace fell asleep almost immediately while I lay awake. Those frozen features drilled at me: the crinkling frost, the sticky, wet snapping of his eyelids, the incredible thumps. I couldn’t shake the feeling that it wanted something from me. No matter how much I reassured myself that there could be no head in the freezer, my subconscious brought forward belief in what I’d seen—even if it disappeared sometimes. 

	The clock on the nightstand read 3:16 and I forced my eyes closed. A loud slam rang out and I cringed. Tighter, I squeezed my eyes. The freezer thumped again. Conquered, I winced and then opened my eyes, still facing the alarm clock. It now read 00:00. Grace was no longer next to me. 

	“I’m dreaming.”

	On stiff legs, I rose from bed. The slamming grew louder with each step toward the kitchen. Knowing something is a dream does not abolish the power of a nightmare. Down the hall, into the living room, into the kitchen, my body moved as if of its own volition. Finally, I reached out for the freezer handle on the refrigerator, even as the slamming continued. My fingers touched plastic, and the slamming stopped. 

	The head was already out of the bag, waiting for me.

	“What?” I said.

	A blue grey tongue stretched out to lick ice crystals from the man’s already crusty lips. “I don’t blame you. I blame her.” The voice was familiar, though less frantic than on the night he’d died.

	This was not what I expected to hear.

	“She connives.”

	“Grace?”

	“She will do anything; to strangers…and to husbands alike.”

	“What?” My face fell into the kind of expression that tightened all the muscles.

	“Watch yourself; you’d hate to be a head in an icebox.” A gruesome smile crackled upon the dead face.

	“Grace loves me.”

	“She is not who you think.”

	The freezer door slammed closed, forcing me to blink. Before me was the alarm clock and it read 9:49.
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	There was a note on the bed stand.

	Saw an ad online for a like-new water scooter. Only $350. Gone to go check it out. When I get back, we should get you a wet suit. 

	Grace XOXO

	I’d grown accustomed to these little notes, but this note made me think of the head, and the warning. But it was a dream. Taking it seriously would be akin to being mad at a partner for cheating in a dream.

	As I sat with a cup of coffee, I checked the local news sites on the net. There’d been no reports of missing homeless people—though, who reported a missing homeless man? What would’ve been news were discovered body parts that had been severed, and no stories like that popped up either.

	Beyond my will, my gaze shifted to the kitchen—the fridge was outside of view from where I sat. There were no thumps, no voice calling to me, and yet, I was fixated. For the following two hours, I forced myself to look anywhere but to the kitchen.

	Grace returned while I was clicking through Google results concerning South American living. “Give me a hand,” she said.

	My brows shot upward, and my eyes couldn’t get any bigger. Grace had done her makeup and was dressed like she was just a gal looking for a good time. 

	“Thought I could get a deal on the scooter if I went a bit racy.” It was an outfit she’d sometimes worn to the bar—she’d called it dressing for the part and I could say nothing: her body, her choice, and those tips did not hurt an iota.

	“Did it work?”

	“I got it for two-sixty.” Grace smiled, obviously quite pleased with herself.

	Every dollar counted now. After helping her in with the heavy machine, we sat on the couch, the TV on in the background, unacknowledged. “We need to work out how much money I’ll need to live off until the payout,” I said. 

	“It’s all worked out,” she said. 

	She would keep $1,500 for her living expenses, we’d have $988 to last the rest of the week for preparation, and I’d take $5,200 to Peru. The hope was we’d get everything worked out inside a month. Or rather, she would. I’d be as good as dead as far as usefulness went.

	“What happens if you run out of money?” I said.

	“Already figured out. I’ll borrow, using the grieving widow angle. I’ll be due a big payout and getting a grand or two from the bank manager or VISA, or whoever, won’t be tough.”

	Irritation scratched someplace near the back of my brain. “You’ve thought of everything. What’s life look like after the cash is ours?”

	“We get you a fake passport and we travel. But first you need a suit, and we have to figure out how to turn some of our luggage into coolers without raising suspicions.”

	“Coolers?”

	“So the body parts don’t begin to rot.”

	The weight fell on me. Talking money and the eventual ease of our lives had a way of sidelining that we’d murdered a man—I was thinking of him less in the terms of his living arrangements, even mentally scolding myself when I thought of him as a hobo. As if he’d be offended by the term now.

	“I’m most worried about them x-raying the luggage; first thought was tinfoil and ice,” Grace said. “But what if they just open the luggage and we use plastic? Don’t even need an x-ray for that.”

	A spring in the couch had begun digging into my back, and I let it. Penance, I suppose, maybe. “If they look in our bags, we’re properly fucked.”

	Grace waved this off—no big deal. “We need hard shell luggage and padlocks.”

	“Right, just as simple as that.” That spring was really jabbing, and I nestled in against it, offering more discomfort to the gods who monitored such things.

	“Always decent luggage at the Salvation Army,” Grace said with a strange smile. “This is going to be perfect.”

	Her smile, her demeanor, her happiness over this fucked up position, she was so easy with it. She didn’t have many friends, and no close friends. She had no family that she cared to acknowledge. Me on the other hand, I was giving up all of that; I was part of a community here. An image rose of my parents from the day my father sprung for a photographer to do family portraits in the park. My parents were in a great mood, but I was bitchy on account of the chill and the stiff clothes and spending a perfectly good Saturday afternoon in a stupid little park.

	“Can you do the luggage?” I said and took a deep breath, swallowing down budding emotions. “I need to see my parents one last time.”

	“Oh, I guess I can do everything…you’ll still need to get a wetsuit yourself.”

	I nodded. “Thank you.”

	“You’re lucky I love you. Could just leave you in Peru and count my money.”

	It seemed like a joke, but I had to wonder.
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	On the road not long after the sun rose, I left Grace in a tangled mess of blankets on our bed. Quickly before I’d left, I’d gathered my toothbrush, deodorant, and a change of clothing. At the last chance on the way out of the city, I pulled into a Starbucks drive thru.

	After paying and accepting my coffee and breakfast, I pulled back onto the highway. The trek ahead was going to be a long one. As I fiddled with the radio, a familiar voice said, “Plain rude not to offer me anything.”

	I spun around to check the backseat for a stowaway. Nothing, of course. Squinting at the dials, I increased the volume on the stereo, though it really hadn’t sounded as if it was coming from the speakers.

	“Losing your mind,” I said.

	“Maybe, but I could’ve gone for a cup of their blonde roast.”

	The shock of it had me inadvertently tugging on the steering wheel, the tires giving a short rubbery yip. After righting my way, arms heavy with adrenaline and stiff as steel, my eyes wandered to the shotgun seat. The head was there, though no longer frozen. What had been an icy sheen was now an oozing fluid, like liquid sugar but dirtied, yellowy.

	“Hey there, Mike,” the head said, sly grin playing up the corners of his ooey-gooey lips.

	“You aren’t real. You can’t be real.”

	The head scrunched his mouth to the side as if considering this. “Maybe you’re right.”

	Not far down the highway a cop was pulling over a ridiculous Civic, causing me to glance away from the head. When I looked back, the head was gone. I eased some, began cackling in that mad way one does when they recognize that all is not right with their mind. 

	From an old black binder that had been beneath my seat, I flipped for something fun from my youth. Baby blue lettering on a black disc: O.G. Original Gangster by Ice-T. I slipped the disc in and skipped until I reached Midnight.

	“Midnight, chillin’ at…apple juice in Evil’s BM…up loud…attention. Armoralled tires…lowered suspension…” I rapped along where I remembered the words. “Bumpin’ Big Daddy…nigga was—”

	“Nigger?” a voice said. “He just say nigger?”

	My body tensed once again. My eyes flashed to the rearview mirror and the ghostly-looking Black man in my back seat. The track switched from Ice-T to big band music from the ‘50s. In the shotgun seat the head was back, though was now resting in the hands of a twenty-something man with a ridged hole gaping the flesh just below his right eye.

	Shaking all over, but mostly my head, I closed my eyes and shouted, “No! No! NO!” Blindly, I reached for the stereo’s power button. Instead of shutting down, the heavy thumps of the O.G. album resumed.

	“He was just singing along,” the head said.

	“Just singing along?”

	My eyes opened, but I stared down that highway, trying to focus on Ice-T and those long, long miles ahead of me—I’d never make it if I freaked out this early into the trip. 

	“No just about a white motherfucker saying nigger.”

	Unable to help myself, I looked at the rearview and the image coming back to me. “Sorry,” I said. “I was just…I mean…it’s in the song?”

	The man in the back had a short and well-manicured beard and matching afro. He had on a white t-shirt. He looked strong, though not overwhelmingly so. 

	“You told me this guy was all right. He’s got no damned sense, saying nigger and—”

	“Come on, now, you’re adding the hard-R, not him,” the young man holding the head said, chunky white fluid spilling from the hole in his face.

	“Let’s all just calm down. He apologized,” the head said.

	Four times I snapped my eyes closed, shook my head, and tried to force the images out of the car. They refused me, stating without using words that I was not in control of them. “What do you want?” 

	“I’m here to help…and death is boring, so I brought some new friends,” the head said. “The fella holding me up is Roger. That’s Tony in back. Guys, this is Mike.”

	“Julian,” I said softly. Mike was the bullshit name Grace had given me while we committed murder.

	The head grinned that sly, gooey grin and said, “I know. You know a lot more after you’re dead.”

	“What do you want?” I asked again.

	“Only to hang out…for the rest of your life, which if you don’t listen to me, will be a short time.”

	“Better watch your tongue from here on,” Tony said.

	“Listen to you about what?”

	The trio of ghosts replied in unison: “Grace.”

	There was nothing to say to this and I drove in silence, feeling the weight of possibility push down on me. The pressure of it all…there was no way I was trusting a dead head over my wife. 

	“So good to get out of the house,” Roger said during an O.G. interlude about the system and the war in the Gulf. “Been stuck watching TV for thirty years.” 

	Used to them, somewhat, I said, “Why?”

	“My guy stabbed a pen in his ears. Now he sits there in front of a TV. Only time I can get his attention is if I stand between him and the thing. No fun haunting a guy like that,” Roger said. 

	“The afterlife’s sitting around, trying to bother the living?” I said as I pulled to the furthest most right lane to let a pair of side-by-side muscle cars barrel by.

	“Only when you’re murdered,” Roger said. 

	“I did a lot of sitting around on the street when I was alive…at least I’m never cold, not even in an icebox,” the head said. 

	“You got it easy. My old lady shot me and then got herself lobotomized. Now she stares at a checkered tile floor…least a few of the other crazies catch sight of me now and then,” Tony said.

	This was a lot, but something was a bit off about what the head had said. “You said that I didn’t really kill you; why aren’t you haunting Grace instead of me?” 

	“I lied, you absolutely murdered me. I’m talking to you because you might listen. She won’t; put simply, she’s evil.”

	“Evil?”

	“Man, a wife’ll kill you soon as she gets a chance,” Tony said.

	“She isn’t going to kill me.” 

	None of them replied to this. O.G. reached the end and started over. The young man switched it back to the impossible big band music coming from who knew where, and I kept my hands on the wheel. We rolled. The sun reached its peak when I finally broke the silence.

	“She won’t kill me.”

	“She killed me, no problem,” the head said.

	“We had no choice!” 

	“Maybe, but while you’re all broken up, she’s plotting her next move,” the head said. 

	Like a desert oasis after spending forty days and forty nights under a blazing sun, a Dunkin’ Donuts attached to a Shell appeared just off the highway. My guts grumbled.  

	“You don’t actually need anything, right?” I said.

	The head grinned. Roger shook his head gently, causing a pale mist to shoot from his cheek.

	“It’s medication time. Better go knock over a tray,” Tony said before suddenly winking out of the backseat. 

	It was so quick and strange that I was left wordless at the drive thru box after a young man asked what I wanted. 

	“Yeah, take a coffee, a couple chocolate glazed donuts, and one of those ham, egg, and cheese sandwiches, on a bagel instead of a muffin,” the head said.

	I gawked at the head and then looked out my window when the young man asked if that was everything. This was no hallucination…unless I was doubling down. 

	“That’s it,” the head said.

	The young man gave me the total and told me to pull ahead.

	“Go on,” the head said. 

	My foot fell from the brake and the car began to roll. The food went on my credit card, and I pulled back onto the highway, only to veer off less than a mile later. “This is too much. You need to go.”

	“Go?” the head said.

	“Go!” My hands went to my face. 

	A knock hit my window and I turned to see. It had grown dark. Red, blue, and white lights flashed around me.

	A trooper with a shitty little moustache said, “You been drinking, boy?”

	The wording startled me from shock—boy? The trooper had to be a decade my junior. “No,” I said and then rolled down the window. “I was going to eat and drive but decided to pull over.”

	He considered my takeout bag and coffee cup but wasn’t convinced. “I’ll ask you to step out of the vehicle.”

	After a brief search and then a blow into a breathalyzer, I was back on the road, nibbling on my chilly Dunkin’ Donuts order, trying to separate reality from fantasy—mostly hoping there was still a dividing line.
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	Physically exhausted, I pulled into my parents’ driveway. The headlights shined dual blue auras against the off-white garage door and for a moment, I expected ghosts to step through, as if from a portal to the other side. I took a deep breath. The normal me had to resurface for my parents. Having them worry more than they already might, would made me break down, spill the beans, fuck up the plan.

	Light shone from the living room bay window, a dark silhouette marring its cleanliness—Frank. Lola now stood in the garage doorway; she’d obviously recognized my car. I hadn’t announced my visit, but since their retirements, my parents had become regular homebodies. 

	“Julian! What are you doing here?” Lola said.

	“Hey, Mom.” I gathered my duffle bag from the back seat. “Surprise inspection of my old stomping grounds.”

	She smiled. “Are you hungry? We had spaghetti; plenty left.”

	“Sure.” I dropped my bag and wrapped my arms around her about a foot into the garage.

	Lola hugged me back, rocking some.

	“Hey, Dad,” I said as I rounded the corner into the den where my father sat on a plush blue recliner.

	“Julian, beer?” Frank said and lifted his can of Milwaukee’s Best.

	“Sure.”

	Lola entered the room with a freshly micro-waved bowl of spaghetti and a can of beer—Frank offered everyone a beer without ever getting up, always had.

	“I can make you something else if you’re still hungry after,” Lola said.

	The plate was heaped with noodles, six or seven meatballs, and a goodly dusting of parmesan. A buttered dinner roll lingered on the edge of the plate. She set it and the beer on the coffee table in front of a grey couch I’d never seen before. Once seated, I cracked the can and took a sip. The normalcy was nice. On TV was a west coast football game inching toward the final two-minute warning.

	“So, what’s up?” Frank said.

	After swallowing a mouthful of pasta, I sighed. “Things haven’t gone well lately, what with the market and everything. It hasn’t been great with Grace either.”

	“That slut cheat on you? I’ve never trusted her. I said to your father the first time we met her she wasn’t a girl to trust,” Lola said, taking up space on the other end of the couch.

	The mouthful of beer I’d harbored sank roughly down my throat—this was the first I’d heard anything like this from my mother, it made me wonder if everyone saw something I didn’t. “Uh, no. We both lost our jobs. We haven’t separated or anything.” 

	“You come to borrow money?” Frank’s face went askew.

	“No—”

	“How the hell they fire you when you’re on commission? You lose your license?” Frank said.

	“No, I—”

	“I’d still watch that girl,” Lola said.

	Rather than be rebuffed again, I filled my mouth with a meatball and sauce.

	“Well?” Frank said as I chewed.

	After taking my time swallowing more than the food—in fact, mostly swallowing my budding mood—I said, “Boss is closing shop…you know, housing market has totally tanked…and, well—”

	“It’s that goddamned Bush,” Frank said. 

	“Partly, but it’s Wall Street too, and general greed.” Saying it all aloud made me feel like less of a failure, at least by a modicum, and still, the subject made everything taste like shit. “I don’t really want to talk about Bush.”

	“You said Grace got fired. She finally get on a show?” Lola said.

	The game on TV was over—think LSU beat Arkansas, but don’t quote me—and an advertisement for the F-150 began.

	“No, she was waitressing. Someone grabbed her ass, so she tossed a beer on him. Boss threw her under the bus,” I said and took another forkful.

	“Oh, so she finally give up the movie star pipedream? Frank said.

	“I hope not,” I said, silencing the topic—I had no idea they felt this way about her…what did they see that I didn’t?

	“What’re you going to do now?” Lola said.

	“For work? No idea yet, but this coming weekend, Grace and I are taking a fifteen-day cruise. Paid for by my boss, former boss.” A tropical goose walked over my grave, sending prickles up my back. The terror of carrying this out was getting to me, the terror of getting caught was getting to me, the terror of the possibility of a backstabbing wife was getting to me.

	“Couldn’t sell the trip?” Lola said.

	“No.” This wasn’t true, but it was none of their business. At least my lying to them was bothering me less. They’d probably be so happy I didn’t ask for a loan that they’d forget to mourn my corpse stand-in.

	Frank and Lola got into all the trips people they knew had taken, never once acknowledging they never went anywhere. Strangely, they didn’t seem all that interested, as if living vicariously was the way to go—certainly was the cheaper option, which was my parents’ favorite way to live.
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	After Lola grabbed me fresh sheets, she gave me a kiss on the cheek and left me to my childhood bedroom. Once alone, I shot a perfunctory text message to Grace. My lumpy bed cradled me in familiar discomfort.

	“Mom likes everyone,” I said to nobody.

	Exhaustion weighed me down in a way that overshadowed all else and I blinked, blinked, blinked away into the ether. No dreams. I awoke refreshed, though a touch sore from the mattress. 

	My parents sat in the living room watching the news and eating toast. The spaghetti remained nestled like a spongy stone in my guts, so I skipped breakfast and drank a cup of drab, blue-tin Maxwell House coffee.

	“You guys ever try different coffee?”

	“Sure, sometimes Nabob’s on sale,” Lola said.

	“Or Folger’s, Dunkin’s too,” Frank said.

	Lola nodded. “Dunkin’s is rarely on sale.”

	Telling them about the great latte I had last week reached the tip of my tongue but went no further. They’d scoff, might even get into an argument with me, probably point out that I couldn’t exactly afford to drink lattes—which was true enough.

	“Best give Grace a ring,” I said and exited the living room with my coffee mug. Her cell rang five times before it went to voicemail. Instead of leaving a message, I hung up and dialed again. Same result. 

	Where the hell was she? 

	The CNN ticker ran along the bottom of the TV and my father pointed at the words, jerking forward as he did so. “See that! A damned leg was found in a trash bin in Solway. That’s what, fifteen miles from you?” 

	A flush burned up my collar, igniting the flesh all the way to my ears, before sizzling into my cheeks. “That’s wild.”

	“I wonder where’s the rest of him,” Lola said. “Or was it a lady leg.”

	“Didn’t say,” Frank said. 

	The active story was about a housecat turning twenty-six—still twelve years from the world record. The cat didn’t look exactly enthusiastic to be alive. Thankfully, the cat stole the topic until a fresh one came along. The leg was already old news.

	At exactly noon, we ate grilled cheese sandwiches and Campbell’s tomato soup. Same meal I’d eaten a million times before. After lunch, I ringed Grace again. No answer, which was odd. She always called back right away, or as soon as possible. She hadn’t sent me a text either. Totally odd. 

	This time I left a message: “Grace, we need to talk.”

	More coffee, more news, more sitting, more doing nothing but getting older and taking pee breaks. This life… At 5:30 PM exactly supper was on the table. 

	“I’m heading home after this,” I said, interrupting my mother. She’d been going on about Britney Spears’ supposedly being on suicide watch, again.

	“You just got here,” she said.

	“Long drive,” I said.

	“You’ll be driving longer than when you were here,” Frank said, and then burped, sending a waft of tomato scent at me.

	“I know. I just had a…I don’t know, a hankering to come home for the day,” I said.

	“Seems like a waste of gas,” Frank said.

	“Next time, you’ll stay longer?” Lola said.

	A hitch nailed me in the upper chest and tears wanted to well. “Sure,” I said, thinking I’d never see them again—there was no way I could tell them the truth; that kind of knowledge would eat them alive. 

	Hastily, in an effort to avoid emotion, I packed and made for the door. My parents each accepted a hug—obviously, my father was a touch uncomfortable about it. 

	“Have a good ride,” Frank said.

	“Love you guys,” I said.

	“Something going on?” Frank said.

	“Love you too,” Lola said.
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	The highway unfurled before me like an endless grey tongue. Music wasn’t doing me any good, news radio wasn’t doing me any good, the audiobook sampler Grace had picked up from who knew where wasn’t doing me any good. My mind was unsatisfied and fixated on that singular, satiating possibility.

	“Hey, Head, you here?” I said.

	Almost instantly, the head appeared in the passenger’s seat. “You rang,” he said, doing a poor Lurch imitation.

	As this was all kinds of insane, I got to the point. “You’re all seeing right? Like with Grace, I mean…because she did it too.”

	“It…right.” The head scrunched his face to the left side a moment. “When I’m with you, I’m not watching her, but I’ve been watching her today.” 

	“Does she know you’re here?” 

	“No, I haven’t revealed myself to her. Yet.”

	For no good reason, I trusted the head. Perhaps it was because he was the only one I could really talk to.

	“Is she really going to kill me?”

	“It looks that way. I’m keeping my distance. I need to savor the torment; you heard the guys before. I’d like to string things along a bit.”

	A deeply held breath left my mouth in a laborious sigh. Trusting anyone would be dumb.

	Then it hit me. “Seems illogical. Why kill me when we already have you?” 

	“Logic has very little to do with greed and obsession. A bit of cash can go a long way in realizing dreams,” the head said, sly grin playing across his gooey lips.

	Not wanting to hear it, I said, “The police found one of your legs today.”

	“Lucky your prints aren’t on file.”

	“We covered you in bleach after we chopped you up.” 

	“Did you wear gloves when you purchased the bags?” 

	“Grace bought the bags.”

	“I bet she wore gloves. She watches so many crime dramas.”

	“So do a lot of people.” 

	Seemed like his entire case was circumstantial. Like perhaps he was messing with me, a sideways haunting kind of thing…and yet. 

	“Did you wear gloves when you pulled the bag from the trunk?”

	“No.”

	The head waggled his eyebrows. “Your prints are on file now. That was likely a safeguard for her, if y’all are caught with me in the coolers. Her prints are nowhere to be found, giving her finger pointing room. Hell, maybe she’s called the cops already.”

	Stunned. Terrified. Totally buying it, I said, “No.”

	“Maybe.”

	I dialed Grace once again. This time she answered on the first ring. “Hey,” she said, casual as track pants.

	“Where have you been?”

	“Out, and by the time I realized that I’d forgotten my phone, I’d already walked for an hour. They found a piece, you know.”

	“Saw that.”

	Grace sighed into my ear. “Wish you were home. Where are you?”

	“It’ll be a while yet.”

	“What’s a while mean?”

	“Just outside Kansas City. Won’t be home until morning, maybe lunch—if I stop for a nap.”

	“I won’t stay up then.”

	“No, don’t. Love you,” I said.

	“Back at ya.”

	I hung up and tried to decipher her attitude, one eye on the head and one eye on the road. “She’s never said, ‘back at ya’ before. Do you really think she called the police?”

	“Doubt it. You ever notice how easy this is for her? Ever wonder if she’s killed before?”

	That was too far afield, nonsense, had to be. “Enough. If you’re sticking around, we’re changing the subject.”

	The head pouted out his mouth before he started into the story of where his life went wrong. It was a perfect distraction.

	 

	16

	For a second, I envisioned flashing lights and a swat unit of burly men in flack jackets rushing to my car as I pulled into the usual parking space. Grace was in the kitchen when I got inside. She wrapped her arms around me. Her eyes were red and puffy—finally a sign of our crime getting to her, suggesting to me she was as human as I.

	Almost as if she’d been following the same course of thought the head had introduced to me, she said, “I didn’t expect them to find anything…I didn’t wear gloves when I bought the bags, what if they match me?”

	“Do the cops have your prints?” I dropped my luggage on the floor to free both hands, letting me hold her tightly.

	“When I was eighteen, I dated a weed dealer. One night, we got picked up. They didn’t charge me, but they printed me.”

	“Really,” I said. This seemed like the kind of exciting event that would’ve come up in our years together.

	“It feels like a lifetime ago.”

	Probably, fingerprints back then, if no charges were laid, remained on the paper. Probably we had nothing to worry about. Probably none of that would matter because guilt was gasoline on the pyre of paranoia. I had to wonder if this was life now, if this was how it would be until the end.
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	At 3:00 PM, Grace woke me with a frenzy of shakes and pokes. “They found another piece of leg. They’re calling it a serial killer, on the news, I mean. The I-Nighty-Four Garbage Man.

	I-94 Garbage Man was a good name, catchy, but oh so wrong. Hell, it was downright sexist. 

	“That means they’re not onto us. That means the prints didn’t link,” Grace said.

	“How so?” Leaned on an elbow, my foggy mind was trying to swim back beneath the curtain of sleep.

	“They’d already be here, at least questioning me.”

	Grace looked so relieved I could’ve kissed her.

	“Do you want to go back to sleep?”

	Legs kicked out from the tangle of bedding, I sat up. “No, I’ll maybe go for a walk, get a coffee. You want to come?”

	“I want to figure out the suitcases,” Grace said and then planted her lips to mine. 

	On the trip home, I’d drank enough cups of coffee to form peat moss on my teeth. Also, I stank. And I needed a shave. And to perform another duty best left to private toilets.

	It was a sunny afternoon when I stepped outside. Freshly mown lawn scent drifted on the air, and I embraced it as I made my way the three blocks over to the little coffee joint at the edge of a public park. 

	The Cat Walker was an industrious coffee shop. They’d survived the Starbucks infiltration, weathered the low-cost Dunkin’s push, and were now the only walk-up coffee stand beyond the main thoroughfares. 

	After taking a cup and dressing it, I found a seat at a picnic table at the edge of the park. The lawn was green, green, as if it had something to prove. A woman with a lovely shape walked by me, each step causing her meaty ass cheeks to move on their own accord within her yoga pants. Probably I glared too long because I nearly spilled my coffee when I heard the voice of the head.

	“My oh my.”

	“What do you want?” I asked, barely audible above the general din of the park—there were people with dogs, a couple teens with a Frisbee, and a series of women walking, alone as well as partnered up. “You’re invisible, right?”

	“To all but you and Grace. Hold your phone up,” the head said. 

	This was a reasonable idea, so I lifted my cell phone to my ear. “What do you want?”

	“Just checking in.”

	“Bullshit,” I said and a child walking with her mother turned to grin at me with a mouth full of pebble teeth.

	“How’s Grace?”

	“Go to hell.” 

	After seeing Grace so disheveled, I had no more questions about her—not right then. We were in the same boat, paddling in the same direction.

	“Before the waitressing, what did she do all day? When she was trying to be an actor, I mean.”

	In reality, I had only a vague idea. It had never come to mind to question her devotion to her craft or that she’d eventually make it someday.

	“You have no idea what she was up to all day, do you?”

	“Doesn’t matter. I trust her. Now fuck off.” 

	My phone came down and I rose from the picnic table. The head said nothing further, and when I glanced, he was gone. It was only a short walk back, and as I approached the complex, I saw the front end of a car like ours leaving the lot. Not really sure why, I hid behind a shrub and watched. It was Grace, so I dialed her number. 

	The call went straight to voicemail—even as I saw her lift her phone to look at the screen from the stop sign where she idled for a moment. 

	“You’re paranoid,” I said and emerged from the shrub to enter the building.

	Paranoia, reasonable or not, had only one solution. Hastily though carefully, I rummaged through Grace’s drawers, through the closet, under the bed, looking anywhere that might hold the answers. I got to the linen closet and dug between the sheets and towels. On the top shelf, under some extra pillows, was a shoebox. The kitchen door opened, and I gasped, re-stashing the box. 

	“Julian?” Grace said.

	Adrenaline weakened, I stepped out to the kitchen. “Where’d you go?” 

	“When did you get home?”

	“About two minutes ago.”

	“Oh, I ran out to the store. I had a craving for a Twix bar. I didn’t eat the second half if you want it,” Grace said as she rifled through her purse.

	“Crazy, I must have been walking in as you drove out.”

	We stood in awkward pause.

	“Julian—”

	“Let’s call it off,” I said, interrupting her. “We did a terrible thing. And we got away with murdering a human—”

	Then she cut me off. “He was a bum! Like my dirty Uncle George. When he died the whole family celebrated.”

	“You never told me about this,” I said; it felt as if my frown might cave in my face. 

	“They’re all losers and trash. Focus, please, I need you. We can do this,” she said.

	A long sigh left me deflated and rubbery. “What about dry ice?” 

	“That’ll be heavy.”

	“We’ll leave the torso behind. It’s too much weight.”

	Grace nodded. Not even a hint of argument. The head’s warnings were suddenly too close to reality; leaving the whole body was secretly fine. My body would be perfect for Grace’s task. 

	What’s in that box in the linen closet?

	“Wait, let me think here,” Grace said. “Let’s sit and put it all down. I don’t want to still be talking about it when we’re driving.”

	“Fine,” I said, brain stuck on the box and just what part of her past she might be hiding in there.
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	We settled that I’d go over on the fourth night of the cruise. The ship would be far from more modern shores and the harvested body parts would be tougher to find—though, hopefully not too tough. I’d go over with the scooter thing, which seemed straightforward. Within half an hour of moving, I should be near a small port that was not on the cruise’s itinerary. Of course, before all this, we had a long, long drive to San Diego. Flying with body parts in our luggage, even if they weren’t likely to search them, felt far too risky.

	“Where do we get dry ice?” Grace said.

	This would keep the pieces in the trunk from rotting. Probably. Maybe. 

	“Walmart, up at the front in the coolers.”

	We had our tasks. After a kiss, I went out to a busy Walmart and loaded a cart with dry ice. We could pick up some on the way, too, should this all melt. The cashier hardly looked at me as I lifted the bag for the barcode and counted out the number of bags to him. On top of the ice, I grabbed six polystyrene coolers: the disposable kind. Grace stayed home and perused Craigslist for better luggage—she’d already grabbed a mismatched set from one of the thrift shops—and any other last-minute additions that might be handy for the mission. 
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	Grace was gone when I woke up, but the bedding was warm to the touch. I listened for movement, the shower, the toaster, the television: nothing. In those cloudy seconds, the box in the closet jumped to the forefront of my mind.

	Up and moving, perhaps there was time to… Out the small kitchen window, I saw Grace as she piled luggage into the backseat of the car. To my right, the fridge clicked alive, not thumping, and still I turned, swung open the freezer, and peered inside. The black garbage bags were frosty. No head appeared. 

	Footsteps approached the apartment and I scurried to the bathroom. Grace was inside before I got the shower running. My head had cleared by the time I stepped into the pattering stream. I put a blob of Pantene into my palm and worked it into my hair, closing my eyes as I rinsed away the suds.

	“Stay alert, Julian,” the head said.

	Soap stung my eyes. The head was a gooey, oozing mass next to the drain; congealed blood had destabilized and pooled pinkly at my feet. A groan escaped my throat.

	“Gross, am I? Remember who did this to me. And what she’ll do to you if she gets the chance.”

	“Fuck off,” I said and grabbed my loofa, giving the head a full moon as I turned, bent, and scrubbed my feet.

	Grace opened the washroom door a crack, popped her head in, and said, “Will you grab my toothbrush and all your stuff? I laid out some clothes for you. We need to get moving. We can grab coffee and breakfast at McDonald’s. I don’t want to come home to a mess in the kitchen; it’ll be hard enough as it is.”

	Hearing her, I jumped and turned. The head was gone. After the shower, I stepped out naked with all the bathroom accoutrements in my arms. 

	Grace sat on the bed, blank faced with clasped hands, looking at a wall. “I don’t…he won’t. We need that money,” she said. 

	“Huh?” I said.

	She turned, blushing. Frazzled. “Arguing with myself.”

	The box came to mind some minutes later, but it was too late. It’s probably nothing anyway…you don’t have any secret boxes, why does she need one?

	The McDonald’s drive thru next to the southbound I-71 was empty. The thick scent of deep-fried America wafted in the window, and I inhaled through my nose. The McMuffin never changes. Greasy and delicious, yet horrible; I ate two while driving and managed to keep from spraying grease onto my shirt or pants. Grace played with the radio, seeming to search for a specific song. It wasn’t long before she gave up and slipped into a McComa. While she slept, I gaped at the endless asphalt. To my right and left, thick forests broke now and then to allow homes and businesses, parking lots, and parks to spring up. 

	Hours passed and I got to wondering if she’d slept at all the night before. For some reason, I’d slept all right, which wasn’t entirely normal. Lunchtime approached, and I tried to think about that rather than Grace sleeping while I did all the driving. Too tired and annoyed with the current arrangement, I drove over the righthand rumble strip. 

	Grace stretched her arms above her head. “How long was I asleep?” The outline of her hand had imprinted on her cheek and a light trail of drool rested on her lip.

	“Coming up to the North Dakota border.”

	Grace resumed fiddling with the radio. “Here we go.”

	We listened to the news for a while: Obama was doing this and that, the Twins were having troubles in the bullpen, security at the borders was forever tightening, but no mention of body parts or murderers. Music kicked in again and Grace opened the old book of CDs and began flipping.

	“Looking for something?”

	“Maybe,” she said. “Don’t look, see if you can remember this one.”

	A techno influenced beat, a man speaking over the track, and there came the baseline. I had to laugh. “Ha! Methods of Mayhem!” 

	Get Naked was the only track worth listening to according to Grace as she ejected the CD—for the record, I’m of the same opinion, though she didn’t ask. She flipped a few more times, now seeming frustrated by my music.

	“There’s some old mix CDs.”

	Rap hits, pop hits, punk hits, and a little rock, we listened to a handful of tracks in silence. My guts grumbled. It wasn’t clear whether it was hunger or the McDonald’s taking a direct route through my innards.

	“Do you think they’ll ever find the head?” Grace asked.

	A deep breath shot through my nose. Her mentioning the head made me feel guilty. It was almost as if I’d been cheating on her with it. “Hope so. He deserved better than what he got.”

	She snorted. “He was good as dead anyway. Just a bum.”

	“How can you be so cold?” I said, shifting in my seat.

	“I’m not cold.”

	“He was a person.”

	She shrugged.

	“Say it.”

	“No.”

	“He was a human being and we murdered him, say it.” My eyes remained pinned on the road.

	“Shut up, shut up. Shut up!”

	Finally, I faced her straight on. “It’s the truth. We killed a human being with as much right to life as we have.”

	“Fine! It’s easier when I tell myself he was trash. Is that what you want to hear? I’m a wreck! But one of us has to be strong and you’ve blubbered like a baby since we killed him. So, I’m sorry I don’t want your brilliant plan to fall apart because you’re soft.”
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	We didn’t speak for a while. Grace swapped discs in silence across much of North Dakota. In Dickinson, we stopped to refuel and find toilets. Grace hurried off for a key from the man behind the counter while I pumped the gas. When she came out of the washroom, key and piece of snowbrush in hand, she tossed the key to me and shouted, “I’ll pay!” By that point, I was doing the shaky leg trying to keep my pants dry and bladder from bursting.

	Unsurprisingly, the men’s room was dingy and stank in the way only poorly ventilated washrooms can. Faded Wu-Tang graffiti littered the walls. The symbol renditions were bad, and yet fantastic. It had been a thing right around the year 2000, perhaps including a few years beyond. Wu-Tang was on everything, and my being an old fan made me feel like I was part of an insider secret when I saw these fading symbols. Mostly, though, I think they were just fun for people to draw or carve.

	Grace was already in the car waiting when I stepped out, drying my hands on my pantlegs as I walked—there’d been one of those rolling towel machines inside and they’ve never seemed sanitary to me. The car smelled like meat. Grace had purchased two bags of tandoori flavored beef jerky, a Twix, and two tall cans of reduced-calorie Rockstar energy drinks. 

	“Trying to offset some calories?” I asked picking up one of the cans from the center console cup-holders.

	“Don’t like the sugary ones. I can drive, if you want.”

	“How about you drive after suppertime?”

	Just like that, there was peace between us. That tension wasn’t gone, but it felt a little more like we were pulling the same rope in the same direction. We continued southbound toward Wyoming.

	Grace fell back into searching old CDs for the gems of our youth. After about half an hour of switching discs, she gave up and settled for a Top 100 radio station—only the hits. By then, I’d eaten most of the jerky and was pulling the left cheek sneak pretty steadily.

	Grace was trying to sleep and made a face without opening her eyes, so I cracked a window as we passed an exit to Spearfish, not far east of Wyoming. The daylight hours were dwindling, and sleepiness started digging claws. We’d been on the road for about nine hours by then. The weather had cooperated so far, but the sun was hitting me face-on now. 

	Grace squinted at me while I squinted against the sun. “How long until we stop?” she said.

	“Soon,” I said, and added, absently, “I wish I could get that face out of my head.”

	Grace sat forward and turned to me with one of those looks. “What do you mean by that?”

	“I don’t know.” There was a piece of me that trusted the head, like a sliver, and that kept me from spilling the truth. 

	Grace seemed appeased by my answer. “Me too.”

	“How did we get to this point?” I said, not expecting an answer, and not getting one.

	We pulled off the highway and into the lot of a Subway next to a Shell station just outside Sundance, Wyoming. Grace took over while I let the remnants of a Cold Cut Trio digest and my eyes flutter.
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	A dense fog hovered just above the ground. Deer and elk lined the shoulders of the asphalt. The moon was full and high, giving off a bright yellow glow. Behind the wheel, I hooked a right and barreled down a gravel road. The speedometer danced up and up and up until it hit 110MPH. The animals simply watched, only their heads and obsidian eyes moving to follow the car blow by.

	“Weird animals, huh?” I said, turning to find that Grace was no longer in the shotgun seat. 

	That fog began to drift onto the road. 

	“Grace?” I said, turning to look into the shadowy back seat. She was not there.

	The fog thickened and I slowed to 50MPH. The animals disappeared. 

	“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said.

	The fog became almost like a wall, and I leaned over the wheel, squinting. Nothing was whole beyond the car…until it was. A dark silhouette appeared on the edge of the road, holding out a thumb. 

	“Grace?”

	My foot let off the gas and found the brake pedal. The hitchhiker put down their arm. It wasn’t Grace. I pinned my foot on the accelerator. I blew by, craning to watch the silhouette fade. By the time I turned around, it was too late. The hitchhiker stood in the middle of the road, ahead of me. 

	My windshield shattered as the figure launched high above the car. My wheels lost hold and I began spinning. When I stopped, my breaths refused me anything more than tiny sips. Forever, it seemed, I sat looking into the milky clouds surrounding the car, gasping at shots of oxygen. Bright flashes of red and blue lights conquered the universe.

	A new silhouette filled my window. “Sir, what’s going on here?”

	“I…I…hit someone.”

	The officer was tall, with blonde hair and blue eyes. The hitchhiker moved, his hood sat over a small lump. Had a head like a baseball. “Step out of the car, sir.”

	I stood next to the cop. On the ground before us was the bloodied mass of humanity. Its face was obscured, but for some reason, I again thought it might be Grace. 

	“I can explain,” I said.

	The hitchhiker slowly lifted an arm and pointed a dirty, boney index finger toward my car. A thick, ominous smoke poured from the seams of the trunk. 

	“The dry ice is melted,” I said. 

	The officer stepped to my trunk. “Open up.”

	“Look, I can…” The trunk creaked open, dry ice smoke billowed, mingling with the dense fog. “I didn’t…”

	There was the head, no longer frosty or slimy. It was the head of a recently murdered man, looking cleaner and better kempt than I had ever seen him. The lids clicked open and grey eyes peered out. 

	“That’s a head,” the cop said.

	“I can explain.”

	The cop turned to me, his cop face melting in big, waxy rivulets, revealing the frosty, gooey head I’d been seeing since we did what we had. 

	A scream, loaded and cocked at the back of my throat, disappeared as I awoke soundlessly. The road moved before me and I pawed frantically for the steering wheel. 

	“The hell you doing?” Grace shouted.

	After looking at my hands and then looking at her, I began a nervous, hysterical bout of laughter. “I thought I was driving!”
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	It was 11:40 PM, Bemidji time, when we reached Rock Springs, Wyoming. Grace pulled into the first open service station she spotted. She had to hit the can while I fueled the car. The gas station shared the lot with a Starbucks, but it was dark inside. Hungry and thirsty, and needing something to keep me going, I finished pumping and stepped inside the En Cana station. The brightness was horrid and jarring. It triggered a memory and I shivered, thinking of the moment the decapitated head in my dream opened his eyes.

	Twizzlers and two pink cans of Rockstar Energy. Grace was quickly asleep while I drove. The world beyond the windows was all of the great big nothing Utah had to offer. From the CD book, I found my copy of Wu-Tang Clan’s 36 Chambers—listening almost certainly inspired by that poor graffiti I’d seen—and played it through three complete spins.

	City lights came at me, and I had to slow past numerous exits. Briefly, I wondered about grabbing something more substantial than Twizzlers. When I tapped my brakes at an exit sign, I happened to glance in the rearview mirror. Red light banked off the thin stream of rushing fog.

	The ice had melted. 

	“Shit,” I whispered.

	Just before an exit into a place called Beaver, I pulled to the shoulder. Grace hadn’t awakened. Though there wasn’t much I could do about the ice, I popped the trunk with my fob and then headed around back. 

	Nothing. No smoke from spent dry ice. No telltale weepy body parts. Headlights approached.

	My guts did somersaults as I gasped, knowing this would be a cop. The vehicle stopped and my eyes adjusted. 

	It really was a cop. He leaned over his center console and looked through the shotgun window to where I stood, looming above a few pretty damning bits of human evidence. 

	“Everything all right?”

	A grin lifted the corners of my mouth—a heavy chore—and I said, “Just checking to see if the wife packed any chips.”

	The cop nodded. “Right, well, you can’t stop here.”

	Nodding along with the cop, I closed the trunk. “Right, sorry. Wasn’t thinking.”

	The cop gave a quick wink and then peeled off. The moment I reached the driver’s door, the head appeared on the roof of the car, turning with a squelch to face me. It winked and then disappeared, leaving an oozing trail in its wake.

	Back behind the wheel, we rolled another hour. Grace shook awake and looked at me with frantic, but quickly calming eyes. “I had the craziest dream. I was driving down a foggy gravel road. Then I hit a hitchhiker. And it was that goddamned bum!”

	My heart shot up into my throat.

	“There was a cop there too, so when I got back into the car, I drove over them, then straight off a cliff into the ocean. Crazy, huh?”

	“You drove over the cop?”

	“Sure.”

	Something about that was especially unnerving and in that moment, I knew the cop who’d pulled up to talk was the one from our shared dreamscape. I also knew that that idea was utter insanity.

	But that wink.
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	Blinker on, I started toward the exit lane. “Should check the ice. Might need replacement ice sooner than later,” I said. There’d been a sign for an upcoming 24-hour Walmart not far back.

	It was a massive location, but the lot was almost empty but for the garbage and a few campers parked at the outer reaches. At the edge of the parking lot near the entrance were a pair of picnic tables and a couple big dumpsters. This seemed like a good spot to park given than the lot lights didn’t shine down directly on this area.

	“Better check the ice,” I said. Though I’d checked it less than an hour earlier, I no longer trusted myself. “Probably we can get more here, if we need it.”

	Grace nodded. We each kicked out and went around back. The moment I hit the button on the fob, a steam cloud poured free, oozing to the asphalt of the parking lot.  

	“I was worried about that,” I said.

	Grace reached into the trunk and felt the bags. “Pretty frozen still.”

	Everything was within the realm of expectation within the Walmart, and I discovered the dry ice. Grace offered to grab us something from the attached McDonald’s. She was already walking that way when I told her, “Yeah, I’m dead tired.”

	Outside, I put the dry ice in the luggage and removed the leaky bag that had thawed. Though probably nobody would care, I ran to the dumpster with the bag. A thought struck then, an answer to assuage a modicum of my paranoia. I raced back to the trunk and took out the body parts and carted them beneath my arm like an especially large turkey. I lifted on a handle and a mysterious substance oozed between my fingers. A gag came up my throat when I saw the pale brown color. Enough of my wherewithal remained on task to fling the lid back and drop the package in.

	The longer that sludge remained on my hand, the closer I came to vomiting. Grace still hadn’t finished in the McDonald’s—that time of night, who knew if they even kept a fryer bubbling—and I passed her on my way to the Walmart washroom. 

	“You’re a dead man now.” The head sat on the baby change table, looking at me via the minor miracle of reflection. 

	For once, I had no argument. 

	“Now she won’t get that insurance for a very long time. Think she’ll wait?” 

	With my hands before me, I stepped to the air-dryer. 

	“Or will she just replace the body, with your body?”

	“My body?” I said, gazing blankly at the wall before me.
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	On the road, stuffing my face with fantastically fresh and hot fries, I rolled away from the last trophies of our crime. Grace, of course, had no idea of what I’d done.

	“Will we need to stop for ice again before we get on?”

	This was it. Better to rip it like a bandage. “We don’t have anything to cool.”

	“What?”

	“There’s nothing to cool.”

	Grace’s hand hovered before her face, two fries pinched between her fingers. “What?”

	“I tossed out the rest of the body,” I said, the words tumbling out of me.

	Grace’s eyes flashed and she gasped, but then to my surprise, she sank into her seat. “But we’re still going through with it, right?”

	She’d taken it well…too well. My body.

	“Probably be a year, at least, before we get anything,” she said and resumed eating. “That really complicates things. Christ, Julian, we needed that body stand-in.”

	Still have my body, I thought and then said, “Maybe I should just jump overboard.”

	“You are jumping overboard, and you’re taking the scooter thing to shore.” Grace shook her head in minute strokes.
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	We’d switched spots again and I’d slept through 250 miles of road. Grace was just pulling into a Sleep-E-Dayz Motor Inn when I opened my eyes. The place looked like the goddamned Bates Motel, but it was there and we were just outside San Diego. The lobby was small. Cheap dark wood grain paneling on the walls, no furniture aside from a large chipboard slab desk—the edges were worn and pealing. Behind it sat a tiny, decrepit man.

	He offered a half-assed grin before stating the rate. “How many nights?” he said then, eyes on the bulky computer monitor.

	“One.”

	“Okay. Names?”

	“You need ID?” I said, reaching for my wallet.

	“Man, I don’t give a shit.”

	“Becky Wilson,” Grace said. 

	The attendant handed over a key on a chunky wooden fob. “Room four.”

	We only needed to move over a few spaces, so I covered that while Grace opened our room. It was 1:03 PM, Pacific Time. Early, but plenty late enough for showers. A scent hit me when I stepped into the room, or rather, a series of scents—stale, musky, smoky. Two ashtrays sat on the nightstand next to a lamp. The shade was an off white, yellowed by tobacco smoke. There was one queen size bed with bright white sheets. Grace flopped down on her chest. 

	“I need the can,” I said.

	The washroom was surprisingly clean. No mold, no bugs, no falling tiles, and only small rust stains in the sink and tub. The toilet lid was up. A thick, black, hard water ring marred the interior, but that was nothing to complain about. Easing on wobbly knees, I dropped to the seat.

	When I came out, Grace was flipping channels, finding commercials. “I give up.” She tossed the bulky remote onto the bed next to me.

	It seemed too early to sleep, so I said, “Which bag has the toiletries in it? Going to grab a shower.”

	“The medium canvas one in the back seat.” Grace had stretched out and closed her eyes.

	“Got it,” I said and slipped outside.

	An older Cadillac Brougham pulled into the lot. It was glossy and fine, gold paint with dark tints on the windows. Ready to enter a show. The car parked a few widths from my over the hill Volvo. The driver hopped out, gave me a wink. He had on jeans so tight they seemed painted. There was a cigarette pack rolled in his sleeve. He had a skip to his step as he entered the room next to ours. I dug around the back seat, found my bag, and headed back into the room. Grace was fully asleep. 

	The shower pressure was glorious. Cleaning deeper than my flesh, cleaning me to my soul. Then I remembered I was a murderer and the good feeling evaporated. A strange, familiar, yet difficult to place, scent entered my nose. I blinked through soap suds and for a flash, I saw the tub where we’d killed that man.

	“Nope,” I said and closed my eyes.

	When I opened them, I discovered that the drain had clogged and blood rained from the showerhead. Ankle deep already, the dismembered arms, legs, and torso sat in a heap before me. Again, I closed my eyes—I’d defeated a few visions before and it seemed unlikely I’d lose to this one.  Blindly, I swung for the handle to open the shower stall.

	Smooth. Perfect. There was no door at all. The stall now went all the way to the ceiling. The blood climbed and I closed my eyes again.

	“Not real. Not real.”

	Eyes open, the blood was up to my chest. 

	Eyes closed, I whispered, “Nope. I’m in a normal shower and this is just a haunting. Nothing can hurt me.” And then, eyes open, I said, “Can it?”

	The blood was now up to my chin. It was hot and thick. My fingers scrabbled for grooves, for a door, an exit.

	“Grace!”

	Blood trailed my inhalation and I gagged. Spitting and gasping, I tilted my head. It was like trying to swim in mud. A leg floated toward my face; I tried to push it away, but my arms refused to rise above the crimson surf. The rigidly cut edge of the flesh brushed against my lips. A scream filled my chest but stayed down there. The blood was above my mouth. Body parts, more than a single victim’s worth, bobbed with me until they began to pile on top of me. They forced me below. It was impossible not to scream, so I did. 

	My lungs filled with scorching blood and I choked, falling to the floor of the tub. There was no faucet, there was no drain. The more I moved, the more the blood churned. Faster and faster, the churning became a cyclone. The floor opened beneath me and I saw Hell through eyes stinging with blood. 

	My body dropped. Down, down, down, this was how a murderer deserved to die, and I knew it.

	The floor of the tub was cool. From where I lay, I looked up at the pattering stream of water and all the white plastic of the shower. Wrinkled as a raisin, I forced myself up. Stumbling, naked and dripping, I came out. 

	Grace was awake. “You fall asleep in there?”

	The digital clock on the nightstand read: 5:32. I’d been in the shower for hours.

	“I need to shower. Order us a pizza or something,” Grace said, stepping by me.
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	A third car sat in the lot next to the Cadillac, an early ‘80s Pontiac 8000LE. Red with rust creeping up over the wheel wells and around the windows and hood. When I was a teenager, I’d dated a girl with a similar Pontiac, in similar shape, but gold instead of red. The owner of this car had obviously already gone to their room.

	Only a few miles north of San Diego’s outskirts was a rundown strip mall. Lil’ Caesar’s Pizza was the only business still open. Every other window in the row of windows had brown paper over it and a sign with the number to call concerning leasing options. It made me wonder how many people would be faking their deaths to get out of capitalism’s trap. Hell, maybe someone would be leaping off the ship in a wetsuit like mine, we could become buds, have poker nights in the jungle after the life insurance paid out.

	Whenever that would be without a body.

	Two pre-made medium pizzas and a 2L bottle of Coke Zero next to me, I headed back to the motel. An awful thought struck as I passed a sign for Lasting Memories Photography out front of a defunct business.

	“Hey, head, are you here?”

	Nothing.

	“Head!”

	Still nothing.

	“I need to talk!”

	The head appeared on the shotgun seat.

	“Are you going to haunt us forever?” 

	“Not you. I’ll only haunt you for a little bit now. Grace, however, I’ll be haunting her for years to come.” The head winked out before I could ask another word.

	At the motel, I hopped from the car and ran into our room with my armload of supper. Grace’s voice played through the door, though I couldn’t make out what she was saying. The pizzas and pop fell to the bed, and I put my ear to the washroom door. She said nothing else.

	I knocked. “Who you talking to?”

	“Nobody, I was singing.” 

	It hadn’t sounded like singing. Within a couple seconds, the door opened and there was Grace, freshly showered and wrapped in a long white towel. 

	“Uh, suppertime,” I said while my mind reeled. It finally hit me then that the head might be coaching her too, was almost certainly coaching her, though she was far less likely to take orders than I was.

	“Two minutes,” she said and went back into the washroom. 

	The hair dryer began blowing and I sat, unthinkingly, onto the pizza boxes. “Sonofabitch,” I whispered and popped to my feet. Nothing was going right, and we were at the simplest stage of the plan. 

	Grace stepped out, naked and looking as fantastic as ever.

	Around a mouthful of smooshed pizza, I said, “Let’s call it off.”

	Her damp body glistened in the evening light playing in around the drapes. It made me think of that first time we’d been intimate. There was no talking, and I took her, eventually, but not until after she crossed those first icy steps with bold action and a practiced mouth. 

	Grace looked at the pizza. Cheese had smattered all over the lid. “I wish we could call it off,” she said. “It’s too late now, otherwise we’ve done a terrible thing for nothing and that’s a thousand times worse than doing it for gain. We have to do it; body or no body, I can’t live like this anymore.”

	She knelt and put her head on my lap. Her eyes were vacant, staring at nothing as I combed her hair behind her ear with my fingers. My brain was ping-ponging between stress and sex. Grace sat up and took a slice of pizza, and then fell backward onto the bed next to me. She began flipping channels anew.
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	Grace was in another food coma and a thought flashed brightly in my mind: I’d tossed the corpse pieces, why couldn’t I toss all the equipment, too? If there was nothing there to take me to shore, I’d never go overboard. 

	It was 7:33 according to the alarm clock on the nightstand. The parking lot was at full capacity—maybe twenty cars, mostly older and pedestrian, though nice enough. 

	There was a dumpster at the far end of the complex, and rather than second-guess this fresh resolve, I grabbed the duffle bag containing the scuba-gear and the other containing the water scooter. Two hillbillies with prominent under bites, dirty overalls, and grimy baseball caps watched me from in front of the door marked #8. I thought, Look at these guys…must be a carnival in town.

	The hillbillies eyeballed me. The larger and fatter of the two spat a black gob into the dust near my feet. “Look at this guy,” they said in unison. “Must be a carnival in town.”

	My feet kept moving but my brain and gaze were locked on these two. They’d read my mind, somehow. There were no coincidences that dead on. Thankfully, they stepped inside their room, letting free my focus.

	At the dumpster, I tugged at the large zipper of my huge duffle bag. It was stuck. The lot was lifeless and still, I felt eyes on me. A new panic welled inside. I spun, certain someone was creeping up on me. Nobody. Just me, the bags, and a greasy dumpster that hardly smelled at all. The zipper finally gave. Rocks and clothes. No scooter. The zipper on the second bag cooperated immediately: clothes, clothes, and more clothes, no scuba gear.

	You never actually saw scuba gear, did you?

	I returned the bags to the car. What did this really mean?

	“Everything cool, bud?” a voice said.

	Leaned against the hood of a car was a tall man with pale skin, dirty blonde hair, and one of those jawlines that can only be described as chiseled. 

	“No, not really,” I said, a little off-guard.

	“Beer?” The man lifted what remained of a six-pack by an empty plastic ring. Miller High Life. On the hood of the car next to him was a fresh six-pack. Only then did I realize he was leaning on my car, though it hardly seemed to matter.

	“Thanks.” I pulled off a can and cracked the tab.

	“Old lady trouble?”

	After swallowing a soothing mouthful, I said, “You got it, man. Old lady trouble.”

	“Bad?” he said, eyebrows high.

	I took another swig. “Bad.”

	“Can’t be that bad.” 

	“Think my wife is going to kill me.”

	The man whistled. “Hold a sec,” he said then and pushed to his feet, then reached down through the open window of a dark green Dodge Dart. It was in the kind of shape car guys might call cherry or mint. He brought out a Zippo lighter and a pack of Winstons. He held the pack out to me after taking one for himself. I shook my head gently.

	“People call me Don Juan,” the man said and gave me a sly wink.

	“Nice. I’m Julian.”

	We stood drinking quietly a few seconds and then the man said, “Kill you how?”

	“Could be exaggerating.”

	“Better safe than sorry, sometimes you got to act first, before it’s too late.” The man took a long drag and then a swig of beer. “I almost got married once; bitch broke my goddamned heart.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. We were going to get married, see? Angie and me. Out of nowhere, bitch broke it off. I never let another woman get the best of me. Sometimes it is better to act first.”

	I swallowed down half the can in a pull. “What if I’m wrong?”

	“Even if you’re wrong, you ain’t.” The man finished his can and cracked a fresh one. He then nodded to the beers, and I took another.

	“Thanks,” I said.

	“Guys like us got to stick together.” 

	My head nodded, seemingly of its own accord. We stood in the quiet evening sipping from our cans. 

	“You going on a trip?” the man said.

	“The wife and I are going on a cruise.”

	“If she don’t kill ya first.”

	A tense laugh barreled up my throat. 

	The man slipped down off the hood. He freed another beer and left it behind as he took the rest. “Tell you what, better to get a bitch before she gets you. I’m walking, talking proof.” He glanced over his shoulder and winked at me.

	“Thanks for the beer,” I said, my thoughts scattered. There was activity in a few of the rooms and I listened from the hood of my car while I finished the beers. Grace was up to something, had to be.
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	The room was dark. The beer and pizza had me drowsy. Stripped to my boxer shorts, I climbed into bed next to Grace, thinking I ought to squeeze her neck until there was nothing left of her. The feeling faded and my eyes grew heavy. 

	Grace was in the bathroom, her electric toothbrush humming. The clock read 7:12. A fresh image of strangling her came to mind. Grace poked her head from the washroom door, gave me a quick smile; I fought off a scowl and returned the smile. In my boxer shorts, I waited outside the washroom for Grace to finish. Each passing second pushed my rage a little closer to action. Grace exited the washroom and I stepped inside. We crossed without glancing at each other. Once there, before the mirror and toilet, I went through the necessary bodily motions. 

	On the bed, Grace had laid out a red polo shirt, fresh boxer shorts, socks, and a pair of light khaki cargo shorts for me. Busy as a bee in a flowerbed, she packed the remainder and ran it out to the car. 

	When she came back, I said, “We have almost three hours before boarding even begins. What’s the rush?”

	“I’m just…just.” She waved her hands above her head.

	“Sit,” I said. The fly of my boxers was open and I was a bit stiff, though it had had nothing to do with arousal. 

	Grace sat and rubbed gently against my back as she leaned her head on my shoulder. She began playing figure eights with her index finger on my thigh. Morning horniness had always, always been her way—that was whenever the mood struck her. 

	She really thought she was going to trick me. And this was it, she thought she was going to lull me into a state of unreadiness. Fool I was not, and still, I applied a gentle downward pressure on Grace’s shoulder. She complied and slipped to her knees, her eyes locked onto mine. Her fingers nimbly massaged my semi-stiff cock through my skintight boxer shorts. My erection grew like a flower reaching for the sun. She licked through the shorts while she gently cupped my testicles. 

	“Up,” she said, coaxing me to get out of my shorts; I complied.

	The sticky eye of my cock went into her mouth, and for a moment, I nearly forgot myself. She licked from base to tip, tip to base and then attacked. This was different from normal. This was ravenous. She popped backward and quickly stripped down to her panties and bra. Those came away as she climbed up onto the bed while she pushed me onto my back. When I was flat, she lowered herself to my face. She lifted and writhed, gently, creating and ebb and flow for my mouth to meet between the hot, hot folds of her pussy. After a couple minutes I’d begun to hit something, and she squeezed my head with her thighs. This was pure animal. 

	We switched again. Positioned above her, I thrust myself inside and she clawed at my back. I would’ve liked to see her hands; I did not trust those hands. We’d done this countless times—to one degree or another—and had almost always been successful. Her left leg began dancing as she moaned into my ear, triggering a renewed stiffness in me as I pounded home my spunk. 

	Though this was a little more forceful and less conversational than normal, one thing was exactly the same: Grace popped up from the bed and ran to the can with her thighs together. Listening to her piss, I wiped myself off. The tissue went into the trash. It was empty, my beer cans were gone.

	“Why?” I said. Doesn’t matter, she thinks she’s getting away with something.

	Dressed and now wide-awake, I stepped outside. The lot was almost empty. Besides our car, only an early Ford Focus sat in the lot. When I went to check-out there was a different man at the desk.

	“Everyone left pretty early this morning, huh?”

	The attendant fixed his eyes on me, screwing his brows downward and lips to the right side of his face. “Whaddya mean?”

	“The guests, they’re gone, well other than whoever owns that Focus.”

	The expression remained confused. “Man, I got here at three-thirty, wasn’t nobody here but you, me, and Charlie. Every room’s empty once you leave.”

	“Oh,” I said and backed out of the office.

	Grace was behind the wheel. We drove into San Diego and stopped at the first Denny’s we came across. There, we had a lengthy breakfast, hardly speaking at all. The shoe was going to drop, and she didn’t know it, but I was going to be ready for whatever. The Port of San Diego came at us quickly. The Dane-American’s ship, Frihed, was already docked and taking passengers. 

	Grace glowed looking at the huge, gaudy ship and I thought, Not my body. As we passed through check-in and security, nobody searched our bags, nobody cared about our passports, and we hurried up and out of the way. We could’ve smuggled five bodies aboard.

	We moved along with the crowd. Grace had the keycard, and I had the map. Our room was tight, with a queen bed, TV, dresser, and tiny bathroom. Grace held me tightly, her fingers now seemed like daggers ready to strike and I slinked out of her grasp.

	“Let’s just forget it,” she said.

	“What?”

	“What if something happens? What if a whale thinks you’re a seal or something?”

	This hardly made sense. “What, now you don’t want to go through with it?”

	“This is just…out of control. I’m dreaming of the head. It’s been trying to convince me to kill you to save myself.”

	“The head?” I whispered. Figuring something wasn’t the same as knowing it.

	The ship rocked gently under our feet. A blow horn sounded. We were off. 

	What was the game here? Nothing made sense anymore. “We don’t want to seem like weirdoes, let’s go up onto the deck like everyone else,” I said.

	We did and everyone was there, waving down to the people seeing us off. Boring and silly, I scanned my fellow passengers and to my surprise, spotted Don Juan about 40 feet away. He nodded to me, winked, and then put his arm around a pretty, young woman in a halter top and floppy hat.

	Grace said, “Who’s that?”

	“Don Juan, he was staying at the motel.”

	“He looks kind of familiar.”

	“Familiar how?” I said.

	Grace only shrugged.
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	Instead of going back to our room, we started walking. Grace said she wanted to sit, but I kept going until I found a quiet space. Shady and warm. I sat on a foldout chair until I dozed in semi-privacy—now and then someone wandered near, but upon discovering I wasn’t chatty, kept on trucking. Grace eventually came looking and found me. 

	“You going to stay out here all night?” 

	“Night?” I looked around. Time was escaping me. My head was all out of sorts. 

	“Are you okay? I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I had some guy hitting on me all afternoon, after I grabbed lunch from one of the cafes. Have you been out here the whole time?” She seemed agitated, but not overly angry, more like confused.

	“Safer out here, my guess.”

	“Safer than what?” Grace said.

	“I know you never bought a scooter, and I know you plan to kill me to get the insurance money, but let me tell you, try anything and it will be your body, not mine, floating out there. Not. Mine.”

	Grace took a step back. “What in the hell are you talking about? You lugged the scooter onboard yourself.” 

	“Let me guess, you know Don Juan and he’s my replacement? You with him this afternoon?”

	Her hand went to her forehead. “Are you drunk? I saw him on TV, maybe a body wash commercial or something. Why are you being weird?”

	“You must think I’m pretty stupid. You backed the wrong horse. He all but told me you planned to kill me.”

	The wind began to whistle through the tube railings along the deck. Like invisible wolves howling in high-speed. I could simply throw her overboard and nobody would hear. 

	“I carried rocks wrapped in clothes, I looked. There’s also the box,” I said. Since it was all coming out, why not air every piece of laundry?

	“What fucking box?”

	My tongue clicked and a smirk surfaced. Really, she was on the ropes now. “The fucking box, the one in the linen closet.”

	“The shoe box?”

	Index as the barrel, I shot her with a finger gun. “You got it, missy, the shoe box.”

	“The fucking vacuum accessories?”

	Okay, that makes sense. “Maybe I’m paranoid because you lied about the scooter.”

	“The scooter’s in the bag!”

	“Grace—”

	She stamped her right foot. “The goddamned scooter is in the fucking bag in our fucking room.”

	This was not entirely unexpected. Probably she was going to kill me in the room after incapacitating me. If I were dumb enough to be caught unawares. 

	“I’ll come down in a few minutes.”

	“Fine. Fuck. Whatever.” Grace stomped off.

	Watching her go from the corner of my eye, I didn’t move until she was beyond sight; I burst into action. It took a while, looking at one of the many map postings in the hallways, to locate the best option for what I needed. The cruise offered three different stages of fine dining, a couple convenience stores, a couple bistros, and then the Brise Café, which was a self-serve canteen. My hope was to make it seem like I’d be getting to the room quickly from the deck, I shot down two flights of steel stairs, through a steel door, and found myself in a brightly lit buffet style restaurant out of breath and feeling short on time. 

	Muffins, muffins everywhere through three rows of sneeze guard protected shelves. Although I’d planned only to retrieve a useful tool from the restaurant, the smell of hot beef and gravy tugged at my taste buds. Tray in hand, I walked along the stainless-steel guardrail toward a man in a puffy chef’s hat, white shirt, and white pants that lit in stark contrast to his dark skin. A well-groomed Van Dyke style beard pointed to his chest.

	“What’ll it be?” His voice was a booming baritone.

	“Roast beef…knives good and sharp? I had an aunt who choked to death on roast beef.”

	The employee’s eyes went big and a grin played up the left side of his smile. “Americans, always take more than you can chew, huh?” He pointed a long, long finger toward the utensil island and the scores of steak knife handles poking out from a bin. “Enjoy. Little bites,” he said as he handed over my plate and then snapped his teeth like he was nibbling at an invisible corncob.

	“Right,” I said and started walking. Once to the island, I took one fork and two steak knives, dropping the second into my cargo pocket with a lazy sweeping motion of my arm—as if anyone was watching, as if anyone would care. There was a table a good distance away from the other passengers, next to a post and a garbage can. I sat alone. The food was excellent. 

	Empty halls and quiet rooms. The length and narrowness made for an eerie walk, knowing what I was going to have to do with the knife in my pocket. The trip back to Grace was long and for the first time since being on the ship, I appreciated the magnitude of this thing. It wouldn’t take much to get all turned around.

	Finally, after a short bout of panic, I found my floor and then room. At the door, I paused a moment, thinking, What if he’s in there?

	Steak knife in one hand, keycard in the other, I tapped the lock mechanism and swung open the door. Grace sat on the day bed watching television, her eyes locked on the knife. Tears flowed like a gentle stream passing over a creek bed.

	“Where the fuck is he?” 

	Grace looked defeated. Her mouth was open and her eyebrows were downturned as she shook her head gently. “Are you really going to kill me?” she whispered.

	Two steps to the washroom door. “In here, is he?”

	The room was empty. 

	“Where is he?” I said through clenched teeth, jumping back toward Grace, knife swinging.

	“There’s nobody here! Please, Julian!” 

	“You ain’t throwing me over. Think you can…” I trailed. At my feet were the duffle bags, open. One revealed the scuba gear and the other had the little water scooter. “Where’d they come from?” I whispered, more to myself than to Grace.

	Grace pushed off the bed. “It’s that fucking bum’s fucking head!”

	My knees liquified and I fell to the ground just inside the doorway. “These were empty. I checked yesterday and these were empty.”

	Grace leapt to my side, cradling me. The knife fell. 

	“I’ve been seeing that fucking head everywhere.”

	I shook against her grip. How had I become so twisted up? “He warned me that you were going to kill me.”

	Grace held me at an arm’s length. “From here on, we tell each other everything.”

	Before I could reply, the ship swayed, and the power failed.
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	Blue light passed scant illumination into our cabin from beneath the door, but otherwise we sat in darkness. A long list of faulty cruise ship terrors ran through my head like a checklist from Hell. 

	“What happened?” Grace said.

	There was a bump that felt physical, but I kind of doubted it. This had all the markings of a psychic phenomenon. “It doesn’t like us working together.”

	“The head?” Grace said, hissing it out.

	The television powered on, shining a bright glow over the room. Automatically, I felt around the wall next to the door for the light switch and flicked up and down. Darkness remained. Okay, control was currently beyond reach. A picture formed on the screen, the static dancing into shapes, pushing aside the disordered greyness. There was the head. Then Don Juan, and then the hillbillies, and then the police officer. My hand slipped back down to find Grace’s hand. 

	“Don Juan the Demented,” Grace said. “It’s him.”

	“What?”

	“In the ‘seventies, Don Juan the Demented was a serial killer and rapist. After the cops finally caught him, they shot him while he was in custody. He did it all over some woman who broke off their wedding. I saw it on one of those docs.”

	Grace squeezed my hand and I squeezed back. “We both have to get off the ship.”

	“How?” 

	“Lifeboats, that scooter, something. If Don Juan is on the boat, it’s likely for us, and who knows who else is here. The head can bring others along—”

	Grace interrupted me, “Like Roger and Tony.”

	Fuck, we’d been running parallel from the beginning and had had no clue. It was time to move, together. I took up the weighty duffle bag and backed to the door. Part of me expected it to be stuck, but it swung open easily. Grace followed me out. The hall was dead silent and lit by only glowing blue strips and blinking smoke detector lights. If the ship was really in trouble, people would’ve filled these halls.

	“Which way?” Grace said.

	As I was looking left and then right, the PA crackled, and the familiar voice of the decapitated head spoke. “You should have killed her. I would have let you alone, Julian.”

	The sound seemed to be coming only from speakers to our left, so I rushed us to the right, running blindly down the hall. Grace tripped and went sprawling. A whine played up her throat as she rocked, holding her ankle.

	“We have to keep moving.”

	“What the fuck was that? I tripped on it?” she said, trying to rise.

	Bzzzuuup: the sound of a heavy zipper filled the quiet. A bright light flowed from within a bag—the bag she’d tripped over. The head floated out, glowing bluely and looking freshly frozen.

	“It’s no use,” the head said, lips crackling, steam puffing out on his words.

	This time Grace pulled me along. Her leg wasn’t broken, not even sprained, but it did slow us a hair. The head floated behind us, not quite keeping pace. Before us, the dull red gleam of the exit sign stood no more than twenty feet away. The sound of our feet tapping against the hard floor almost drowned the erratic sound of our heavy breathing. 

	Grace threw open the door to the staircase. “Up or down?”

	“Down, down,” I said, looking back. I didn’t see the head but that meant very little.

	There was an emergency light shining redly throughout the staircase. Each step had a pre-charged glowing luminescent strip, throwing light at our feet as well. We trudged two steps at a time. The echo of our footfalls gave the impression that there were so many more figures parading that staircase than just the two of us.

	My brain blipped forward. This might be life until we died: haunted and deserving of it. 

	“Come on!” Grace surged ahead of me by six steps.

	Thinking was bad, acting in the here in now, that seemed the only way to survive. Grace glanced back, and in order to catch up, I jumped down three steps and then another three steps, nearly dropping the heavy duffle bag and the scooter.

	Another exit sign lit the gloom with a sign above, barely readable. 

	“Ballroom. No way the head can risk that kind of attention.”

	Grace nodded to this. 

	Shifting leadership again, I led the way through the door. Ahead, voices and music, though it was still dark. We rounded a wall and looked onto the blue glow of the dancefloor.  

	A kazoo sounded and a flash of light popped. Confetti dropped from the ceiling. 2,000 or more partygoers turned in perfect synchronization to face us. They were all there: the cop, Don Juan, the hillbillies, Roger, Tony, even the cook with the Van Dyke. The head floated just above them all. Their faces began to melt with age and natural decay. 

	“Welcome to the club!” they shouted.

	Grace gasped and I started running, tugging her by the wrist. The heavy duffle bag continued to bang against my hip, but that was good, it was our way off this death ship. We reached a T in the corridor and Grace stopped, she looked at my unsure face as if asking, where? WHERE?

	“Just kill her,” the head said, directly into my mind. “We’ll let you alone if you kill her now.”

	Grace’s wrist slipped from my grip, and she put her hands to her temples. “Where do we go?” she shouted.

	There was yet another exit sign just down the hall. I grabbed her wrist again and we chased it like runaway housecats. The idea that this was forever pounded into my mind like a baseline, while the head’s words sang background vocals.

	Grace pushed open the door to the deck. The moon was blinding and massive before us. Impossibly big and close. Grace stopped and I stopped. We both put our hands up to shade ourselves from the shine. We continued, only walking now, our eyes adjusting by and by. I stopped again. Grace bumped into my back and said, “What is it?”

	No more than 100 feet away, toward the stern of the boat, was Don Juan. He headed in our direction, glowing blue. It was my turn to be shocked still. Grace yanked me back the way we’d come. Below us, the ocean sat in an uncanny motionlessness, the wind from earlier ceased and everything beyond ourselves was silent, as if paused, waiting for us to die. 

	“Not you, just her,” the head’s voice drifted into my mind.

	Grace was a few steps away and I raced up to her side. She gave my wrist a reassuring squeeze, then she stopped dead. “How can…?” she trailed. 

	The sight off the bow choked her words. It was a Viking reality; the boat sat only inches from the edge of an abyss, as if we’d found the end of flat Earth. Dumbfounded and stalled. The sky lightened, going greener.

	“Why don’t you just jump?” Don Juan said as he inched close behind us.

	Grace put her hands to her temples and shook.

	The head beamed visions into my mind. I saw myself lift and toss my beautiful wife overboard. The eventual happiness awaiting me, putting an end to this nightmare, pushed tears into the corners of my eyes. 

	“No!” I shouted and the images departed.

	Grace still had her hands on her temples. Snatching at her, I grabbed her hand and started running toward an alcove cut specifically for lifeboats. But the boats weren’t there. The machinery wasn’t there. Nor were the bins of life vests.

	“This isn’t right,” Grace said, pleading it to the universe. “I watched the fucking safety video! They should be right fucking here!”

	It hit me hard then. “We’re not on the cruise anymore. We’re in-between.”

	Grace clenched her fists, her mouth yawning wide in something like a silent scream.

	“We’re not in our world. They have us,” I said. The defeat was as daunting and heavy as it was a relief. The fight was over; it was time for us to pay.

	“There has to be some way out of this!” Grace grabbed me and we started running anew. 

	The useless duffle bag fell from my shoulder. That scooter would likely take us to the river of Styx, at best. Suddenly, at the stern, it was as if the sun was rising and pushing away this nightmare. It was hope and I took the lead once more, barreling toward tomorrows. Every twenty or thirty steps, Grace fell back, and I had to continue tugging her along. 

	“Don’t give up now,” I said.

	When I faced forward once more, the remainder of the rotting passengers stood before me. Their mouths were moving but no sounds came out. Entranced in terror, I watched them, trying to decipher their lips. Finally, the voice of the head rose to a whisper and said, “Kill him, Grace, and we’ll let you alone. That’s a promise.”

	I turned in time to see Grace swing a red emergency axe behind her. “It’s you or me,” she said softly, almost asking permission.

	She aimed for my chest, and I dropped. The axe head clanged off a steel handrail. The ghosts began chanting, “Kill him, Grace,” over and over. I crab walked in reverse and Grace stalked me, tears slipping down her cheeks.

	“I’m so sorry,” she said. 

	The axe came down once again. Her aim was perfect. The blade lodged deep into my skull. I felt nothing. It was as if I’d only blinked out a moment. Grace let go of the axe and dropped sideways.

	The ghosts silenced and watched us.

	“Christ,” Grace said.

	It was then that I noticed that I too could look down at my dead body. Grace turned to run, but the ghosts boxed her in place. Fury infected me and I swung at her, but only vaguely made contact—like a summer breeze finding long grass. She seemed to get it then, everything, and the pragmatic side arose. She grabbed the axe and used her shirt to wipe it clean before replacing it. She then went to my body and began dragging it.

	“You can’t,” I said.

	“Sorry,” she said and then grunted my corpse up and over the handrail.

	The splash was so, so minor, but it was the catalyst behind returning us to the real world. Her shirt came off, and then her pants. She wiped the deck reasonably well, and then tossed her clothing overboard. As if playing along, a gentle pattering of rain began, blowing in, watering down any traces of blood.

	Right then, I knew she’d get away with it. I stayed with her, but she ignored me. The ship stopped at the nearest port and Grace, playing the grief-stricken wife, took to land. I followed her, but she still refused to acknowledge my presence. She returned home via free first-class tickets, paid for by the cruise line.

	Within two weeks, a large hunk of my upper body surfaced. enough to conclude my death. A week after that, Grace received her check for $700,000. 

	Time feels different now, and I don’t have a taste for haunting. Mostly, I watch, occasionally pervert her dreams. Within a year, after two plastic surgeries, she began her career in beer commercials, stepping up to occasional stand-in parts, before landing a regular spot on an evening soap. That was back in 2011. These days, she’s just about a household name, been in a half-dozen blockbusters, and was nominated for an Emmy she had no chance of winning. I watch her and have come to accept my place. This wasn’t quite the end goal, but it’s pretty close. If I could, I’d raise a glass to her success. 

	As for the head, I haven’t seen him since the cruise. I guess a promise is a promise when it comes to revenge murder.

	 


 

	A DUSTY ROAD WEDDING

	Now and then, history has a tough time letting go, it sticks around awhile, and there’s nothing you can do but stay out of its path. I learned this the hard way. 

	It was sunny and hot the day the world turned upside down. The breeze combed through the thinning hair on the top of my head. The car beneath me was new to me, a trade-in that I couldn’t help but pounce on. It never even hit the market. It’s a perk of the used car business. 

	My wife was in a mood, so I hadn’t told her that I actually bought the car. Instead, I said it needed a test drive. As usual, she glazed away when I got into shoptalk. Normally I’d shut up then, but I continued because I knew something she didn’t know I knew.

	She was having an affair.

	I’d installed a baby-monitoring camera in the bedroom.

	I had her dead to rights.

	My squeaky new lawyer suggested I keep things on the down-down until we slammed the paperwork on her. See, I’d worked longer hours, but I made less money, and dammit, I was accustomed to a certain style of existence.

	—

	The camera was live and hooked onto the Wi-Fi, set on sound and motion. I couldn’t help but watch when the red icon blipped and my wife brought that too damned young man into our room. It’s part of how my name ended up on the sweet convertible’s title.

	A woman had come into the dealership while I watched the tiny screen at the corner of my monitor, furious. My uncomfortable erection demanded that I destroy something. I wasn’t in the mood to stand and shake, but I closed the video on the monitor. I was distracted and uncaring. The woman had a car she wanted to trade. 

	It wasn’t until I saw the ride that I slipped from misery mode to smooth as grease mode. 

	We had this showpiece BMW out front and she wanted it. My belly did barrel rolls, selling a car like that comes with mondo commission. She hated the shiny Chevelle. It was bad on gas she said. It didn’t have Bluetooth. It didn’t have air conditioning. The only perk messed up her hair. It was her ex-husband’s car anyway, she took it in the divorce out of spite.

	“I can’t give you much; the market for older cars isn’t what it once was,” I said, which is true, but the market had been making a strong comeback, and this Chevelle was the jelly in a morning doughnut.

	“Don’t care. I want the fancy one out there.”

	I ran my finger on the red pin stripe. “I can knock two-grand off the price, like you said, this one’s a guzzler.”

	The woman shrugged, divorce car, divorce money, it was all gravy to her. All gravy to me. We were basically a pair of baked potatoes swimming in easy decisions. 

	—

	“A great day for a wedding,” I said looking out the window. I wore my salesman’s grin—grimace fighting to acknowledge that my marriage to Jenny was a lemon.

	The wedding was more than an hour’s drive, out in the boonies on a reformed cattle farm. There was a map on the back of the invitation, but it wasn’t great. The bride hadn’t put down the physical coordinates, killing the option of popping the address into my phone’s GPS. 

	I wore my blue suit, the one I wore for weddings, as opposed to the black suit that I reserve for funerals. Turns out, the black one would’ve been more befitting for this wedding. 

	Jenny wore a pink and blue dress. We looked pretty good standing side-by-side in the mirror. It threw an achy curveball into my stomach. I knew I was going to miss the girl I’d married, how we’d been way back, when she loved me and I loved her. Not that either of us were all that young when we wed. I was thirty and she was twenty-seven. We seemed old enough to make a wise decision. 

	Turns out there are no wise decisions when it comes to love. 

	—

	The power around me pushed my mood for the better and I blazed a dusty trail over the gravel road, humming along with the AM country station the most recent owner had the dial set to. By my calculations, we should’ve met with the balloons at the end of a laneway already.

	“Do you think we missed it?” Jenny asked.

	Her mind apparently right along with mine. “Hope not. Why the old farm anyway?”

	“The guy’s some kind of history buff. Something happened at the farm. I don’t remember. A murder or something. Doesn’t matter if we miss the ceremony—”

	“Cool down, we’ll get there. The ceremony isn’t scheduled for another thirty minutes and you know they never start on-time,” I said, thinking that sometimes they did, it was rare, but not unheard of and then I wondered if making her late for a wedding might be one of those things lawyers used in an argument.

	The radio hissed and spat a horrid mash of static and signal. It went on for twenty seconds before the dial settled and a crackly voice explained that pork prices were down again. 

	Two cents a pound? 

	I turned it up. Jenny started into me again and I missed the rest of the trade report. An old, old song spun through the speakers.

	“We’re going to be late and it’s your fault. You’re so stupid you can’t even follow a simple map and you had to take this mid-life crisis mobile. You’re always bringing me down.”

	I tried to ignore her and stared blankly at the radio, listening to the ancient jam. The road veered and I didn’t. The right front drove over the grass and I immediately straightened. Too late, a snake hissed from the driver’s side tire. Jenny screamed. 

	Stockpiling my emotions all week left me muddled, I tossed my jacket into the backseat and opened the trunk. It was empty, not even a hideaway hump.

	“No spare,” I said and pulled my phone from my pocket. No bars. “Do you have any service?” 

	“Ugh, you asshole.” She looked at her phone. “I just had serv—oh, hello there,” she said, looking past me.

	There was a small boy in a straw hat and baggy pants, his boots appeared a few sizes too big and ready for the burn pile. He’d crept up behind us to stare at the car, so I figured. He looked like a bumpkin from a depression era film.

	“Hello, boy, do you know where I might find a telephone?” I asked. 

	The boy gave a curious frown, sizing us up. He put his hand on the Chevelle’s fender and wore wonderment over his expression. I thought either he really dug primo classic cars or he was touched in the head. 

	“Do you know where the wedding is?” Jenny asked.

	The question perked the astonished mind and the boy nodded.

	“Is it far?” Jenny asked. I could tell by her tone that she considered him sub-curve as well.

	He pointed.

	“Where? How far?” Jenny got out of the car.

	The boy started walking; I didn’t like leaving the car like that, but I didn’t have much of a choice. I dropped the keys into my pocket and followed Jenny as she followed the boy. 

	Jenny wore flat, woven hemp slip-ons and I wore brown loafers, uncomfortable, but there isn’t much walking involved in a typical wedding. I should’ve been fine, but after five minutes up the dusty road, my feet ached. The child led the way along the hard-packed gravel and up to a dirt laneway. 

	Ahead there were three old trucks, like really old, and I calculated how much money the owners probably wasted keeping the trucks in decent shape. The closer we got, the more that number dropped. The trucks had chipped paint, dented fenders, and rusty spots, but it felt as if it was wear and not age. I thought maybe someone salvaged them for sale, or hadn’t yet started the restoration. Either way it seemed strange for them to be parked out in the sun like they were, value paling under the pounding rays. 

	“Do you smell that?” Jenny asked.

	This was the scent of an active farm. A dozen or so horses were hitched outside the barn. 

	The kid pointed at the door and then ran away. 

	“This doesn’t look right,” Jenny said.

	“Maybe they have a phone.” I’d just put my cell back into my pocket. There wasn’t a hint of signal finding me. It made me feel naked on top of everything else. 

	I opened the barn door slowly and heard a voice. There was a wedding underway. I turned back to Jenny and put my finger to my lips signalling that she leave her complaints outside. I couldn’t see the bride or the groom, but the room was almost barren. I counted twenty-one people; two groups of nine besides the main event. All sat, some waved fans in front of their faces. It appeared like most other weddings, but drabber. 

	The barn was a part of a working farm for sure and I wondered why the people bothered. They could marry in a church or a field a hell of a lot easier than pushing aside all the hay and straw. 

	“This isn’t the right wedding,” Jenny whispered.

	“Do you Abner Moon take this woman to be your wife?” the preacher man asked.

	I felt ugly about encroaching on a couple’s special day.

	“Let’s wait outside,” I whispered and Jenny opened the plank-wood door far enough to step through. The sun blasted into our eyes, the change from dim to bright isn’t as easy as the opposite and we stood a moment, letting our sights adjust before moving along.

	“Leavin’ early?” a harsh, manly voice asked. There was a laugh in that man’s throat behind the words, like an un-hawked phlegm wad. 

	Still blinking away sunspots, I looked down the barrel of a shotgun.

	“They ain’t goin’ nowhere, is yas?” a second man asked, he had two grey revolvers.

	Jenny latched onto my arm like a leech to a swimmer, like she wasn’t banging some college-aged stud. There were four men outside the barn, not including myself. All wore billowy button-up shirts, loose slacks, worn black boots, and straw hats. Firearms at the ready.

	“We’s all attendin’ this shindig,” the man with the revolvers said. He wore a grin, showing a line of slimy yellow teeth.

	The men all stank of sweat, and filth, and liquor. 

	I backed a step. Jenny wasn’t moving so I nudged her with my elbow. We went through the door. The bride and groom were on their way toward us. Big smiles all around. 

	“That’s my girl, Abna’,” the grinning man said. He lifted his arm only inches from my cheek and pulled the trigger. The report toppled me.

	Screaming ensued, the cattle joined from below like ill-tuned backup singers. 

	“Oh, Jesus, Jesus!” the bride said, cradling the groom’s caved head in her arms.

	The foursome rounded up the group—Jenny and myself included. The preacher took it upon himself to go on the high and mighty offensive, offering a spot in Hell to each of the men. 

	“Since that’s all I figured, I reckon I gots nothin’ ta lose,” the grinning man said. He levelled the barrel of his revolver and pulled the trigger, muzzle against the preacher’s forehead. The weapon exploded in the man’s hand. Shrapnel tore off in every direction. The preacher fell into a heap, his soul on its journey from the flesh. The shooter’s hand destroyed as if by result of that heinous sin.

	My life flashed, in a manner. I’d wasted so much time. The future flashed. There was a bullet-ridden image of myself and I wanted to cry out and tear away from that place, screaming that somebody broke the rules and that the world didn’t work this way.

	“Sonofabitch, you see, you see what happens!” the man with the ruined hand yelled as if the wedding crowd was to blame for the misfire. 

	A woman, Abner’s mother to guess based on the look in her eyes, lashed out at the grinning man. “Ged off ‘im!”

	The first man we’d encountered lifted his shotgun and pulled the trigger. Abner’s mother took much of it, but the grinning man lost what little grin he had left after the shot. A two for one deal!

	“Got me, you pig,” he said, crawling backward as if he might withdraw from the pain.

	Pandemonium ensued and shots rang out in every direction. A rifle fell into the hands of the wedding guests and the gunners began falling. Everything unravelled in a matter of about a dozen seconds.

	Jenny had me by the arm and she pointed toward the door. The bride was crawling and making good time. There was some cover thanks to the square bale benches. I pushed Jenny forward and we chased after the bride.

	From outside, we heard more shots from within the barn, until they stopped. Not a body moaned or screamed. The man from the back stepped out, his shirt was blood red polka dots, and he looked around wildly. He saw us. His eyes were heavy and nasty. We broke for a field, trailing the bride.

	Jenny was never much of a track star. The bride was in a long dress. My loafers shot pain up through my legs. A trifecta of bad stuff. Rounds zoomed and hissed near our heads. Dirt struck my hand from a ricochet and for a second, I thought I was dead. I recovered and thanks to my body knowing better than my panic, my legs kept moving and my heart still pumped. The man gained on us. He gave up on shooting for the time. Focused on the chase—getting closer and closer with every quick-pattering heartbeat.

	“What do you want?” I screamed. 

	“Goin’ ta die!” he said back at me.

	“Why?” I said over my shoulder. 

	I was sure I could feel his breath. 

	This might be why my natural tendency switched on so easily. I thought that maybe I could talk him out of killing us. This was stupid. Putting a man behind the wheel isn’t the same negotiation as talking a man out of murder, especially when he’s on a roll.

	“Ever’body dies,” he said. 

	The bride tripped over her dress. 

	Jenny fell over the bride. 

	I had plenty of time to sidestep. 

	All at once, my mind ran through the horrid things Jenny had done and said. I envisioned an off the blocks burst of energy that put feet, and then meters, between the man and me. Instead, I knelt beside my wife, knowing I would die. I’d loved her deeply, once upon a time.

	The man was right there, he loaded his shooter as he gasped. “Ya shouldn’a…done ‘at…shouldn’a left…poor Honus,” the man said.

	“One date!” the bride screamed.

	Boom!

	The bride coughed and fell back into the grass on the edge of the field. The hole in her chest silenced the excitement. The barrel shifted toward Jenny. 

	“You’s all the same,” the man said.

	Luck fell momentarily as he squeezed the trigger and it let out only a dull click. Jenny saw her chance and kicked him in the ankle as he fiddled with a dud round.

	“Shitters!” he shouted and squeezed again after the junk round fell free. 

	I leapt to my feet. The air whizzed over my shoulder as I pounced on him. We rolled and wrestled, and he let go two more shots, both missing me. 

	“Gon’ die!” He squeezed again. Missed again. 

	Jenny moaned. Stupidly, I released myself from the gunner’s one-hand grip and skittered to her. Blood bubbled from her shoulder.

	“Y’all both die now.”

	I turned, holding Jenny in my arms, and tried my salesman’s grin. The man shook his head and aimed. I went blank. I didn’t consider running or fighting. I slumped, a deer staring down a set of Mack truck lights, stupid vacant expression on my face. 

	I heard the shot or at least I think I heard the shot. 

	Life wasn’t over. 

	There was music and cheers. 

	I opened my eyes and looked around. 

	It was a wedding. 

	There were hundreds of people standing under tents in the field next to us. Relief washed over me and I jumped up. A thick layer of dust covered my blue pants. I brushed while I walked. I cast a glance backward. Jenny held her bloodied shoulder.

	“What…goddamn what…?” she mumbled.

	“I know what you did,” I said. “You can call your boyfriend for a ride home.”

	Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly. I started out for the road. Nobody noticed me, and Jenny didn’t try to stop me.

	My phone had bars and I called for a tow. I got back to the car long before the tow arrived. I questioned the reality of what had happened and denied it the entire walk. I knew there was no way what I saw and felt could be true.

	The driver pulled up, holding a filthy arm out the window, a classic revolver pointed at me. He grinned. “Dyin’ time, boy!” he shouted and I fell back.

	“Ya all right? Got a flat, yeah?” the driver asked. A soft man wearing a Blue Jays hat and grey coveralls. No old timey shooter.

	I explained my flat and that I was at a wedding.

	“Better that you’re not driving. Got some wine on ya.” The driver grinned at me as if looking at a man in the bag. He hooked onto the Chevelle. “This is some cherry whip, yours?”

	There was blood as well as strands of straw on my shirt. There was dirt on my knees. I nodded.

	As we rode, he explained the story of the Moon wedding murders nearly seventy years earlier, to the day he thought, just maybe.

	—

	At home, I packed Jenny’s things. She wouldn’t argue. I’d sent a ten-second .avi to her email with the subject line More available upon request. She wasn’t stupid. She’d see how things were apt to go. 

	And she did.

	Sometimes I dream about it all. That shooter hides in my closet, under my bed, in the backseat of my Chevelle, but he never finishes the job. I wake and try to connect the dots, but they don’t make sense. I don’t know how I got there and I don’t know how I got away, but I know I’ll never go down that road again. 

	One marriage was enough for me.

	 


 

	OVER HASH BROWNS

	The glorious, deep-fried scent of golden hash browns smelled like home; it felt like there was no reason to be anywhere else, and that was the point. Happy students were keen students.

	Morgan Samuels had lived his entire life in Elmdale: a small town, close knit, good times, generation after generation. This kept his eyes from wandering to far off colleges. His campus in Elmdale was an offshoot from the main campus branch in Oodena.  

	He loaded the orange tray and stepped to the checkout till with coffee, juice, pancakes, and hash browns. He scanned the small crowd for a friendly face. An arm flew into the air and a voice followed close behind. “Yo, Samuels!”

	Morgan swiped his card and then hurried through the smallish room of mostly hungry young men—a few young women, too—toward the arm and the voice. Terry Perkins was not a local, but might as well have been. Smalltown type, would likely settle in a quiet place like Elmdale after school. Every bumpkin town needed rookie cops.

	“How’s the jerkin’, Perkins?” Morgan asked.

	“Too damn regular,” Terry said with a smile, his gaze shifted over Morgan’s shoulder. “Hey, Day!” 

	Phil Day jogged across the room with his tray, choices identical to Morgan’s. Phil Day was another local in much of the same mind-set as Morgan. They’d gone all through grade and high school together, though he’d gone away for a year to get his final six credits at a military school—his father thought it would help him get a job later on, be a more upstanding face in a lineup of hopeful officers. That’s what he told Phil anyhow.

	“Wackiest shit ever,” Phil said and dropped his tray onto the table. He sat next to Morgan and across from Terry. He spoke just below a shout to carry over the din of forks and knives on plates, voices, slurping, and chewing. “So, you know that wino, he was in town like three years ago? The one with a red face and a goofy smirk, always wore a clean denim shirt to match his pants.”

	Terry listened without comment or recognition, the question was not for him. 

	Morgan nodded as he chewed. “Sure, I remember; I figured he’d died. He used to sleep in the park behind the police station.”

	“Right, well he didn’t die and last night I went out to Future Shop,” Future Shop being to the east in the small city of Organvilla, “and I saw buddy hitchhiking and I thought what the hell, right? Be a good guy for once, give him a ride.”

	Both listeners nodded in understanding.

	“First off, he wore this cheap suit. It was blue, but not denim, and I thought, steppin’ up in the world. Wrong! Buddy stank of beer, sweat, and dirt, like mold and cheap cigarettes. So anyway, he flops down into the seat. ‘Goin’ to Elmvale,’ he says. I wanted to laugh. Guy was bombed, but I didn’t laugh, not yet, and got back out onto the highway. 

	“So, you know how last week my brother borrowed my car?” The listeners didn’t know this, but Phil carried forward his tale. “Well, he smokes like a chimney and left my ashtray overflowing with butts.”

	He paused as Darren Murphy, once of Organvilla, relocated for college, slumped down into a seat next to Terry. “Morning ladies,” he said, obviously sleepy, his tray had two cups of coffee as well as a double order of hash browns with pancakes.

	“Just in time, Phil’s got a tale of intrigue going,” Morgan said. 

	Darren made a gesture with his fork to encourage Phil’s continuance. 

	“So anyway, buddy doesn’t ask and reaches into his pocket and pulls out a battered dart tin. Then he grabs a rollie and I was about to tell him not to light it, but before I knew it, it was lit. He had these warts and cracks in his skin, his fingernails were fucking green, and he had all kinds of dirt under his nails. Man, I was amazed and disgusted, I mean his tongue ran over those dirty fingers when he sealed his rollie, but still, the whole deal had me hypnotized, or something. He lit and it stank like you wouldn’t believe. I’m pretty sure buddy repurposed tossed butts into his rollies.”

	“Nasty,” Terry said.

	“Finally, I hit the button to roll down his window and he looks at me, ‘Hell ya doin’?’ he asks, and I’m thinking shit, my car, buddy. You don’t like it, you can hit the road, but then I remember he’s just some old wino and I’m being a good guy for karma, or something. So, I tell him ‘I just like fresh air’ and he says, ‘I don’t,’ and he rolls up the window.”

	“Quite a guy,” Morgan said and sniggered. “Fucking winos, eh?”

	“I know right? So anyway, he finishes his grodey dart and stubs it out in the ashtray and I tell him I’m going to the college, so I can drop him anywhere along the way. He tells me he hangs out at the top of the hill, right where I’d turn. You know, by the subsidized apartments and that rundown old building next to the old factory and the cemetery?”

	Morgan and Terry nodded. That place was like a black eye on the pretty face of the town.

	“All along I’m thinking the ride’ll be done in just a few minutes, you know, like Lord give me strength. We rolled into town and buddy’s like, ‘Hey, I need my shoes b’fore you drop me.’ I’m thinking, when did I become a wino chauffeur? But he pointed just past the stop sign, up the street a ways to a house with a sign that said Mobile Cobbler. Just then, I felt guilty about everything, about having a car, enough food, going to school, being young, everything, and I parked in the cobbler’s lot and watched buddy stagger inside. Once he was out of sight, I started to laugh, and I mean howl.”

	“Did you leave him?” Darren asked as he moved pancake bits around his plate without eating.

	“No, like I said, I felt guilty, but it was still funny. He came out with his shoes in a grocery bag and flopped back into the car. He looks at me and says, ‘One more stop b’fore I go back.’ I’m like what in the hell? ‘Don’t got no beers left,’ he says. I’m thinking maybe I should pull over and kick Captain Stinky out of my car, like, he’s worn out his welcome or sympathy, or whatever, but you know what I did?”

	Terry and Morgan both grinned and shook their heads.

	“I drove his ass to the store. He came out with four of those liter cans of ten percent sludge beer with the German name, Faxe.”

	“Think that’s Danish,” Terry said.

	“Then what?” Morgan asked, smacking around some syrup and pancake.

	“Nothing, that’s it. I took him up the hill and came back here. 

	“I guess I emptied the ashtray and air-freshenered the hell out of my car. Still reeks.” Phil shoveled two folded and dry pancakes into his mouth.

	“You ever see that guy growing up?” Morgan asked Darren.

	Darren didn’t answer as he pushed his breakfast around on his plate, eyes glued to the motion.

	“You know the wino, red face, like he’s got a permanent sunburn. Used to wear denim head to foot, smokes, sometimes goes around looking for change on the sidewalk,” Phil spoke around the mouthful. “In a suit nowadays.”

	Darren remained silent.

	“Hey, wake up.” Terry nudged Darren.

	Darren kept his head down. “Huh?” 

	“Well, you ever see him?” Terry said.

	Darren looked at Phil. “Yeah,” he said and looked back down at his plate, loaded his fork with hash browns. “Next time you see him, just drive past. Dad hasn’t been the same since he died.”

	 


 

	BURN

	The stairs creaked beneath Todd’s steps as he cursed the stupid old house. 

	“Mom? Dad?” he whispered into the pitch-black basement.

	The only light available was an orange flame emitted by the mini, Bic brand lighter he wielded. Outside the home, a storm thrashed the countryside. The power was out when Todd awoke to the cackling laughter coming from the main floor. By the time he climbed out of bed and retrieved his lighter from its hiding spot in his sock drawer, the laughter had become conversation.

	It was just him and his parents way out there. His mother was a lawyer and his father was a surgeon. They were older than most other kids’ parents, older and wealthier. They joked that once they saved up five big ones that they were moving to smack in the center of nowhere to live the stress free, simple life of country folks. Todd didn’t believe it until they snatched up the roots from the life he’d known for ten years and plopped the family into a strange, disconnected world.

	At first, it was pretty cool having all that space. There was a trail into the forest that came up on a clearing and a giant stone. The giant stone had a gnarly tree growing right out of the middle of it. It was probably the coolest tree Todd had ever seen. There was also a pond and a big hill he planned to make full use of come winter and snow.

	Of course, the fascination with the detached place waned quickly and Todd wondered about internet speeds and lagging behind his old friends when it came time to enter one of the many virtual worlds they’d routinely traversed. He was not alone on that front, his father wondered about similar issues.

	Todd had begun to question the realities of country living. Sure, there was the trail through the woods, the pond in the backyard, and the big hill, but where was the connection to the world? At such a distance, human contact became difficult. Todd’s father had craved solitude and once he got it, he wondered how close the neighbors were, five miles, ten? 

	Todd’s mother was adamant about sticking it out, working through the kinks of change. As they always had before, Todd and his father caved. 

	Steamy summer days passed and the house boiled. Todd’s mother began to understand the discomforts of country living. The original settlers knew a hell she could hardly fathom. Problems she wanted never to understand or relate to, even in a slim sense.

	It was only that morning that she declared that the house would go back on the market, and they’d return to the city with their gadget loving tails between their legs. The first sprinkles of rain began as she spoke and the shower picked up gradually as the day progressed.

	Todd listened with relief as his parents got through to the moving men and the realtor that listed their as of yet unsold brownstone. The listing switched and the country plot and house hit the market. The city dwelling would take its relieved former tenants in only a few days. 

	The successful calls ended there. The cellular service was shaky from the moment they’d arrived, and the ever-building storm cut off the wireless connection. Todd’s father used the landline to make one more call and had it drop before he and his former partner in practice traded goodbyes. 

	Todd’s father whispered with mock fear that it was as if the country wanted to keep them right where it had them. They all joked about the so-called simple life and into the night watched choppy, buffer-ridden videos online. The rain battered incessantly on the tin roof. Lightning danced and thunder drummed a roll. At 9:30, more bored than tired, Todd went to bed.

	It really wasn’t a wonder he awoke so easily after a few hours upon hearing voices downstairs. The real wonder came when he got to the main floor and the voices seemed to come from deeper in the home.

	The basement.

	As nice as the old house was, the basement took rustic too far. Muddy floors and jutting, whitewashed stone walls coated in thick grey webbing. Weepy cracks and breezy gaps. That wasn’t all, to Todd it had a vibe. A creepy place, Todd’s parents laughed at him when he voiced the opinion, joked that he was too much of a city boy.

	This was forced humor. The adults avoided the basement just as the boy had. They felt that vibe.

	So what were they doing down there in the middle of a storm? 

	A vibe wasn’t a real threat, not to Todd and he swung open the door to the basement and felt the cool breeze on his face.

	“Mom? Dad?” he whispered and cleared his throat as he stepped down the creaking stairs, then called out, “Mom! Dad!”

	No voices returned, but there was chatter just beyond the whistling wind and dripping rainwater. 

	Creak. Creak.

	“Mom?”

	Creak.

	“Dad?”

	Creak. Creak. Splash.

	Todd’s foot fell into cold water. The basement had flooded. The voices ceased.

	“Mom? Dad?” Todd said and swung his arm around in a gentle motion. Not gentle enough, his thumb slipped and burned on the hot steel safety guard. The lighter fell and plunked into the water at his feet. “Dammit.”

	Splashing sounded all around the basement as if two-dozen rubber-booted kiddies kicked at puddles.

	“City boy lost his light!” a shrill voice screeched through the darkness.

	“Who’s there?”

	“City boy, city boy, too late to run home!” several childish voices cried in unison.

	Todd turned and sprinted blindly up the stairs, screaming, “Mom! Mom! Mommy!” as he moved.

	The voices fell away behind him as he flung open the door to the main floor. It was dark, but not as dark as the basement. Lightning outside flashed and he caught strobe visions of the kitchen. 

	“Todd? Todd? Where are you?” Todd heard his father call for him.

	Todd’s heart pattered toward the safe, warm feeling of a parent nearby. “Dad!” he shouted and shuffled in near blindness toward his father’s voice. Out of the kitchen and into the living room. His father’s shadow faced the dining room, lightning flashed. “Dad!”

	The man spun toward his son and opened his arms. “It’s all on you now,” he said.

	Todd held his father tight as he could. “What is?”

	“It’s all on you now, son. You’re the man of the family.”

	Todd’s arms fell slack. “What?”

	The man pushed Todd out to an arm’s length. “City boy, city boy, too late to run home. This place is damned and your father’s gone cold!”

	Lightning flared and Todd peered at his father. The man’s eyes had been sewn shut with thick slimy twine. His mouth spilled viscous black liquid around the words. 

	“Dad?” Todd cried.

	“City boy, city boy!” Todd’s father began screeching, his skin peeling from his scalp down, the wet bone and muscle beneath glistening under the heavy staccato crash of the electric storm beyond the walls. “Too late to run home!”

	Todd reefed backward as his father began a horrific cackle.

	“Dad, no!” Todd stumbled and rushed toward the front door. He was ten, plenty old enough to hop in one of the cars and tour back to the city. To hell with the law. “Mom!”

	The door swung open and banged against the porch railing. The rain had drowned the yard under three feet of water. In the sky, white bolts flashed sideways in layers of circular currents of light, shining down on the mucky property. Humps popped about the wet surface like frogs emerging from beneath lily pads. Filthy children in ancient clothing splashed forward, their collective voices forming perfect terror.

	“City boy, city boy, too late to run home. This place is damned and your father’s gone cold. Dead but the one called…”

	Todd felt a hand on his shoulder, wrenching him backward through the door. He screamed and flailed, fell wetly on the old hardwood.

	“No, please!” 

	“Shh, Todd. Something’s happening, come on.”

	“Mommy?”

	“Yes, come. We’ve got to hide; someone’s in the house and the power’s out… Oh hell, I don’t know what’s happening!”

	Todd’s mother pulled him to his feet and then quickly up the stairs. They rushed into the master bedroom and Todd’s mother slammed the door. She began dragging the dresser sideways. Todd fumbled in the dark, helping her with a push.

	“Mom, Dad’s dead!”

	Todd listened to his mother’s quiet sobbing. He put a hand on her back. 

	She mumbled something into her palms.

	“What?”

	“Dead…dead but the one called Burn,” she whispered.

	“What did you say?” Todd rubbed her shoulders, cool and damp from the rain.

	Todd’s mother rose and stepped away from her son. A thump landed on the door and rocked the contents of the dresser. The old dresser was heavy, only the stuff in the drawers moved.

	“I said, dead but the one called Burn.”

	“I don’t understand,” Todd said, fear bubbling up his throat.

	Outside, the spinning electrical currents lowered around the house like a halo and shined white light through the windows. The heavy drapes did little to dampen the tenacity of the glare. Thumps landed on the door again. Thumps pounded the walls. Pictures fell and voices filled the air.

	“City boy, city boy, too late to run home. This place is damned and your father’s gone cold. Dead but the one called Burn. The master has risen for your turn.”

	“Mom!” 

	Todd put his hands over his ears and watched his mother stride to the window. She swung the drapes aside, the light pouring around her silhouette was nearly blinding. The pane shattered and the woman turned. She held a shard of glass between her palms.

	“City boy, city boy, too late to run home,” Todd’s mother sobbed as she joined the chorus of voices from outside the room. “This place is damned.” She ceased her chant while the others continued. The glass pierced her chest and crunched against ribs. Blood drained in a shower down her pajama shirt. She resumed her chant as she dug: “Burn. The master has risen for your turn.”

	Todd stumbled back and fell to the floor at the sight of his mother wrenching her heart from her chest and then biting into it as if it was an apple. 

	“Mom, no!”

	The woman quickly toppled into a fleshy heap, lifeblood seeping into the cracks of the floorboards. Behind Todd, the dresser screeched across the floor and the walls around him began to crumble. Children stomped a wet parade. Mucky footfalls pattered in the blood that had begun raining down from the ceiling.

	“City boy, city boy, time to meet Burn!”

	Todd covered his face and brought his knees tight to his chest. The chanting voices washed away, as did the splashing and the patter of the blood rain. Still, he didn’t dare open his eyes.

	In the quiet, he heard heavy steps approach him. Todd balled tighter.

	Thump. Thump. Thump.

	“Welcome home, Todd,” a deep voice said.

	Thump. Thump.

	The footfalls drew away. Todd remained so tightly tucked that his knees touched his chin. The heat at his core began to rise until sweat bubbled on his face and still he refused to open his eyes. Todd wanted to cry out for someone, or something. A figure or figures, he didn’t recall which, it was receding…

	Until…

	It…

	Was…

	All…

	Gone.

	After a time, the heat no longer burned him and the terror wasted away. He opened his eyes.

	—

	“I could’ve sworn this place was off the market,” said the man in his three-piece Armani suit, red Gucci loafers, and a gold Rolex timepiece.

	The realtor smiled. “It was, then poof, the owners disappeared and never came back. I guess they’d called their agent in the city and told her they were done with the quiet life. Only lived out here a little while too. The agent passed it off to me.”

	“Couldn’t hack it, huh?” asked the woman in a striped black and yellow Stella McCartney dress, floppy Flora Bella hat, and Dolce slippers. “We’re really looking forward to slowing down. Live the simple life, ya know?”

	“And the privacy,” the man added. “Isn’t that right, Kite?”

	Kite, a nine-year-old girl grimaced. She worried much about leaving the city for this grungy old house. The whole place gave off bad vibes, but nobody ever listened to her.

	The realtor led the trio through the home, and from his spot between the floorboards, Todd whispered with anticipation, “City girl, city girl too late to run home.”

	 


 

	SHELLS

	Evan Hull looked into the rearview mirror, smiling at his daughter Cara and her chocolate-spattered lips and cheeks. The highway was quiet, lifeless, which made sense; they were on their way up to Hyder, Alaska to see the glacier where John Carpenter shot much of The Thing. T Swift was on the radio and, despite only being five—six next Thursday—Cara knew all the words. It gave him a queasy feeling to realize that soon she’d know what all those words meant, then she’d know how they felt, then she’d have her own words about breakups. Someday Cara would be a woman. Someday Cara would no longer be his little girl.

	He steadied his jaw as a tremble played into his chin. 

	“Daddy, why doesn’t Mommy come back?”

	Like a dull knife directly into his heart—especially since she knew already. “Hon? Come on. We talked about this. Dying means you can’t come back. It’s just what happens. Remember?” Grief had him mad and confused; he hadn’t told Cara until the morning of the funeral. And there was Lara, dead in a box, face tastefully painted, and Cara refused to look. He should have forced it, but he had little will to do anything.

	Cara pouted. “But that’s not fair.”

	Evan swiped a finger beneath each eye to catch the drops that felt like they’d fall every day for the rest of his life. “No, it’s not.”

	“You’re not going to go away too, right?”

	Evan steadied himself as he met his daughter’s gaze in the rearview. “I’m not going anywhere until you’re an old, old woman. Older than Grandma and Grandpa and Nanny and Grampy, older than old. Ancient.”

	Cara smiled, then carried on singing like there’d been no conversation at all.

	—

	Mark Kerr and Penny Bouchard had paced their little rental house all day. They’d found something to watch on TV, they’d found things needing cleaned, they’d done a ton of little duties in search of distraction, but the hours refused to speed up. Waiting for the announcement, which was coming at four o’clock, Pacific Standard Time. They existed like thrumming livewires.

	Mark was mostly anxious because Penny was anxious. He had no doubt she’d pass. He’d even planned a little secret two-person celebration, ready for the moment after they posted her marks, and she could then apply to college. 

	She’d had to drop out in the tenth grade to help with an invalid father. And she planned on going back, but the man clung to life. With each passing season, the resentment mounted. She was twenty-two by the time the man died, and six months after that, her mother followed, seemingly dying of a lack of purpose. By then, it all felt over. It felt like life had passed her by. All the classmates she’d known were deep into what they’d forever be, and she hadn’t even begun her trek—at least, that’s how it felt.

	But then she met Mark. He’d set a fire beneath her, convinced her to go part-time at the motel, turning beds, helping where he could with the high school equivalency stuff. And now she’d done the work, sweated through learning the almost endless facts, and battled the two-hour test.

	At 3:58 PM, her marks were posted. Mark had to click through, laughing at Penny’s nervousness. 

	“Oh,” he said. “Fifty to pass?”

	Penny looked out from between fingers. The recommended grade average for equivalency tests to get into college for nursing was 70% across the board, minimum. Penny dropped her hands and fell into the squeaky computer chair.

	Math: 69%

	Science: 26%

	English: 44%

	History: 73%

	Geography: 12%

	Penny balled her hands into fists and began striking the sides of her head, a high growl riding up her throat. Mark wrapped himself around her shoulders and whispered, “Einstein failed out of school his first time, too.”

	Penny softened in her seat, melting beneath him. “Really?”

	Mark didn’t know for sure, had heard Adrian say it on Rocky. “Absolutely. Just have to do it again.”

	—

	The moose appeared before the speeding Subaru wagon as if made of night. Evan cranked the steering wheel to the right, passenger’s side rubber instantly skidding over the gravel shoulder. The moose did little more than blink before the heavy car struck it. The driver’s side was crushed, more so in the back than the front. Pebbles of safety glass twinkled beneath a quarter moon while fluids drip, drip, dripped into the ditch where the Subaru had come to settle. The moose, barely clinging to life, lay on its side wheezing out wet breaths, mucous flaring from the tip of his nose like a spiderweb in the wind.

	Evan slunk and shimmied, working his way through the mangled wreckage to the backseat. The reek of spilt oil was heavy on the air, mixing with the crisp, natural scent of the atmosphere in the mountains. Cara lay unconscious, bloody, a bit of steel poking into her forehead, though only far enough to have broken skin, rather than skin and bone.

	“Honey?” he said, putting his hand to her little throat, feeling for a pulse. 

	She was alive but fading. “Daddy?” she whispered, coming to, at least somewhat.

	“Don’t move. No matter how it feels, stay completely still. Please.”

	The center console as well as the glovebox had flung open, scattering pages from manuals, napkins from fast food joints, and the rest of the bric-a-brac out onto the floor and seats. His cellphone was there somewhere, surely. 

	“Okay…Daaah…”

	His attention jerked back to his baby girl—six next Thursday. Time was short. Frantically, he swatted through the mess, then recalled the house they’d passed less than a minute before striking the moose. One hand on the ceiling, the other on the bench seat, Evan dragged himself through the obstacle course of jagged metal, out to the broken hatch at the back. He did not feel the glass against his flesh, nor the cool wetness of the mountain runoff trickling along at the bottom of the ditch. He felt nothing at all aside from the need to get help and save his little girl—the fucking weight of the world.

	Evan broke into a run once back onto the highway, sparing only a moment to glance at the dying moose and the gentle rise and fall of its great chest. The path was black and barren, a lifeless stretch of highway that appeared to lead only to more night. 

	Sometimes, areas of nothing but forest stretched one hundred miles between communities. It had been a while since they’d seen even a roadside gas station, but that house, that single, wonderful house, was close. And there it was.

	Evan got to the edge of the property, not quite within reach of the yard light’s touch. On the short and aged porch was a young woman and a young man, passing a joint between them.

	“Help!” Evan shouted. “There’s been an accident! My daughter!”

	The woman, Penny Bouchard, slapped the man’s, Mark Kerr’s, chest. “Told you I heard something.”

	Evan reached the porch and latched onto the sleeve of Penny’s too large hoodie. “Call an ambulance! My daughter!”

	Mark had his phone out already. “On it.”

	Evan tugged at the sleeve again, his fingers slipping on the fabric. “We have to help her!”

	Penny, joint in hand, blinked at Evan, then at Mark. Mark nodded and stepped down the rickety wooden steps, phone pressed to his face. Evan led the parade in a brisk jog. Mark spoke into the phone most of the way back, falling about forty feet behind. 

	The Subaru’s headlights remained lit, illuminating a ditch rich in greenery and angles. The moose hadn’t moved anywhere; no longer moved at all.

	Penny dropped the joint when she saw the damage. The moose looked huge, sprawled out on the road above the Subaru. Evan climbed down the ditch and reached through the broken window next to where his daughter sat, motionless, eyes closed, blood crusty upon her face and neck.

	“Come! Help!” Evan shouted, sobs racking his body.

	Penny made a noise somewhere between trepidation and outright discomfort, but she powered through, dropping to her seat, sliding over the oil-stained grass, down into the ditch. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust once at the bottom, to understand what she was seeing.

	There was a man in the driver’s seat, dead. His head was kinked hard to the left, bits of steel and plastic lodged in his face and neck. His eyes were open and glassy. The door had come to fit him like a spacesuit. 

	“What?” Penny said as she turned to the man who’d led her here, the man identical to the dead driver.

	“Sorry,” Evan said, grabbing a fistful of hair, then stabbing his right hand into her gaped mouth, never questioning how he knew what to do, never questioning how it worked. 

	Penny began to struggle, trying to scream. Above, Mark began calling for her as he drew closer and closer.

	Evan slammed his arm deeper, reaching, reaching, reaching as Penny gagged, panicking over the inability to breathe. Her eyes closed and her knees gave out. Mark appeared then, a dark silhouette above them.

	“Hey!”

	Evan yanked his arm free. “Inside, quickly now,” he whispered to Cara.

	She’d done as told, not moving a muscle, even when she had to hold tight to herself in a way that was confusing and terrifying. Now, she felt the tug even worse. As she pulled free of the wreckage and her corpse, it was as if the universe wanted to yank her apart, deconstruct her collection of atoms. She wouldn’t let them because she loved her daddy; he was all she had left!

	“Show me where, Daddy,” she said, eyes closed, arms reaching wide.

	Evan took her right hand and guided it into Penny’s mouth.

	“Hey! Get off a her!” Mark said as he slid down into the ditch, riding his left heel, hands out like a surfer for balance.

	Evan let go of his daughter who was already snaking herself into Penny’s mouth and leapt onto Mark before he could rise. Mark screamed in surprise. Evan stuffed that open mouth with a fist, then pushed his arm down the man’s throat. Mark thrashed, punching and pulling and squirming and kicking. The ambulance sirens sounded in the distance; Evan watched with a keen eye on the road as Mark’s death rattle shook the ethereal arm Evan had forced down into the stranger’s chest.

	Once Mark was out cold, Evan broke away, feeling himself begin to separate once again—Cara, Cara, Cara, he thought—but managed to slink back into the Subaru for his wallet. The lights above the ditch were alive with action, while below, butt in the wet grass, Cara was touching new to her breasts with tentative fingers. Evan pulled the wallet from his pants, took the debit and credit cards, then hurried out of the wreckage and back to the body he’d wear for a while.

	“Don’t worry, hon; we’ll set this right,” he said as he stuffed the cards into Mark’s—now his—pockets. 

	“Hello! Emergency! Is anyone down there?” a voice called, soundtracked by footfalls and slamming doors.

	Evan punched a fist into Mark’s open mouth, forcing himself inside on a bolt of need. “Here,” he said as the first paramedic made her way down the hill. “Here,” he said again, stronger, lifting himself to stand on shaky legs. He stood Cara up as well and held her at his side. She began shivering and leaned into him, burying her face against his chest.

	“Were you in the car?” the paramedic said, leaning inside to touch the throat of Cara’s foregone body.

	“No, we live up the road and heard it. We came to check it out and phoned when we saw the moose,” Evan said from another man’s mouth.

	—

	Evan and Cara sat in the battered F-150 they’d taken from the home they’d temporarily inhabited. Evan had driven them back to civilization, though remained far from any major cities. Cities had too many eyes, too many cameras, and too many untrusting people. Kamloops, BC had fewer than 100,000 citizens, which felt like a bit of a sweet spot—though he couldn’t begin to express why it felt this way. The schoolyard they watched had a group of second, or maybe third graders, playing a game of hide and seek. Two teachers stood against a brick wall, observing the kids. Teachers certainly might become a pain in the ass, but they weren’t stopping him from righting one of the universe’s great wrongs.

	“Stay put until Daddy waves, okay?” Evan said, then kissed Cara’s twenty-five-year-old forehead.

	She nodded. Being a woman, even just for a few days, felt wrong and icky; she just wanted to be a kid and grow up like everybody else. It wasn’t fair.

	Evan climbed out of the truck, eyes on a tiny child currently bunched up behind a shrub, making her invisible to the school and much of the road. She was big eyed and rosy cheeked and full of life. It was her, the future Cara Hull, there was hardly a thought otherwise. 

	Evan broke into a jog, so focussed on the little girl that he didn’t look to his right. A long yellow bus laid on the horn as the brakes screeched. Evan thumped against the bumper and fell beneath the wheels. Too heavy to go over, Evan was pushed along the asphalt, caught in the undercarriage, flesh coming away in road-rashed chunks as a smeary path played out for more than twenty feet behind the bus.

	He felt his atoms coming apart, and tried to hold on. Cara was no longer in mortal danger, okay, but maybe…maybe there was a chanc—

	What remained of Evan Hull burst into a billion pieces before the bus driver had the door swung open.

	—

	Cara sat in the old truck that smelled like someone else and watched. She missed the collision but had witnessed the gory aftermath. Tears spilled down her cheeks as the police cordoned the area and paramedics scooped up bits of the body her father had inhabited into a Rubbermaid garbage can. Eventually a cop came to her window. She didn’t dare roll it down.

	“Miss?” the cop said, knocking a meaty fist against the glass. “Miss.”

	Cara, mind of a small child, body of a young woman, stared forward, feeling scared and helpless and all alone in the world, waiting for her daddy to return, waiting for him to put her back in a kid’s body, waiting for the universe to be right and fair.

	“Miss?” the cop said once more, trying her door handle.

	 


 

	THE BRIDGE HOME

	Mrs. Gramble’s house seemed to lean toward the school’s east end—cracked and yellowed vinyl siding, wasps’ nests caking the roof’s overhang at the corners, the shingles gone to moss. Mr. Gramble had looked after the house while Mrs. Gramble tended to the flowerbed and the trees. Mr. Gramble was dead, the house was on its way, but the flowerbed and the row of dogwood trees next to the sidewalk thrived.

	Dogwood, red and stiff, slim branches with soft innards beneath hard exteriors. Many old timers liked them for switches. 

	“What does Stevie Borden have to do with my kingdom?” Mary Fischer asked Tommy, her only son. She wore a wide billowy dress and powder makeup, hair done-up high.

	“Your Majesty, please pass the taters,” William Fischer said. He wore a jester’s outfit, goofy hat, goofy shoes, rosy-red cheeks.

	The family sat around a thrice handed-down kitchen table that had never left Hudson. It was a Fischer table, and these Hudson Fischers never left because home was a new world every day.

	Mary passed the taters. “Mine jester, art thou going to entertain in mine boudoir this evening?” She lifted her eyebrows almost to her hairline. 

	William Fischer swallowed and looked down at his son. “Should her majesty allow me.”

	“But, Mom, what do I do about Stevie?” Tommy’s hands were fists wrapped around a fork and a knife. He had marks all up his arms from the bully using dogwood on him.

	—

	Five days of peace, not a welt, confidence soaring, Tommy walked quickly out the backdoor of the school. There weren’t any dogwood trees on the north side of the playground, this helped, but so did going unnoticed. 

	Tommy was four years younger than Stevie’s thirteen. Stevie and his father shared a squat trailer and a welfare check. A mannish boy. He had a full beard and his muscles rippled under his shirt. Stevie let the other kids at school pay for his lunch. 

	He didn’t thump the ones who paid him.

	Tommy’s parents refused to give him money, so he had to be crafty, which was why he scooted out the backdoor and had begun keeping to the library at lunch. The library was also where he came to love Miss Mogely. She was a history teacher for half the kids—the lucky ones—and was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

	Tommy walked quickly, imagining touching her boobs, running his hands through her hair, kissing her subtly lipsticked mouth. 

	“So, dick stain switched his route.” 

	Stevie stepped out from the shadow cast by one of the old bridge’s beams. It was a covered deal, wide enough for two lanes of traffic, but only used for walking these days. 

	“Think you’re smart?” 

	Twenty years earlier, the mill and the bridge leading to it, became redundant. Both fell to slow decay. The mill had a rusty construction fence circling it and no trespassing signs which hung crookedly. The building itself had boards over the windows and chains on the doors, winos inhabited the place every winter. The bridge had gone grey but could easily hold the weight of foot traffic. 

	“I’m talkin’ to you, dick stain. Think you fooled me?” 

	Tommy passed Stevie and then swish, swish, swish, three bright red welts surfaced in less time than it took for Tommy to whirl around. He cried out and Stevie flipped the switch in his hand, fat side threatening, snap, snap, snap. Tommy’s hand rose and his knees buckled. Stevie had never given him the fat side on the neck before. Damp and hot, he touched the wound. Blood spotted his fingers. 

	“I got to catch you up. We missed what? Five days?” Swish, swish. 

	Tommy rolled into the fetal position. 

	“Ever hear of compounding interest?” Stevie laughed, flipped the branch again and snap, snap, snap. The dogwood broke over Tommy’s head.

	“Stop it!”

	“Shut it.” Stevie kicked Tommy in the gut and then looked around the bridge for a new tool. Metal glinted from between boards a few feet away.

	Stevie started off and Tommy took his chance. He broke for the park by the mill. Stevie stayed behind and swung a broken car antenna around the air, a glow blazed and died at his whim.

	“Get you yet, pussy!” Stevie shouted and though Tommy was fifty feet away and feeling safer, he didn’t doubt it for a second.

	—

	Mary’s father stopped by unannounced for supper. He was a writer for The Weekly World News and lived in a cottage east of Hudson on Thimble Lake. The paper mailed him twenty strange photos a month and he made up stories to fit, attributing accounts to sources say.

	“What the hell happened to you?” Despite thinking them nuts, Barney Lancaster played along with the suppertime games. He wore a green wig and grey paint on his face, grey apron covering the rest of his body. 

	A family of trees.

	Tommy shrugged. Some of the welts had swollen to split. Paint covered most of it.

	“You have a bully? You know about this, Mary?”

	Mary looked up from her plate. “Did someone carve their name in your trunk?”

	Sometimes Barney wanted to shake his flakey, weirdo daughter. He looked to his son-in-law. “William, you’re not doing this are you?”

	“I am but a tree!”

	“Forget the game a minute. Look at him. Someone’s putting a wallop on him. Who did this to you, Thomas?”

	Tommy shrugged again, telling his parents was one thing, but his grandfather might act, and snitches got stitches.

	“Tell me, I mean it.”

	“Your creaky branches are ruining our night,” Mary said, rustling her leaves.

	Barney ignored her, squinting at Tommy. Then it hit him. “It’s a goddamn Borden kid, ain’t it?”

	Tommy didn’t shrug, couldn’t move or he’d breakdown.

	“Barney, this talk is very un-tree-like,” William said.

	“Bordens are trouble. Remember those wannabe gangsters?”

	William rolled his eyes; they’d all told the lie to each other so much it became a truth. “That was just an accident, everybody knows that. Craig Borden didn’t even get charged.”

	Barney shoved his plate across the table, it clanked against a gravy boat and a pitcher of iced tea. “Accident, bullshit.”

	—

	“It’s Tommy.” A low whisper, his hand over the phone and his mouth. “Will you tell me about the accident?”

	“Mary and William know about this call?”

	Tommy paused, he didn’t like lying, especially not to his grandfather. “No, sir.”

	“Good, they have their heads up their arse holes.”

	Twenty years prior. 1994. Summertime. Three local boys had spent entire days leaning on the nose of an old Cadillac Brougham. They wore white tank tops, fake gold rope chains, and baggy Dickies, hanging so low their boxer shorts puffed out like crinoline on a prom dress shoulder. 

	Story went, they sold enough pot to cover the gas in the car and a few cans of spray paint. Wezzide Boyz started showing up on walls and signs all over town. The chief took the boys in, slapped wrists, handed out fines, and things settled for a time. Soon enough Wezzide Boyz 4 Lyfe and Bordenz eat cox started appearing. Cops seemed to mind this less and none of the locals complained.

	Still, the act caught attention. Late November and warmer than normal, winter had only just begun poking through the autumn vale. The river wore a layer of ice like frost. The Wezzide Boyz parked their Caddy a few feet from the bridge. The windows cracked, smoke pouring out alongside the rumblings of DAS EFX. They’d been out painting again. This time they gave the rusty rims of Craig Borden’s lifted Dodge a splash of color. 

	The Dodge’s engine was loud enough that it crept over bum-stiggety-bum stiggety pa-rum-pa-pum-pums, but by the time the Wezzide Boyz noticed, the huge Dodge bumper was about to make contact with the back of the Caddy.

	—

	Halloween came around and Tommy felt pretty good; Stevie seemed to have disappeared. He had to dress-up so often that he decided to go simple for Halloween and wore a bed sheet with eyes cut out. For most of the kids, the order was to be home by 8:00 PM and that was fine. Tommy didn’t have a curfew. His parents were having a jungle night. 

	Tommy and his friends parted ways at the school. They lived to the west and didn’t have to take the bridge. Rather than rushing back, he sat and inhaled goodies. 

	Snickers.

	M&Ms.

	Doritos. 

	“Save some for me, dick stain.” It was full-dark and the moon rode low behind clouds. “I didn’t give you permission to eat my candy.” There was a swishing sound, like a dogwood switch, but firmer.

	Tommy couldn’t yet see Stevie and jumped up, leaving the candy sack behind. He tore toward the park, stuffing the bed sheet into his pocket. He didn’t get far when he met the open arms of a smiling boy named Buford Vroon—Buff to Stevie and his friend’s.

	“Gotcha, ass face.” Buff wrapped his arms around Tommy.

	Tommy shot out a knee, connected with testicles. Buff squealed and dropped. The swishing got closer. Swish, swish. 

	On the third swish, Tommy cried out. “Owee!” The old car antenna hit Tommy right in the eye. He dropped. 

	Swish.

	Swish.

	Tommy tried to roll away from the pain, the laughter. He couldn’t. Buff got up and punted Tommy in the gut. There was a hollow sound and then Tommy wretched up a soggy orange mess and pissed hot gold simultaneously.

	The running stream caused more laughter. “Pussy boy pissed.” This voice belonged to Val Roudin. His parents were Russians a decade landed in Canada.

	Stevie rolled the wheel on his lighter and lit a cigarette. “Eatin’ all my candy.” He clicked his tongue.

	“Take it,” Tommy begged and then appealing, “You got my eye, please.” 

	Swish. 

	Swish.

	“That’s enough, don’t ya think?” Buff said.

	“Only getting started.” Stevie swung the antenna over his shoulder four times, aiming for the light flesh in the dark of night.

	Tommy moaned.

	“Stevie, come on man, he’s had enough.” Val lowered his gaze, peered into the abyss between the slats of wood underfoot.

	Buff put his hands into his pants pockets.

	Stevie took a long drag from his cigarette and exhaled as he spoke, “You’re just pussies.” Swish. Swish.

	“You’re nuts,” and “Fuck this,” turned the trio assault into a one man show.

	“You’re both dick stains!” Stevie shouted as the other boys started away.

	Swish, swish, Tommy’s body didn’t flinch. Stevie kicked Tommy’s side. 

	“Wake up, pussy!” 

	Tommy didn’t. Stevie shortened the antenna and shoved it into his pocket. The smell of vomit and piss was so strong it made Stevie gag.

	“I know what’ll wake you up.” Stevie lifted the small boy onto the sill. The water beneath the layer of ice rolled gently. The bed sheet from Tommy’s pocket snagged on a nail as his body dropped. His unconscious form thunked, splashed, disappeared.

	—

	Four weeks passed, the river froze solid and snow lined the streets. Nobody had seen or heard from Tommy since Halloween. 

	So when Tommy showed up on his familial doorstep, all were surprised, but didn’t question it much. Only his grandfather pressed him, but he was so happy, he didn’t press very hard. Tommy had no explanation for the absence, only recalling the smoky car and the three boys who’d dropped him off.

	“Who were they?” the old man asked.

	Tommy simply smiled.

	—

	“Dick stain, where ya been hiding?” Stevie followed Tommy onto the bridge.

	“Leave me alone.”

	“Don’t be like that. We’re old pals, ain’t we?”

	Tommy quickened his pace, stomping through a light crusting of snow that slickened the wood floor. Stevie kept up, feeling around his jacket pocket for the broken piece of antenna. He found it and began to pull it free.

	“Hey, Tommy, you all right, homie?” a voice called from the bridge’s entrance, just beyond the cement parking blocks enforcing the strict no vehicle policy.

	“You fuckin’ with Tommy, bro?” another voice added. 

	Stevie stopped and turned. A long brown Cadillac with shiny chrome rims sat idling, some old rap track played low in the background. 

	“How about you dick stains mind your business?”

	Stevie turned back to Tommy, but he’d taken off like a bullet into the park. “You scared away my buddy,” Stevie looked over his shoulder, “you—” 

	The Cadillac was gone. 

	—

	The news was all over school the following morning: Buff was dead. Found on the sidewalk, never made it home after yesterday’s final bell, his throat bruised and marked, a fat imitation-gold rope necklace had choked out his airways. The police questioned everyone that might’ve or should’ve seen something, but nobody saw a thing. 

	Losing Buff ruined part of the half-formed plan in Stevie’s head, but he thought he’d make do yet. He could just see the little bitch stripped naked and left in the gym for the seventh-grade girls’ class to come in the next morning.

	At lunchtime, Stevie warned Tommy that he’d catch him after class. 

	—

	Tommy was different. He told Miss Mogely in the library what Stevie said. Miss Mogely called Craig Borden and demanded his son be picked up immediately. Sent home like any other troublesome bully would be. 

	At home, things were different too.

	“That scary Borden man called.” William was in drag, sequins painted beneath his eyes while he sat at his desk, translating a repair manual to be sold in Mexico. “I wish you wouldn’t pull us into your problems.”

	—

	At school, Tommy smacked at a licorice, potato chip, and chocolate cookie lunch. Stevie strolled up to his table. Four boys scooted away in fear. Stevie picked up a cookie, took a bite, dropped the cookie and spat a gooey wad of melted chocolate and softened doughy mess, it oozed onto Tommy’s head, slow like a sticky cow patty. 

	“Not a healthy lunch, dick stain.”

	“So?” Tommy shook off the chewed cookie. He attempted to stand. Stevie pushed him back down onto his seat.

	“Where do you think you’re going?”

	Tommy looked around the cafeteria for help. The room usually loud with life, was quiet as a funeral. Miss Mogely walked past the entrance and then reversed. She had a box in her hands and tears dampening her cheeks. Like a bull, she entered the cafeteria.

	That morning, she’d stepped into class to find a note on her door and a substitute in her chair. The principal wouldn’t look at her, gave her the story that they couldn’t function with the threats and possible scandals. “I don’t believe that you’re in a sexual relationship with Tom Fischer, but I can’t deal with the media.”

	Miss Mogely spent her morning on hold with the union. She was too new and they suggested they’d assist in finding her a better placement, so long as charges weren’t filed.

	“You let go of him you little prick.” Miss Mogely dug her pink nails into Stevie’s arm.

	“Hey, hey, don’t touch me, you twat!”

	“Eat it, Borden.”

	“My daddy’ll—”

	“Your daddy’ll what? Make up some garbage? You worthless little prick, your daddy’s just trash.” 

	“You can’t—”

	“I can and will. You got me canned, so I’m just a woman doing her civic duty.”

	Tommy’s lunch remained on the table, but he’d disappeared during the confrontation. Miss Mogely let go of Stevie’s arm.

	—

	Stevie called Val nine times before he got an answer. Val was rich and had his own cellphone. There was good news, they had a third man back and they were going to make it look like Miss Mogely and Tommy were fucking. Forget Hudson District, she’d never work as a teacher again, anywhere.

	“Where’ve you been?” Stevie demanded when the lines finally connected.

	Some weird old rap came through and then the sound of laughter before the lines disconnected. Stevie dialed again and got the automatic mailbox voice. 

	Stevie figured Val was being a pussy and told his father. Craig hadn’t thought they’d need the other boys anyway—a good father-son project.

	Craig had typed two notes. Short and to the point, one of which begged for Tommy to join Miss Mogely at the school after hours. 

	—

	The next morning, seconds after Stevie slid the note into Tommy’s cubby, students flooded the hallway. News of another death electrified the masses. Someone had spray painted Val’s face and throat; drowned him in red and black Rust-Oleum. 

	—

	At the hardware store, Barney learned of the murders and had a couple theories. The paint had to be from an ancient can, the shade of red wasn’t available anymore, the texture rubbery, an older recipe. Rust paint had advanced great leaps over the last couple decades. That was lead-based shit.

	At the grocery store, folks explained the flakes of gold coming from the gold rope, it was surely cheap, but nobody recognized it. Barney thought he would’ve liked to have seen it, if only for the sake of interest.

	Since in town already, he decided to pay a visit to Mary. She was usually at home, both she and her husband. They’d become shut-ins after a payout and worked sparingly. They’d been involved in some medical trial and, due to negligence, they’d be susceptible to a host of permanent skin maladies.

	When nobody answered his calls, Barney searched rooms methodically, entering as he came upon them. He opened their bedroom door after he’d been around most of the house. Both William and Mary lay in bed, wide-eyed and pale, dressed as half-assed tinfoil robots. The blood drying on their chests was highly out of character.

	Barney stumbled, shaking his head until the sight diminished, slightly. He dialed the police and explained the scene as best he could. At the station, he filled out a report.

	He went back to the house to wait for Tommy.

	—

	Miss Mogely found a note on her car, begging for help from Tommy. He wanted her to come to his home. Strange, but he’d had it hard and perhaps he’d started the rumor that got her fired, could reverse the flow of the deed—she doubted it was him, but hope sprang eternal for easy answers. 

	Hands seemed to fire from the bushes out front of Tommy’s house. A man shouted Hey! from near the sidewalk. A cloth went over her face. As she crumbled, she heard the words You’re the fuck’s granddaddy and then a pained moan.

	—

	Tommy never believed the note, but he wasn’t going to let Stevie get him anymore; it was time for a stand. It’s why he came back in the first place; he knew that now.

	Stevie and his father got to the school only minutes after Tommy hid in the shadows cast by a big oak tree. Craig Borden walked ahead of two figures, both hooded. He’d tied their hands and knees tight so their motions were small. Stevie brought up the rear of the party with a baseball bat in his grip. 

	Tommy remained silent.

	The note had directed him to the gymnasium. Whatever they’d planned, it would go down there. He made his way around the back.

	Miss Mogely, gagged and tied, took center stage quite literally behind a basketball hoop on the assembly platform. In the shadowy wings, Barney leaned, dazed, against a painted cinderblock wall.

	Tommy took this in and let the cracked door close against his forehead. He inhaled a deep breath to build up his nerve. He pushed through the heavy double doors into the gymnasium. It was dim but for a bright spotlight on Miss Mogely’s struggling frame. Tommy raced forward, getting to the foot of the platform, looking up and then hearing the swish through the air.

	“Dick stain!” Stevie was gleeful as he swung back for a second strike. Tommy had fallen, but did not feel any pain. That part of his life was long gone and he’d been faking it for some time now.

	Another thwack hit.

	Tommy stiffened on hands and knees, a grin forming on his face.

	The lights died on the stage.

	“What the hell?” Craig Borden’s voice was close.

	Barney heard the question and attempted to open his eyes against the swelling, couldn’t tell if he’d succeeded in the pitch-black room.

	“Dad?” Stevie asked, car antenna in his hand, but no longer poised to strike.

	“Microphone check, microphone checka.” The sound came from somewhere within the gymnasium. Everywhere it seemed, being loud as it was.

	“Dad?” Stevie asked, fear in his voice. 

	“Tiggety-time to get buck wild!”

	“Dad?”

	The song stopped. The sound of air releasing in a tight stream hit the quiet alongside particles of otherworldly spray paint.

	“Believe that’s mine, homie,” a voice said very close to Stevie’s ear, the car antenna wrenched from his hand.

	“Dad?”

	“Who you think you’re fuckin’ with here?” Craig said through clenched teeth. “I’m Craig-fucking-Bor—!”

	“We know.” The voice breathed a cold breeze into Craig’s ear. Craig swung around with a roundhouse punch, finding nothing but air.

	“Wezzide Boyz!” The words came from in front of the stage. Two bright beams spot-lit the action. The sound pumped and pounded. Miss Mogely attempted to scream, but the gag muffled most of the cry. 

	Craig got it then, so did Barney.

	“Dad?” 

	The car revved behind the blinding lights. Stevie looked to the ground. His victim gone. Two more sets of laughter expelled from the wings of the platform. Craig stumbled forward, half-drunk on confusion and Budweiser. 

	“Dad?”

	The car revved. The music intensified, though was not as loud as before. “Microphone check, microphone checka.”

	The trio of young men pushed Craig to his knees.

	“You’re dead!” Craig yelled from the high gloss basketball court. “You can’t be here!”

	Hands came down onto Craig’s arms and he attempted to wrench free, but for the first time since he faced off with his own daddy, he wasn’t the strongest bully on the playground. In two lightning heartbeats, he found himself in the backseat of a 1980 Cadillac Brougham with a burgundy interior. It reeked of lake water, rotting meat, and weed smoke. 

	“You’re dead!” Craig shouted to the figures moving him like he was stuffed with cotton.

	“Wezzide!” yelled one.

	“Boyz!” yelled another directly after.

	The third yelled, “Come on, got something for you!” He grabbed Stevie. 

	Stevie fell into the front seat and felt a smallish body push in behind him. He lifted his head. Tommy grinned and revved the engine. His face paling and losing shape. Shades of green and black festering around his nose, eyes, and mouth. 

	“Who’s the dick stain now?” Tommy threw the chrome shifter into reverse.

	The car backed out of the gym, slamming the heavy doors wide open and punching a hole through a classroom wall. Bricks tumbled free in a dusty wave and suddenly they were outside.

	The closer they got to that old bridge, the more Tommy’s face seemed to melt into carcass. The Wezzide Boyz were worse, nothing but bones and eyeballs and tongues. Just enough to rattle and laugh and stare. 

	Stevie begged the corpse to his left, doing his best to ignore the nodding, cackling skeleton to his right. 

	“Dick stain! Dick stain!” Tommy screamed. “I ain’t scared of you anymore, Stevie!” His tongue flapping loosely as if replaced by a land-bound fish. His foot pounded the accelerator as the skeletons all rapped along to the beat. Craig whimpered and Stevie outright sobbed. 

	“‘Cause we’re, jussumenthat’s on the mic.”

	The front end struck the concrete blockade and launched the heavy car into the air as if hitting a ramp. Time slowed but the song continued.

	“…we’re jussumen…”

	The heavy car roared through the night, bright as a comet soaring on the atmosphere and landing with a thud, a creak as the wood distressed, a crack as the wood voiced trouble, and then a crash as the entire bridge crumbled. 

	—

	Miss Mogely watched this through the ruined wall. She attempted to scream and found her voice gone. Barney had gotten himself partly free and put his hand on her back, knowing Tommy was long dead, even before the night played out. Every so often there was a good reason for ghosts to return. 

	“But Tommy!”

	“Gone,” Barney said, “for now, anyway.”
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