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ONE

	Jessica Ramage turned her face to feel the warmth of the sun pouring in through the kitchen window of her home; a redbrick split-level in a town of 9,000. Here, she’d raised two daughters. The younger daughter had only just begun her first year at the University of Colorado, Boulder, taking criminal justice. The other was about to start her third year at Penn State, pre-med. Having them both gone left her with a bittersweet taste on her tongue, like licking a grapefruit gulley after the sugared meat had been carved away. 

	They were moving on and the stoplight of her self-conscious had finally greenlit her to do so as well. Four years ago, Jessica had discovered her husband’s infidelity. Scott Ramage was a cheater, and though he told her he’d broken off the relationship with a young associate from his office, she’d kept all the evidence. Amazing that it took so long, given that White Elk was relatively small, which made it a gossip mill. Perhaps if Jessica had been more outgoing and less self-sufficient, she might’ve had good friends instead of agreeable acquaintances. Being small but also modern was likely part of the problem. She was country enough that she didn’t understand the everyday complaints of the women she’d meet, and simply didn’t care when they tried to explain. She could fix things and didn’t mind hard labor—not that she sought that out either, not at her age. She being distant and perhaps a little naïve, and even willing to overlook things, had put her in this miserable spot she’d been wading through for these last four years. That, of course, and Scott.

	It had been a winter morning and Jessica had spent the last hour nursing Josie through a dramatic and irritatingly clichéd dumping. Her boyfriend of eleven whole weeks had grown tired of her and traded down in grades but up in looks. The ninth grader was a bombshell and Josie was just kind of hot. Jessica had done her best to feign interest in the situation while simultaneously aching for all the heartbreak and future heartbreak both her daughters would surely know. Jessica had finally convinced her daughter to watch a DVD and ignore ICQ and MSN Messenger. It irritated her to no end that Scott was absent for every in-home issue of emotion shown by the girls. It was as if he could smell tears before they sprouted, and hurried to his basement office.

	Probably it was the slippers that had let her stumble into the discovery; those rubber padded soles let her accidentally sneak close enough to hear the sounds. If she’d recognized them for what they were, she would’ve left Scott to his privacy, but from the stairs they sounded like an injured dog. She reached his office door and something inside, perhaps that same traffic light that would later clear her conscious of breaking the marriage, told her to turn the knob with the gentle grace of a child trying to catch Santa in the act. Scott was on his office chair facing away from the door, jeans and underwear down around his ankles. In his right hand was an expensive-looking digital camera with a large screen. On the screen were two people engaged in sex; finally, it became clear that the sound was not what she’d thought. Scott’s left hand was beyond view, but the cranking motion of his shoulder left no question as to what he was doing.

	Jessica backed away, cautious as a prison escapee, and returned to the main floor, no longer mad about having to deal with their daughter on her own. He left the basement half an hour later to use the bathroom. He came out wiping his washed hands down the front of his pant legs. He asked what was for dinner and she asked him what he wanted. He shrugged and left her at the kitchen table doing the crossword at the back of the White Elk Crier—a weekly that arrived on their doorstep every Friday. The rest of the day had passed slowly, and something about the people on that little screen prodded at her. After supper and after all the obligatory TV, after she’d put down the Mary Higgins Clark she had on the go and after the lights were out, after her husband’s breaths deepened and elongated while they lie in bed, she kicked free of the sheets and crept back to Scott’s office. 

	Not in his desk drawers, nor in his filing cabinet, but in a box labelled TAX FORMS 1993 in the closet was the camera. The box was old, as was the masking tape with the faded marker, but it had recently been moved. It was almost teasing her to look, its lid slightly askew, almost jaunty. As well as a pair of frilly pink panties, soiled and stiff, there were notes written on Sun-Life stationery. There were nude photographs. Jessica backed up with the box in her grip until her butt leaned against the desk. Her breaths quickened and her hands shook. She let the box drop when she finally plucked free that Nikon camera. It took a minute to figure out how to watch the videos—she was skilled with her hands, but fresh new electronics were always a strain. 

	 There was Scott, looking into the camera lens, bent over and naked, after he hit record. He then hurried over to a bed in a non-descript hotel room; somewhere clean and agreeable without breaking the bank. There was an uninteresting landscape in a gold frame on the wall. On the bed below, waiting for him, was a woman Jessica had met at Scott’s office Christmas party only a month earlier, though didn’t recall her name. There had to be thirty associates and advisors and specialists and so on in Scott’s office—boiled down, all were salespeople, even the receptionists. None of them smiled in a way that encouraged trust, more like you were a cow with a set of unsuspecting udders about to get milked.

	She left the box out on his desk, and he didn’t even get panicked enough to feign rage over the invasion of his privacy. He had said it was a mistake. He had made promises, and she’d believed him. And that was on her. Once a man showed who he was, it didn’t pay to jump mental hoops to imagine him otherwise. And she knew this. 

	The second time she’d caught him, he cried. He begged. He promised. He eventually blamed her and the troublesome thyroid that had given up its job sometime in the years between Clara and Josie’s births. Though he was chubby and balding, and his nose had gotten bigger, he suggested that she get a gym pass, work on herself to correct the marriage.

	Making herself sick to think about it now, she had done what he suggested—though the thyroid thing was of the doctor’s suggestion originally. “Make myself more screwable,” she said to the empty kitchen, pulling her coffee mug in circles, following a route mapped out in dampness, made by the plate she’d already bussed to the dishwasher.

	She’d been stupid, she’d been naïve and too hopeful, though she’d been a little bit smart, too; she’d taken trophies of her own, both times. He’d cost her so much pain, yes, but he’d deny it with lawyers; she had no doubt of that, but she would have what she needed. So, she’d cost him, too. The girls’ schooling was all paid for, or mostly, and sat in trust accounts that he couldn’t touch. Jessica had been adamant on the subject, would not budge on risk profiles, would take no suggestions that didn’t come alongside written guarantees. If the market collapsed, the girls would have their educations. If Scott tried to hide his money and hit the road, they’d have their educations. All she needed was to know the girls could go where she couldn’t have, where her mother couldn’t have. 

	And she was ready. She’d worked before the girls came, and off and on while they made their ways through high school. She’d worked since she was a little girl, though hadn’t been paid for her efforts until running from the farm as a young woman. For two years now, she’d worked full-time at a shoe store, smelling people’s dirty socks and sneakers while wearing a smile—not that she hadn’t smelled much, much worse on the farm. She’d have to work a little harder than she had in recent years, but that would be good for her. In every way that would be to her benefit. 

	In an hour, she would meet her new landlord to sign the paperwork of the one-bedroom apartment she had plans of moving into in less than a week. He’d been firm but cordial over the telephone, forgiving that she had no rental references. She thanked him and he told her to hold the thanks until she saw the place in person: “The realtor took pretty darn good pictures.”

	Given that she now had time, she pushed from the table and made for the coffeemaker for a refill. She poured from the pot, thinking again that she could demand Scott away and keep the house to herself, but it was simply too big and full of gunky reminders of better times that might sludge the gears of her resolve. She might become complacent.

	“Could be worse. Might get worse if you leave.”

	Jessica did not acknowledge the voice. It belonged to her mother. Since she was a kid, Jessica’s mind manifested people from her life like they were whole. Usually when something disparaging needed said. And not only their voices, she could see them judging her actions, feel their eyes on her.

	She sighed and stepped to the counter with her freshened cup and looked out at the sea of snowy yards. Beautiful enough to reaffirm that she had to go, no more trading her happiness for Scott’s sense of ease. No more giving herself to a man not worth it, not even interested in it beyond hot suppers and amiable appearance. No more—

	The telephone hanging on the wall next to the fridge rang and silenced Jessica’s thought.

	 


TWO

	Jessica applied the tasteful cranberry shade of lipstick in the rearview mirror. She’d always wore some makeup whenever leaving the house, had since she was thirteen and had to wrestle with homelife sensibilities foisted upon her. Her father had never wanted a daughter, and treated Jessica as another boy—at least, prior to puberty. Her mother had had no say, not beyond the kitchen, not really.

	The car door swung in a violent arc and Jessica cringed as it narrowly missed dinging the door of a yellow Mustang. A nice car. Though the kind of car most people with opinions on the subject seemed to think unfit for winter driving. Jessica agreed—not that she’d ever voice that opinion. She’d once had a beaten, high-mileage Thunderbird, rear wheel drive, and it was useless in an Ohio winter—where she’d grown up—and even worse in Colorado. Thinking about cars in that way gave her a small shiver of revulsion, adding to the already mounting trepidation about having to appear at the hospital like this.

	Trying for calm, she crossed to the automated parking ticket kiosk. She found a dollar in quarters in her purse and fed the machine enough to print her a two-hour ticket. The nurse hadn’t said anything beyond that there’d been a serious accident and Scott was in surgery. It wasn’t until she was on her way to the hospital that she realized she needed to call her new landlord to reschedule.

	Jessica again swung open the door of her Pontiac Grand AM and used her left knee like a stopper as she reached across the dash. She paused a moment, looking through the windshield at an old man pushing a woman’s wheelchair. She had ugly black bruises all over her face and her right leg was in a cast. Probably a slip on some ice, the elderly bruised like turning apples; at that age, it always could have been worse.

	“Better not be too bad,” she said, thinking of Scott’s injury and not the old woman.

	The freedom she was reclaiming was suddenly in limbo again. She’d spent years in this purgatory and now her husband was trying to—

	“Nope!” Jessica said and slammed the car door. “He doesn’t get to. Not this time.”

	The elderly couple looked at her as she passed them. She didn’t acknowledge the attention, shrugging up her shoulders so the faux fur-lined hood provided a layer of anonymity. Talking to herself, yelling to herself in fact, in the parking lot of a hospital—one with an entire floor dedicated to the mentally unstable—was not a good look.

	Once to the automatic doors, Jessica glanced back to see the old couple stopped by a rusty Aerostar minivan. Something she shouldn’t care about, but did, despite logic telling her it didn’t matter what strangers in a hospital parking lot thought of her as their existences crossed one another, likely to never cross again. She let her shoulders down and stepped inside, pushing away that distraction to face her purpose here.

	A small woman with spindly fingers and pronounced cheekbones operated the admissions desk and switchboard. She was in a tight glass and brick cube with three telephones, a computer, and a box of tissues on a pale wooden desk before her. Taped to the wall next to the computer monitor were photographs of a family: summery shots, big smiles, oozing love.

	“My husband, Scott Ramage? I got a call about an accident?” Jessica said.

	The woman nodded and began typing, her fingers blazing through words and options. “Second floor. Surgery. There’s a waiting room.” The woman again looked at Jessica. “It can take a while…might want to grab something to read—the magazines up there are all from the ‘nineties… The gift shop’s non-profit, raising money for the White Elk Hospital Auxiliary Fund.”

	Jessica shot a glance over her shoulder to the small gift shop. She’d smelled it when she came in and still smelled it now. The potpourri scent was thick as the bouquets of phony flowers in their display vases jutting from one wall.

	“Does it say there how bad?” Jessica said, pointing at the back of the bulky monitor. 

	The woman shook her head. “Car accident. Surgery. They didn’t get a chance to upload what exactly that entails.”

	“All right. And payphones?”

	The woman half-stood and pointed down a hall. “If you reach the nurses station, you’ve passed the alcove, but you’ll see it.”

	“Thanks.” 

	Jessica moved on with slow, unsteady steps. It was finally hitting her fully that this might not be something that blows over. Scott was in surgery, and she had to call the man with the keys to her freedom and then she had to go wait, as if tethered to Scott, hooked like a fish and left to flop on a beach, suffocating.

	Why payphones were always, always grimy, she had no idea. She plucked the cleanest from its base and held it a quarter inch from her face while she reached into the little pocket where she’d stowed the paper with Bradly Kincaid’s number.

	“Look, I need it rented and I have three other people to show it to. If you’d have taken it, or had taken on the first walkthrough, you’d be fine. But if you can’t make the appointment, sorry.”

	Jessica squeezed the receiver tight to her face, forgetting the grime. “What kind of way to do business—?”

	“The only way when it comes to apartments. You know how much people change their minds? Hell, more than half the deadbeats I talk to are plain full of shit.”

	“Did I look like a deadbeat?” Jessica said, voice gone hard.

	“No, but women always doll up when they want something, so how do I know. I’m sorry.”

	The line clicked and buzzed and then ree ree ree in her ear. She slammed the receiver in place as a low growl played up her throat. She bit back the scream as a janitor passed.

	“Why don’t you clean the damned phones?” she said, wiping her hand against her pantleg. 

	“Not in the contract,” the janitor said, continuing on.

	Once he was clear of earshot, she said, “Of course they’re not.” She followed him then, recognizing a sudden urge for chocolate and the general acknowledgement that she would probably need something to read. 

	She had to squint through the hazy atmosphere of the gift shop. She grabbed a copy of the Denver Post, a Snickers bar, and a can of Diet Coke. “How do you stand the smell?” she said.

	There was a young woman behind the counter. She had a dopey expression and glazed eyes. “What smell?” she said, slow, drawling it out.

	“Never mind,” Jessica said and dug a five from her purse.

	Not a minute later, she was inside a stainless-steel elevator riding to the second floor. She had the Snickers open and was chewing as she stepped out. The main lobby didn’t feel much like a hospital, not with all the carpet and decorations and pastel paint schemes. Here, all this white, floors waxy, fluorescent lighting harsh enough to make her squint until she adjusted, this felt like a hospital. She bit and chewed as she headed toward a nurses’ station beneath a hanging sign that suggested she’d reached surgery.

	“I’m Scott Ramage’s wife. Can anybody tell me exactly what’s happened?” Jessica said, speaking with a bite of chocolate stowed in her cheek.

	“I’ll tell Dr. Harper you’ve arrived,” the nurse said. A slim man with a well-groomed beard and moustache. 

	In that she hadn’t needed to tell this man who Scott was and that he hadn’t had to type into a computer brought another thought to mind. “Is it that bad?” she said. Up until now, she’d been so absorbed with the idea that she was missing her ride out of the relationship that she hadn’t considered that Scott might do her a favor—as morbid as it was to silently hope for—and die.

	“Put simply, yes. Very bad. Dr. Harper will see you soon and explain all that needs done.”

	Jessica could only nod at this. The poor girls loved their father, loved him more than they loved her. She couldn’t deny that, but that was Scott’s choice, leaving all the discipline and saying no up to her while he would say, simply, as if he wasn’t the one pulling most of the strings, ‘You heard your mother.’

	Shuffling, ghost-walking, Jessica found a seat and resumed eating. Once finished, she cracked the Diet Coke. According to the paper, The Lord of the Rings was again cleaning up with awards. This time the Golden Globes. She hadn’t seen the first one, and now the second one was just about as big and acclaimed. She imagined going alone and sitting near the back with a paper bucket of popcorn, peanut M&Ms mixed in, a liter of Diet Coke in the armrest. The simple privacy offered in that darkness was enough to make her wonder why she didn’t go more often.

	“Probably because you’re married and movies were made for dates,” she said as she scanned to see who all else won at the Globes. Again, Scott’s death came to mind, a longing to quell what had become a never-ending throb.

	“You loved him once.”

	Jessica lowered the paper. In the seat directly across the table littered with ancient issues of Reader’s Digest was a young woman. She was fit and strong, her shoulders were wide and her hair light. She had on the perfect amount of makeup to be a little more than pretty.

	“You did. You loved him.”

	Jessica said nothing to this glorified former self—no way she’d ever been that pretty.

	“Remember Hunter Beach?”

	Jessica groaned and closed her eyes.

	“You remember. How can you be so cold when there was Hunter Beach?”

	Jessica sighed, exhaled a burdened breath through her nose. Hunter Beach: she was twenty and had rented a tiny, dingy cabin with three girlfriends for the July 4th weekend. The little town was packed with tourists, nearly all of them young people looking to party down. The first night they blew through the liquor that was supposed to last them the weekend. There were even younger girls in the cabin to their left, a family in the cabin to the right, but across the road nine boys were having a royal piss-up.

	“Hey,” Jessica had said to a topless young man in board shorts asleep on the lawn outside the small, rented cabin. “Hey.” She nudged him with the toe of her thong sandal. 

	“Don’t want to do that. I’ve seen Chuck take down a tree to get at a woodpecker that woke him up once.”

	Jessica looked away from the passed-out man to the man on the porch. He was slim, but soft. His hair was thin. His arms were skinny. But his grin was endearing, his eyes sparkling. Jessica led her shy friends up to the porch.

	“What do you need?” this man, Scott, said.

	“We’re out of booze…need someone to hit the store for us?” Jessica said this like a question.

	“You’re minors?” Scott scrunched up his face and tilted his head.

	“What? No. Twenty. Not minors,” Jessica said.

	Scott laughed at this and folded his arms across his chest. “And what do I get?”

	“We’ll pay?” Amy said from behind Jessica, a plea in her tone.

	“Well, yeah, but what else?” Scott said. “What’s my prize.”

	“What do you want?” Jessica said, mimicking this young man, folding her arms over her chest—she’d been wearing shorts, a bikini top, and a tissue-thin shawl, with big, big sunglasses over her eyes.

	“I don’t know yet. You’ll just have to be ready to give the prize later,” he said.

	Jessica rolled her eyes. “Yeah, whatever.”

	Not ten minutes later, Scott was in the incredible line that trailed out of the town’s only proper liquor store and the trio needing booze were packed into Scott’s ruddy little AMC Gremlin, watching through the windshield as every thirty seconds or so, Scott moved a foot closer to the door.

	“You think he’s gonna try and get one of us?” Laura said from the back.

	“Yeah,” Amy said, next to Laura.

	“Of course,” Jessica said from shotgun.

	“What do you think he’s gonna want?” Laura said.

	Jessica rolled her eyes, again. “I thought you’d gone to a Catholic school.”

	“I did,” Laura said.

	“I thought all Catholic girls were easy?” Amy said, nudging Laura with an elbow.

	“We are,” Laura said.

	“Then what are you talking about?” Jessica said.

	 “Yeah, but just like a little or a lot?” Laura said.

	Jessica shook her head in disbelief. The three of them worked at a Levi’s outlet store. Jessica was the one who hadn’t failed out of college, possibly because she was the only one who hadn’t gone. 

	“Probably all he can get,” Amy said, a little peeved, like this should even be a question.

	“You want to party with them tonight?” Jessica said.

	“Guess so,” Laura said at the same moment Amy said, “Why not?”

	That night, after many drinks were downed and after Amy and Laura had both paired up and disappeared, Scott leaned into Jessica’s ear and said, “I want to claim my prize now.”

	“Think so, huh?” Jessica said. In reality, she was drunk and had spent the night ignoring advances from the other guys at the cabin, waiting for Scott to make a move.

	“Come out front with me?”

	Jessica rolled her eyes—her signature move—but lifted her hand for Scott to take it. He led her through the small cabin down the front steps. Music and light came from nearly every angle, but the front yard was dark aside from the half-moon turning the lawn blue.

	“Where you taking me?” Jessica said. She assumed the car and decided she’d have to reconsider if that was Scott’s plan. She was too tall and broad for a romp in the back of a Gremlin, and old enough to know so.

	“You’ll see. Hurry now,” he said, picking up his pace, passing the car by.

	“What’s the rush?” Jessica said.

	Scott stopped then. They were barefoot on the soft green lawn, two pegs about the same height and shape beneath the moon’s shine. Scott reached into his pocket and withdrew a handheld radio. He turned up the volume. Sometimes When We Touch by Dan Hill was about a third of the way through. 

	“My prize,” Scott said as he took Jessica in his arms, and they danced.

	The song ended and they kissed. 

	“How’d you know it would be on?” Jessica said. 

	The Bee Gees’ Spirits had taken over the airwaves. Jessica and Scott continued dancing to a song only they could hear, slow and sensual.

	“I kept checking until the DJ said it was coming up. Only slow song since sundown,” Scott said a wide smile on his lips.

	“Jessica Ramage?”

	Jessica opened her eyes and looked at the middle-aged woman in green scrubs, hair in a net beneath a funny hat looming above her. She glanced to the chair where her younger self had been and a little boy with a tear-smeary face was there now, a Sega handheld gaming system in his grip.

	“I’m Jessica Ramage.”

	Dr. Harper gave a curt, single nod. “Come.”

	Jessica got up and walked alongside this woman. She was short and trim, terribly somber and serious in expression. The doctor led the way to the elevator.

	“Your husband is stable, but he’s not out of the woods.”

	The elevator doors opened, and Jessica followed Dr. Harper inside. 

	“What happened, exactly?” Jessica said.

	“I don’t know all the details of the accident.” Dr. Harper pressed the button for the fifth floor. “I do know he’ll need at least two more surgeries in the next week or so, possibly three. He’s currently comatose and has yet to regain consciousness since the accident, but we’ve stopped the bleeding into his lungs and stomach. We’ll have to be extremely diligent when it comes to infections.” 

	The elevator doors pinged open and again Jessica was a step behind the doctor, this time walking down a hall with many, many doors on either side.

	“His pelvis and left hip are almost entirely shattered, and he may lose his left leg. We’ll know by tomorrow if that’s the only option—we do not amputate lightly.”

	They reached another set of doors. On the glass were the words CRITICAL CARE. The doctor waved a card attached to a lanyard in front of a little black reader. The lock buzzed and the doctor pulled open the door and held it so that Jessica could pass through.

	“We need to do an MRI scan this evening, so long as he remains stable. He’s showing no more signs of internal bleeding, but we’ll want to be certain there’s no swelling in the brain, and that there’s activity within normal levels.”

	The doctor stopped and Jessica stopped. The doctor faced a door and its square of glass. Jessica did the same. In that room, full of tubes, attached to monitors, and covered in bandages was Scott.

	“If he were awake, we might risk letting you speak to him, but as it stands, I don’t think it would do him any good.”

	Jessica shook her head. “Of course, of course.” Inside, she was thanking this doctor. Even at this distance her resolve was coming away in big chunks, though it would be more than a day before she could fully comprehend what this kind of injury really meant.

	 


THREE

	“You have to see the chart. Take a picture and email it to me. You have a digital camera,” Clara Ramage said, all the way from her Penn State campus apartment.

	“Why?” Jessica said, rubbing her temple, the telephone pressed to her ear. She wanted to point out that Clara was far from a doctor yet, and that the woman who’d treated him was a doctor.

	“I need to see it.”

	“But you don’t. The doctors here are capable.”

	Clara huffed. “You think.”

	“I’m not getting into this with you. He’s stable but hasn’t woken up yet. He needs more surgery. That’s all I know.”

	“Listen to you, do you even care?” Clara was incredulous.

	No. “Of course I care. What am I supposed to do, sit at his bedside and light candles?”

	“You could at least find out—”

	“I did find out! That’s all they know. They haven’t even done all the tests yet. Just because your father picked today to run into a guardrail going a hundred miles an hour, doesn’t mean—”

	“Picked!”

	Jessica closed her eyes. What she hadn’t known until speaking with the police was that a woman had been in the car with Scott. That woman—a one Theresa McGill, 27—was now deceased. The cops didn’t come right out and say it, but a traffic light camera had caught Scott and this woman from above. Her head had been in Scott’s lap then. Preliminary reporting suggested that the steering wheel airbag had snapped her neck. Jessica could do that math; they didn’t need to confirm anything.

	Still, they couldn’t prove criminal wrongdoing, despite suspicions, and they’d report as much. Like they were doing her a favor. If the cops spoke against an injured man, put him at fault, then Jessica wouldn’t have to. Now, she had the choice of looking like she was kicking a man, her man, while he was down, or shutting up as she’d done for the last four years. The girls didn’t know their father was a lying cheat. She’d planned to expose him from the comfort of the neat little apartment she’d picked out.

	“What are you going to do when he comes home?” Clara said.

	“About what?” Jessica said, musing the existence of extra-helpful cops who would do her a solid and email that traffic footage to her daughters.

	“He’ll need care. He’ll need an accessible home.” Clara sounded almost revolted by her mother.

	Right there, the reality of this thing came to a head. She wasn’t going anywhere. She wouldn’t be free. She’d be moving, but to somewhere without stairs, to somewhere with wide doorways and big bathrooms and…she’d be Scott’s nurse. She’d wait hand and foot for this man. Freedom was a carrot forever out of reach, teasing her along. That sonofabitch had handcuffed her, possibly permanently.

	“We have insurance,” she said, vacantly. That much she had to assume. Beyond the regular coverages, she’d glazed over when Scott had explained what he’d had contracted on them, and she’d simply signed where he pointed.

	“He’s going to need all your attention, your care…” 

	Clara continued talking, unheard. That word, care. It slipped into mind like a sliver, feeding on tissue and fluid until it grew roots and sprouted hope.

	“…be twenty-four hour—”

	“He might need to go into a care home,” Jessica said, barely tamping down the excitement. 

	Maybe Scott would awake less than whole in the mind, then in months, maybe a year, Jessica could unburden herself of the truth of Scott’s infidelity, and yet not have her daughters hate her. If they had the right insurance, perhaps Scott could live out his days in one place and Jessica in another. 

	“You’d put him in some facility?” Clara said facility like a slur.

	“He’ll go wherever will give him the best care,” Jessica said. The telephone beeped twice in her ear, and she looked at the display readout. “Your sister’s calling me. I have to talk to her. I’ll call you back when I know more. Love you.”

	“You don’t even care about him.”

	Jessica hung up and the line immediately began ringing. She released a tight but boisterous scream before answering. “Josie, your dad’s been in an accident.”

	“What?” Josie gasped this single word and Jessica got into the details, trying to add emotion in all the right spots. Once she was through, Josie said, “What happens now? Is anyone liable?”

	At least they’re both hooked on their school subjects. “It was an accident. Only Scott’s car was involved. It was just he and a woman riding with him.”

	“What woman?” 

	Jessica hadn’t meant to let that slip. “Some woman he works—worked with. She died.”

	“Oh my god,” Josie said, the words coming out in a snake hiss. 

	“I didn’t know her,” Jessica said. Some twenty-seven-year-old side piece he had. He’d had enough women, you don’t know and won’t believe it, but that’s how Scott is…was.

	“What are you going to do? He’ll need therapy, and the house, it isn’t accessible for someone with a disability.”

	Jessica clicked her tongue. This conversation sucked. Having it twice was a total grand suck. Mountainous suck. “Look, we don’t know what’s happening yet. He might be fine. Have a stay in the hospital and get out in a month or something.”

	There was a pause and then Josie said, “I can’t believe you’re so cold to him. You should be grateful. He pays for everything. He—”

	“I had to push him to start your school funds!”

	“Right. You told Dad how to save money. He works in a financial firm. You know, he told us sometimes you lie. I’d never noticed, but now I can see it.”

	Jessica blinked at this, her heartrate dancing up the scale. “I do not! When did he say this?”

	“I don’t know, before. Years ago.”

	“I said it after you caught me with the digital camera.”

	Jessica spun on her heels, still holding the phone tight to her face. There at the head of the kitchen table was Scott, a little more hair and a lot less broken than his current condition. He was peeling the label from an empty Heineken bottle.

	“I told them because while I think you’re fat and boring and no good in bed, I love them, and it would break my heart if they thought anything negative about me.” Scott tipped the bottle upside down, dribbling the dregs onto the clean table. “You’ve always been a step behind, usually two or three steps behind. You think because you did better than your mother that you didn’t become her, but you did. You’re a nothing person, a—”

	“I’m nothing like her!” Jessica shouted.

	“What? Like who?” Josie said.

	Jessica inhaled deeply, closing her eyes, refusing the phony Scott another moment. “I need to go. I need to call the doctor. I’ll call when I know more. Love you.”

	“Whatever.”

	Jessica heard fuzz and then listened to the ree ree ree from the phoneline. She then hit end and took a deep, deep breath. The scream that followed was long enough and hard enough that her throat felt like it might be bleeding.

	 


FOUR

	Scott had awakened after his second surgery, briefly. According to the MRI, his brain was not bleeding and not swollen beyond reasonable points—reasonable given the severity of the accident. He’d have a concussion, but just how it would be, on top of all else, was a game of wait and see. As for Scott’s left leg, they decided to amputate, which they would do later in the week. Once having eyes on all angles, it was apparent Scott had suffered severe damage to his L4 and L5 vertebrae. The future use of even one leg would rely on a great amount of luck and just as much work. All-in-all, the doctor thought the sum of his injuries to be on the better side of the coin.

	Jessica had asked only one question: “Why didn’t you tell me there’d been a woman in the accident.”

	Dr. Harper stiffened her expression, her eyes going dull. “Scott is my patient. The woman was pronounced deceased at the scene. That’s not my place to speak.”

	The doctor offered no pleasantries and Jessica offered none back. In the parking lot, she gripped the steering wheel with both hands and let loose another throat ripping scream. She started the car and sat a moment as the windows defrosted. She imagined saying to hell with everything and driving up to Canada, maybe truck all the way to Alaska, start life anew.

	“What kind of mother would do that?” she said before pushing the break and putting the car in reverse. In her rearview mirror was a young couple. Puppy love. Arms clasped, heads together. “Probably getting the morning after pill,” she whispered, her exhalation puffing out in the still frosty interior. “Should warn her, he won’t be the same if she gains some weight, won’t be the same when he gets bored and starts hitting up the career-focused underlings in his office.”

	Once they were gone by, Jessica pulled back and then out of the lot. The next stop was Scott’s office. She had to figure out where things went from here when it came to coverage. The traffic swelled around her, and she found herself in a sea of metal. She should’ve been unpacking boxes, sweaty and dusty, but happy and free. She jerked forward three car lengths every couple minutes. Bad luck to be on the road during the two shift changes and three schools letting out. Traffic was opening up after the next light and she sighed. To her right, through the foggy shotgun window, was the library. Did they really keep close track of who took out what books? In movies they did. Would her name get flagged if she took out books on poison? How quickly could they tell when a bed-ridden husband died of a toxin fed in his porridge.

	“Get real,” she said.

	Behind her, a minivan honked. She hit the gas and buzzed through the intersection. At the next set of lights, she hit a yellow and hooked a fast left. The Sun-Life offices were on the main floor of a tall grey building. Outside, picking through stainless-steel ashtrays was a dirty homeless man, doing his best to avoid any kind of eye-contact.

	“At least he’s free,” Jessica said and pushed inside.

	The reception area was somber, and it took a moment to clue into the fact that they’d lost a coworker, and another was in rough, rough shape. She put on the expected expression, shifting slightly from desperate and angry to friendly but sad.

	“Oh, Jessica,” Rachael Humel said, rising from behind the reception desk.

	“Hi. Any chance—”

	“We’re all so broken up. Is Scott doing any better?” Rachael was teary and her face was bloated with emotion.

	“He probably won’t walk again, but he woke up for a bit last night.” Though, he might hobble if they can fix his spine.

	Rachael’s hands came to her cheeks. “That’s horrible—not walking I mean. Everybody here loves him. He’s such a superstar. If there’s anything he needs…”

	“They’re cutting off his leg,” Jessica said, not meaning to.

	“No,” Rachael said, leaning down against the desk. By the look of it, equal parts getting the dirt and needing to steady herself.

	“Yeah, so, any chance I could talk to someone about Scott’s coverages? I need to get an idea of what’s to come.”

	Anywhere else, going straight to payouts might’ve seemed cold, but in an insurance office, it was the logical second step after getting treatment. Likely the hospital officials would not argue this.

	“I’ll see who’s around.” Rachael said this as she was already hurrying to the back where the offices and bullpen were. Within seconds, she reappeared, leaning out from an office. “Lisa here can go over the policies.”

	Rachael headed away, almost certainly to a filing cabinet, and Jessica started back. A woman appeared, offering a gloomy smile. Jessica nearly stopped dead when the air caught in her lungs. She didn’t know Lisa’s name before but knew her face and breasts and ass and the sounds she made in bed. Scott had told Jessica that Lisa switched offices at his request, said he’d told her they had to quit because he was married and loved his wife.

	“I’m Lisa Schmidt, we met once at a Christmas party four or five years ago.” 

	Lisa held out her hand. Jessica ignored it and flopped down into a chair. Lisa nodded once and went behind a cluttered and sensibly sized desk. She had a laptop, a wedding photo, and a small radio in a corner.

	Rachael reappeared. “Here’s the folder.” She then disappeared, pulling the door closed behind her.

	“I’m very sorry to hear what’s happened. And the loss of Theresa. It’s tragic.”

	“Right,” Jessica said, wondering if this woman had any idea that she knew about the affair with her husband.

	A brief silence settled. Before it could gain real weight, Lisa swung open the folder. “Okay. I see the life policies. There’s Scott, you, Clara, and Josie. There’s general health, a family plan. The girls are still in school?” Lisa looked up.

	Jessica nodded. She imagined taking that little stereo and smashing it. This woman should not be talking about her daughters. She had no business, no right.

	“There was also a long-term care policy with an investment account attached, but it looks like Scott cashed that out last February.” Lisa lifted her head again and smiled. “I believe that’s when you two went to the Bahamas?” 

	Jessica closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “Last February. I’m thinking that’s when he said he had to do a trade thing in Daytona. Said it was all work and no play. Said sales had been low or we would’ve made a family trip.”

	“Oh.” 

	This time the silence bore down on them. The little office was thick with awkwardness. Jessica loosened. Keeping appearances in front of this woman really wouldn’t matter.

	“I saw the video Scott shot. You certainly do have nice tits.”

	Lisa leaned back. “I guess not nice enough. He told me you two were getting a divorce. He dangled his client list. I was an idiot.”

	Jessica hadn’t expected the candor. For the first time in years, she felt completely open to speak her mind. “His client list?”

	Lisa nodded. “Every year the big guys, like Scott, score more high-profile clients and the small clients get handed out. It’s extremely helpful when first starting. It’s only small commissions usually, like tenths of pennies on policy values, but it’s connections and…” Lisa trailed off.

	Jessica folded her arms over her chest. “How many women in the office?”

	Lisa looked up and to her right, as if seeing the faces etched onto strands of eyebrow hair. “I think four. One before me and two after.”

	“Traffic cam caught Theresa McGill blowing Scott at an intersection before the crash. I didn’t see it, it’s what the cops said.”

	“I was counting Theresa as one of the two after.”

	“Are they all still here?” 

	“Only me, now.”

	Jessica nodded. “Scott said he broke it off with you.”

	Lisa snorted. “I guess. We had an argument. I didn’t know he had kids, too. I’m no homewrecker.”

	“Neither was Scott. The girls love him twice as much as Rachael out there. He was a million steps ahead of me and—wait, he cashed out the long-term policy, meaning what?”

	Lisa didn’t have to search for an answer this time. “Means he has no money coming for the accident outside whatever he held in auto insurance. That’s not through us.” She tapped the contents of the open folder.

	The silence settled once again until Jessica found the next step of possibilities. “Investments: anything that can come out?” 

	Scott had locked their money up. The returns were higher while modulating risk. He said it all the time. Ten years. Twenty years. None of that should’ve mattered, of course, it was all for retirement.

	Lisa was already flipping pages. She grimaced and then said, “Looks like maybe twelve grand in January. The rest…the penalties are outrageous. You could clean them out, but you’d take at least a hit of one hundred thousand on the two hundred and twenty in there. The withdrawals recently—”

	“You’re kidding. Buying diamonds for his dead whore?” Jessica said, and then gasped. She hadn’t meant to say that. “I’m sorry, that’s terrible.”

	Lisa leaned back, unperturbed. “It’s the guys-only weekends. Evan Strout was wasted at the last Christmas party and told me all about them. It’s like a debauchery contest. Guys from other offices, richer offices, egg everybody else on. Evan said he’d burned his kids’ entire education account on hookers and blow.”

	Jessica sat forward. “The girls’ accounts, they’re all intact, right?”

	Lisa began flipping again. She ran a finger down. “Only September and January withdrawals, so I’d say so.” She turned the page to show. “Do you get monthly statement?”

	Deflating with thankful realization, Jessica spilled back like liquid. “Of course. Yes. I just…and here I thought Scott hadn’t fucked me in years and he’s been fucking me all along.”

	There was a knock on the door.

	“Yes?” Lisa said.

	The door opened and Rachael leaned in with a box of flowers and an oversized get-well card. “Pardon me, but I wanted to give this to Jessica before she slipped out.”

	Jessica looked at the box, tired as she’d ever been. 

	“Everybody loves him here and we’ll all be praying for him,” Rachael said.

	Jessica put out her hands and the box fit. Scott had to be the devil himself and it was she who had died in a car accident. This was Hell’s opening act. Soon the show would really get started.

	“I’ll tell him,” Jessica said and climbed to her feet. “I guess I know what I need to. Lisa, it was nice meeting you again.”

	“Absolutely,” Lisa said, rising, business mode reengaged.

	The box went into the trunk, never to see the inside of the hospital.

	 


FIVE

	Two weeks had passed. Every morning Jessica was a little less there, as if someone broke in moments before sunrise to blow puffs of zombifying powder into her nose, increasing the dosage day after day. Scott was still in the hospital, awake but groggy and exhausted most of the time. He’d started the first bits of therapy and the bright and bubbly people involved all oozed excitement as they explained to Jessica how well it was going. The doctors were hopeful about returning function below his hips. The therapists had big plans for the coming years, two years of Jessica’s life.

	If they knew what was going on when Scott crashed, they hid it well. The car insurance company wasn’t hiding anything. Scott had a policy add-on they couldn’t deny, which paid for up to $400,000’s worth of medical bills. He would receive nothing for the accident otherwise and were fighting with Theresa McGill’s family over damages. Obviously, nobody had shown her family the traffic camera footage either.

	The home they’d shared since Clara was in Pampers was now on the market and Jessica and an agent named Brandi toured dozens of homes in town without finding what was needed. The price had to be low, because when it came to medical supplies, even used stuff, stuff filthy with particles left behind by dead former owners, was not cheap.

	Jessica went to work, even after the boss told her to take time off. “Get well. Get…you know, all together.”

	She asked if the manager was forcing her, she said no, so Jessica said she’d stay on as regular, thank you very much for the thought. During her lunch breaks, Jessica walked to the park, following a footpath until reaching the seclusion of an unintentional clearing of pine trees. She cut between the trees, green needles raking her flesh like tiny, stiff claws, and faced the sky. She filled her lungs and screamed, sending birds aflutter and insects into silence. She’d return with a raspy voice and a light head, having forgotten to eat.

	She visited the hospital enough that nobody would talk. Both her daughters had come as well, staying the weekend and berating their mother for putting the childhood home on the market, for telling them to put their stuff in boxes. Jessica accepted all that came to her while she watched Scott soak in buckets of unconditional love.

	She’d become numb, semi-catatonic. The anger and frustration lived in her throat, had taken up residence and hunkered down. She no longer cried. She no longer smiled anything close to genuinely. 

	“What about the country? It’s cheaper out there,” Brandi said.

	“I grew up in the country,” Jessica said, absently.

	“Well, what do you think?”

	Jessica paused a moment. “I think you look like a young Dee Wallace.”

	“What?”

	“She played Eliot’s mom in E.T. and turned into a werewolf in The Howling.”

	“Oh, I don’t think I know…” Brandi was flustered. She got that way often enough when she and Jessica spoke that Jessica had come to say weird things on impulse.

	“She was also the lady who fought Cujo the dog. That one takes place in the country.”

	“Is that a no to country listings then?” Brandi’s manicured eyebrows were pinched together so tightly they nearly touched.

	“I guess it would be fine. Be a hassle to get to work.”

	“Oh, you’re still working when Scott comes out of the hospital? Last time you’d said—”

	Jessica puffed out her cheeks on a deep exhalation. “No, brain fart. That’s right. A nurse costs more than I’d ever make, even with a bit of insurance help.”

	Eighteen hours later, Brandi dropped off the information sheets on four listings. Three small bungalows and a former farm that had been parceled down to the home lot. For miles in every direction were fields. Jessica felt herself perk up upon reading the details.

	“It’s a bit of a fixer upper,” Brandi said.

	Turned out it was two houses, a rundown barn, a chicken coop, and a whole lot of privacy. The main house was a two-story farmhouse, mostly gutted. The other house was much newer, those still more than seventy-years-old. The small house had been used for the help and the last owner of the property was more than halfway through renovations before having a heart attack while framing new walls in the main house. That it was incomplete worked in Jessica’s favor. The plan had been to bring in someone to cut and mold to allow easy access to service Scott’s needs. Having a second home, and one in need of work, might just keep Jessica sane.

	“Can we go see it?”

	“Of course,” Brandi said, smiling brightly.

	The following afternoon, after seeing the property, Jessica went to visit Scott. A young nurse was giggling at his bedside while he slurped red Jell-O off a dish she held up to his face—despite that he could’ve held the dish himself. Blushing, the nurse scurried away after Jessica cleared her throat.

	“I found where we’re moving,” she said and dropped the information sheet onto his deflated chest.

	“This looks awful, I can’t—”

	“You can’t be picky. The guys-only nights and your trip to the Bahamas last year made sure of that. There was also the traffic camera that caught your co-worker in the act.” Jessica hadn’t said any of this before and was now done, it was oozing from her body like a wrinkled birthday balloon a week after being blown into shape.

	“I don’t know what—”

	“Can it, Scott.” She said his name like it carried venom that she had to spit into him so that he might hear her for once. “Your days of making any choices are pretty much through. You’ve destroyed my life and I don’t know how to fix it.”

	“Your life! I lost a leg! I’m the one in the hospital!” Scott winced every third syllable as if his body hadn’t healed enough for a tough conversation.

	Jessica leaned in close. “I wish you’d died.”

	 


SIX

	Finding a contractor was simple. Finding the right contractor was less so. Jessica had two stipulations: the work be done immediately and that she be allowed to observe, even if that made it counterintuitive to the first stipulation. Finally, after exhausting the Yellow Pages and the classified ads, she found a man’s work offer on the bulletin board by her grocery store’s exit.

	The ad was simple. Clumsy, handwritten letters on a plain white piece of paper. Along the bottom, the self-proclaimed handyman had written his phone number vertically a dozen times, and then made cuts so they might tear away without destroying the advertisement. None of the tabs were missing. Jessica removed the one from the right corner and whispered the name, “Amos Wilson. Amos Wilson. Amos Wilson,” before stashing the slip of paper into her wallet.

	“Where’d you find my number from?” Amos said. He sounded happy, perhaps a little drunk.

	“Pinned to the board at the Valu-Barn,” Jessica said.

	“Ah, never got a call off that one before. I’m over in Kingdom.”

	Kingdom was about thirty minutes from White Elk, but only fifteen minutes from the farm she and Scott would soon be calling home. It was a smaller place and had that vibe of stepping a short ways back in time. Jessica hadn’t been to Kingdom in long enough that she didn’t recall her last visit. The highway passing through the town was old and went nowhere interesting, especially not since the upgrades had put the main throughfares in downtown White Elk. Jessica had only just moved to town when those started, twenty-two years ago, half her lifetime ago.

	“I have a pretty specific job and it needs done as soon as possible,” Jessica said, cutting through meandering chatter.

	“I could start tomorrow. Just finished up drywalling and painting a basement this afternoon.”

	“So you’re good at drywall? What about hanging—”

	Amos interrupted her. “I’m good at anything that involves working with my hands and my back. Some people get good at hands and some people get good at thinking, some people get nothing, like that little piggy. Ask me—”

	It was Jessica’s turn to interrupt. “Okay. The other condition of the job is that I can observe you work, ask questions about how to do things, stuff of that nature. That fine with you?”

	“Sure. I don’t steal if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	“No. Nothing like that. I have a second house that needs a complete renovation and I want to do as much of it myself as I can.”

	There was a brief pause where only Amos’ semi-heavy breaths travelled through the lines. “Say, you the one who bought the O’Cuana farm?”

	“Possibly. It’s on Dead Tree Road about six miles from Highway Sixty-six.”

	“That sounds like the one. Old Pat Hamilton had a stroke out there. He was going to flip it and make a mint. You flipping it?”

	“No. My husband’s had a serious accident, and we need to change setting and install some specific equipment.”

	“Guess if you’re looking to move right in, you’re moving into the laborer house. You know, I looked at that place. Kind of wished I could scrounge together the money for it. Bet you fix it up and it’s worth double whatever you paid…”

	Jessica zoned out, trying to imagine caring about turning a profit from this misery. Making a buck was always Scott’s thing. He’d grown up in the upper middle-class, and that put a drive in him, a natural lust for fine things, even if they were flimsy and unsustainable. Jessica on the other hand, cared only that she could live and that her daughters didn’t have to struggle. Struggle had molded Jessica, but it had also left deep, deep scars that she tried to ignore. Scars that seemed to carve right into her DNA.

	“…I’m out here in a trailer with my dad. He’s getting up there but he’s still kicking all right—”

	“Great. There’s drywall there and the equipment was delivered yesterday. It’s just in the kitchen, so it shouldn’t be in the way. What time do you want to start?”

	If being cut off bothered Amos Wilson, he didn’t show it. “I can be there right at the crack of dawn, if you like.”

	“Might be wise.”

	“See you tomorrow at seven then? Won’t even be light out, but I figure seven’s just about the crack of—”

	“Seven is perfect,” Jessica said and hung up. 

	She immediately realized she forgot to discuss payment. Not that she had a choice. This man was willing, able, and available. She set the phone down on the kitchen table next to an emptied mug and the sodden teabag resting in the cup of a spoon. She lowered her face to her palms and exhaled. Reality came at her in waves. Her getaway money—little that there was—had been earmarked for groceries and utilities for one. Now, this was sharing dessert at a fancy restaurant that offered small portions for big prices.

	“Dammit!”

	“You know, you didn’t run out so young, you’d a learned a thing or two about renovating.”

	Jessica didn’t need to see. She knew that voice. Her father. Who she hadn’t acknowledged in twenty-seven years. Who she’d last seen more than a thousand miles away. Who was in the ground somewhere at just about the same distance. 

	“Your brothers and me, we did the whole house, top to bottom after you ran off.”

	Jessica ground her teeth. Last thing she needed right now was her father rattling around her head.

	“Any handyman worth his spit ain’t going to let some old woman watch. He ain’t gonna teach you squat.”

	Jessica shook her head gently. “I’m hardly old, you—” Her hands left her face and looked to the direction from where she’d heard the voice. She shut up when she saw she was alone.

	Years ago, she’d asked one of the few really good friends she’d ever had if it was normal to have conversations in her head. The friend, Anisha, said, “Hope so or somebody’ll be coming along to lock me up.” Jessica sighed and smiled over the steamy Starbucks mug. They’d met when Anisha was back in town for a week to bury her grandmother. “I sometimes imagine I’m on the radio or TV, something indefinite, and I’m explaining myself, why I prefer things.” 

	Jessica had laughed, and it felt good, discovering that she wasn’t all that unusual. It had been so, so nice to reconnect. But now, Jessica hadn’t seen her since. They exchanged Christmas cards, nothing more, the relationship had fallen several tiers. Now, it felt almost diplomatic. She sent a card because she knew Anisha would send a card.

	Jessica put her mug and the spoon into the sink. She’d kept only a pan, cutting board, baking sheet, bowl, plate, and all the silverware out. Everything else was either already stashed in the new house or would go when she finally rented the U-Haul. The girls had come home for a weekend but were no real help. They focused only on their things, their spaces. Jessica wasn’t surprised or disappointed, young people, especially young people at school, almost always lived in a self-centric universe. 

	 


SEVEN

	Jessica got to the farm early. While she lay in bed the night previous, inching closer to sleep, she came wide awake, thinking about tools. Scott wasn’t a man’s man beyond misogynistic jocularity, and she hadn’t been a tomboy since she’d run away from home. They had no tools outside a screwdriver and the various Allen keys that had come with furniture. 

	With a Starbucks cup in her left hand and a flashlight in her right, she entered the barn through a massive door on a rusty guardrail. To her surprise, it opened with minimal effort. The flashlight played a yellow beam over the emptiness and arrent bits of hay and straw. There was a good deal of bird feces that had dropped from the rafters. She played the light up the walls. The wood was well over a century old, and the elements had worn the edges away enough that inch-wide gaps existed between each board. The light didn’t reach the rafters, but she guessed pigeons or perhaps seagulls had roosted up there.

	She let the beam fall and played it over the large empty section to her right. Several feet out from the wall that featured the door, a boxy room jutted into the space. It was rough, made of mixed materials: wood, sheet metal, tin gas station signs that were brown with rust and riddled with bullet holes. There was a white door, the paint peeling and cracked all over. The handle was grimy brass with ornate swirls. 

	Inside were warbled shelves of thick cedar, rough enough to give spiders countless surfaces to spring web lines. Jar after jar lined the shelves, full of screws, nails, and washers. There were wooden cigar boxes and steel ammunition boxes. Leaned in a corner was a .22 rifle that looked like it might fall apart if she touched it. She turned to her right and bent at the knees, shining the light onto the doubly shadowed center shelf. Tools. Old and rusty and grimy, tools. She reached for a claw hammer.

	From behind her, just beyond the door, something fell and clattered. Jessica jumped. She struck the back of her head on the shelf above her, sending everything into a brief earthquake rattle.

	“Dammit,” she whispered and then listened. 

	Thumping, like the footfalls of a giant. Jessica held her breath and put the shaky light beam on the door that had shut behind her. The thumps drew closer. Dust danced down from the ceiling. The jars began to rattle, and the bits of steel jangled within their glass containers. She held her breath.

	And waited.

	Waited.

	Silence, but for the pounding of her heart.

	Distantly, the sound of an engine approached, and still, Jessica could not move. It was as if she’d been tacked to the floor. The engine sound stopped a few moments before a door slammed. 

	A man called out, “Hello?”

	Jessica remained in place. The man knocked loudly on the door of the smaller of the two homes on the lot. It had to be the help, and still, those thumps and the rattling steel she’d heard. She was frozen.

	“Hello?” The man was knocking again, louder this time, obviously at the door of the two-story farmhouse as it was much closer to the barn.

	Jessica took a deep breath and then a step toward the door. 

	That same steel rattled, and the thumps rang out again, echoing with deadly weight. They drove closer and closer and closer. She jerked the beam of the flashlight around the small room, looking for another way out. Yellow bounced back at her, banking from glass and steel with what seemed nefarious intent.

	“Hello, you in here?”

	“I’m here!” Jessica said, her voice high and girlish. 

	She couldn’t stand it and broke through the door, even as the thumping continued, and the rattling started afresh. She pointed the beam of light and looked across the barn to the slim man in the yellow Carhartt coat.

	“Sounds like you’ve got a hole.”

	“What?” Jessica said, her heart still doing at least 180 beats per minute.

	“Shine your light up there.” He pointed to the corner of the ceiling—its lowest edge. “That wind cuts over the mountains. Barn’s really catching it.”

	Jessica repositioned the light. From a massive, hand-carved beam was a rusty chain, and from above it, a hair too far for the flashlight to reveal, snow blew in on violent gusts. Now, knowing the source, Jessica nearly collapsed in relief and humor. 

	“That’s what that was,” she said, as if she’d come out to search for the sound. “You’re Amos Wilson?”

	“That’s right…you didn’t tell me your name. Or if you did, I didn’t write it down.”

	“Jessica Ramage. Guess we’d best get started.” Jessica cut across the barn on steady feet, passing by Amos as she went. 

	“You’re the boss.” 

	Amos walked directly behind her, with enough space that she felt nothing untoward about his presence. He had a nice face and was much younger than she’d expected. Something about the name Amos carried age on it, perhaps because it hadn’t come back into style, or possibly because Amos ‘n’ Andy was a thing and to know exactly what, you had to be pretty old—Jessica thought maybe it was a funny pages’ cartoon, though that might be wrong.

	 “You don’t happen to fix barn roofs, do you?” Jessica said, partly kidding.

	“Not in the winter. You planning on farming?” Amos’ footfalls crunched twice as loudly as Jessica’s. He had big boots on, the kind with steel toes and cement in the soles.

	“No. I only plan on fixing up the houses, beyond that, who knows,” she said.

	“Most of the land was already sold, yeah?” Amos kicked his boots against a cracked cement step leading to the front door of the smaller house.

	Jessica swung open the door and flicked the light switch. “Must be. There’s only an acre that belongs to us.”

	The doorway opened into a barren kitchen with faded and holey linoleum. Most of the walls had been laid bare, leaving the pale wooden bones and pink insulation guts behind smoky looking plastic. Further on, new framework stood empty but ready for drywall, all the way to the bathroom and a small bedroom.

	Amos nodded. “My guess, this place used to be three bedrooms like shoeboxes, a tiny living room, and a big kitchen. Plus the can. Used to pile the help on top of itself.”

	“Right, well, I only need a small bedroom and the living room ready to go. I don’t know how many hours you—”

	“Don’t work past five. Never.”

	“Okay. So, how many days to do the drywall and put together Scott’s medical necessities.” Jessica didn’t quite keep a level tone when mentioning Scott.

	Amos gave her a sidelong glance. “To be honest, if you’re having some medical stuff, you better run fresh wire. I’m surprised Pat didn’t run new wires. Unless…is the basement finished?”

	“No.”

	“Pat leave anything down there?”

	Jessica threw up her hands. “Everywhere has somebody else’s stuff. The old house and that little room in the barn are full of junk.” Despite the stress, Jessica was feeling more there than she’d felt in weeks. The idea that this was going to get done and she was going to attain a useful skill, it wasn’t quite freedom, but it was progress.

	“Can we check?” Amos had his eyebrows rising up to touch the base of the peak of a greasy Makita ball cap with a mesh back. 

	“Follow me,” Jessica said.

	She led the way through the kitchen and to a door in the living room. She flicked another light switch that shined down on bare wooden steps and cement flooring beneath. The walls were pink insulation behind vapor barrier. Some areas had big brown patches from water leaking through the foundation and drying against the plastic.

	“Yep, see, Pat was going to run new wire. So, that should come first.”

	“How long will that take?”

	Amos scratched at his clean-shaven neck, slightly aflame with razor burn. “Probably since there’s no drywall up…could maybe have it done by tomorrow, midday.”

	“What if you showed me what to do and I played laborer?”

	Amos gave her an up and down, down and up appraisal. “Won’t hurt me none. Don’t know if I mentioned, I’m twenty-five an hour above table and twenty-below table.”

	“Yes, okay. Do we start then?” Jessica unzipped her coat, ready for whatever.

	“Sure. I’ll be back in a jiffy with my tools.”

	 Jessica nodded. This was good. She continued around the basement where the previous owner had piled building supplies, taking note of what was there, hoping like hell the man had ordered himself enough stuff. She found the ancient electrical panel full of glass fuses. It was thick with dust. She swiped a finger trail and then wiped her finger on her jeans. Upstairs, Amos clomped into the kitchen, his footfalls nearly as loud as the thumping board had been in the barn. She pulled the flashlight from her coat pocket and shined it on the shadowy space beneath the stairs. 

	“Uck,” she said and knelt for a better look at the back legs and tail of a rat that had gotten into a black plastic trap and died while feeding. “Where there’s one,” she whispered.

	Amos thundered down the stairs and Jessica went around to meet him. 

	“Fuse panel?” he said. 

	Jessica pointed over to where she’d discovered it, seeing then that a new panel stood between rising stacks of drywall sheets. Another bonus.

	“I think I read about your husband’s accident in the paper. A woman died, yeah? Or am I thinking of another—”

	“That’s the one.” Jessica climbed in between the drywall sheets to grab the new circuit panel.

	“Geez, guess he’s pretty lucky.”

	Jessica was looking at her feet and taking careful steps, the big grey box pinched to her chest. “Guess so.”

	“Oh, perfect. That’s a simple box. There’s new ones that have internet and stuff like that, real hassle.” Amos took the box from her and set it beneath the current box. “You still have that flashlight?”

	Jessica lifted it from her pocket and gave it a little wave.

	“Good, pretty dark down here. Once we’re ready, it’ll be real’ dark when we cut the power.”

	Jessica nodded. Logged that tidbit. “So, what’s first?”

	“First we take those roles of line and run them through the walls and down the holes where lines run currently. This basement being unfinished is a real help.”

	“Okay,” Jessica said.

	“Yep…so each of us’ll grab a roll of wire and head back upstairs.”

	 


EIGHT

	“Are you married,” Jessica asked. 

	They were taking a 3:00 PM break from running wire. Her hands were swollen and throbbing. Her back was sore. Her legs were tired from squatting. Her mind was alight at the activity and the useful sense of accomplishment unfolding before them. Didn’t get that at the shoe store, didn’t get that with the girls, not anymore. When they were kids, so much of it felt like her doing, but now, it was like watching strangers through tower viewers that charged thousands rather than dimes or quarters. 

	Amos swallowed a mouthful of microwaved coffee from the pot Jessica had brewed at lunch. “No, never got that far.”

	“Kids?”

	Amos seemed to think about it. “Not sure, but I had a fling once, with a girl I knew from high school. Turned out she was married. I saw her five years later and she was taking her kid to junior kindergarten. He kind of looked like me and the way Christine looked at me…I don’t know.”

	Jessica shook her head. “Amazing.”

	“Or maybe she was just regretting her past.” Amos grinned. “Either way, she was still married, last I saw.”

	Sometimes, marriages had a way of enduring, even bad ones. Jessica slugged back the coffee in her mug, then pushed to her feet, knowing she’d have to stop off at the drug store on the way to the mostly empty home for some preventative measures. She hadn’t used most of these muscles in decades and she was apt to seize up.

	“I just have to hang the box yet. So, you’ll be on flashlight duty. Hope you have energy for that toughy.” Amos grinned and winked.

	“Right. That’s probably good. I’m just about pooped.”

	“You’re a better helper than the last few I worked with. Usually, you get teenagers. They’re fit and flexible, but they’re lazy as hell and can’t ever see the next step.” Amos held the door open so they could step down into the basement where wires dangled from the ceiling like tuber strings.

	“Won’t hurt to leave the old wires, will it?” Jessica asked as they moved around back of the stairs.

	“No, but copper wire has a bit of value. Though, guess you’re on a schedule.” Amos almost seemed downtrodden by this realization. 

	“How much value?”

	Amos gave a single sad laugh. “Maybe thirty bucks worth for this house, probably triple at the big house. So not so much.”

	Jessica said nothing to this. Throughout the day, she’d been sizing up Amos Wilson. She hadn’t had many dealings with his ilk in a long, long time. She’d grown up around men and boys like Amos, guys who were sad about losing out on a bit of semi-valuable copper. Guys who saw thirty, sixty, ninety bucks as a nice bonus on a week’s pay. 

	So far, what she knew about Amos was that he was rough, lived in a trailer with his father, had built no family to call his own, and was fervent about quitting at five o’clock, like he’d turn into a pumpkin if he worked any later. Any interesting point he did not care to expand upon, and she wasn’t nosey enough to prod over, though was quite curious. She also knew that she liked the man. He had a good sense of humor about himself and the work he did. He would converse when engaged, but together they went many minutes in silence that held no awkwardness. On top of it all, he explained why he did things as he did them and showed her some tricks he’d learned over the decades of doing a little bit of everything.

	“Okay, flashlight on,” Amos said. He’d identified all the important wires of the old panel and was about to get into the final, tedious stages of the swap. 

	Jessica pressed the button and pointed the light beam.

	Amos unscrewed a glass fuse and the power immediately went out. “That breaks the circuit…I kind of don’t want to tell you much about this because you really ought to hire a professional. It’ll be ten times as complicated in the big house. Only nine rows of wire here, probably twenty or more at the big house.”

	“Okay,” Jessica said, and did see his point. Grunt work was physically uncomfortable but mentally comfortable. Technical stuff was the exact opposite.

	“Hope you’re not just saying that,” Amos said, a smile on his words. 

	Jessica stood still, trying to focus. Fuses came out and he handed them back. She slipped them into her pockets. Screws came next; Amos pocketed those himself. Jessica zoned out for most of it, now wondering if she’d have rebelled so hard against this part of her upbringing if trades had been female friendly. They were getting that way more and more, but back then, girls hardly ever took shop classes and almost never went to a trade school after.

	The old panel came down and the new panel went up. Amos told her were to point the light and she pointed the light. His hands seemed to work a step ahead of her, as if she wasn’t entirely necessary. Quickly, they were grabbing dangling wires that would need to be stapled in place, once an exact length was determined. Each wire was marked and had a befitting circuit breaker to slip into—the previous owner had completed a few steps already.

	“Probably Pat got this ready when he was tired. If he was like me, he’d save up the light stuff for the end of the day,” Amos said.

	“That makes sense,” Jessica said.

	Amos worked silently for another five minutes and then said, “Moment of truth.” He flipped the bigger circuit at the top of the panel and the basement lights came alive. “Ugh!” His hand was on the panel and his body shook in a head-to-toe seizure. The rubber of his boots squeaked against the cement floor. His eyes rolled back.

	Jessica put her hands out but didn’t dare touch him.

	He stopped as suddenly as he’d started. “Sorry,” he said.

	“You sonofabitch!” Jessica said, laughing, honestly laughing. She punched his chest.

	“Hey, now, I’m brittle.” Amos looked at his watch. “Just enough time to staple the lines, probably you don’t need to watch that chore.”

	“Suppose not.”

	“Only have to make sure you don’t staple into the wire.”

	“Or I’ll get zapped like you?” she said, still smiling. This guy.

	“One of my brothers got hit by lightning once, well not directly. He was too close to a lightning rod in a storm. Sent him across the barn. Still, barn never burned down,” Amos said, sad, thoughtful expression painted in his eyes and the slant of his head.

	“Geez. Was he okay?” Jessica said as she gathered up some of the garbage they’d created.

	“I’ll get all that…yeah, he died young though, just not from lightning exactly.” Before Jessica could prod a little deeper, Amos said,” Got some fine lightning rods on your barn. I’m surprised an antique dealer didn’t sneak up there and steal them when nobody was around.”

	“Really?” Jessica said, trying to envision the lightning rods.


NINE

	Amos was on the road about two minutes before 5:00 PM. Jessica waved him away and started toward the farmhouse, glancing up to the roof of the barn. Too dark to see much detail of the lightning rods; she’d take Amos’ word for it that they were nice, for tonight. Now that she had very minor expertise in wiring and electrical panels, she wanted to see what things looked like in the farmhouse from a project-impending perspective.

	Nearly as cold inside as it was outside, save for the wind, Jessica shuddered at a shiver. Expectation, despite knowledge, suggested there should be warmth within. She flicked a light switch and stamped her boots off on the mat. The linoleum in the farmhouse matched the linoleum in the laborer bungalow, which suggested that both had been updated at the same time. Given the color and patterns, she guessed the late 1960s. The fuse panel was in the alcove off the kitchen—an add-on to the original building that featured hook-ups for laundry appliances, and just out the door was a clothesline. She gave the panel a once over, not bothering to count the number of wires but seeing that Amos was correct that there’d be many more. 

	Jessica stepped back into the kitchen, pulling the ill-fitting door closed behind her. She guessed that in the summer heat, that door might not close at all. Something else to replace. The kitchen had been stripped and all the counters were gone. The last owner had put new framing over some of the plaster, which would eat up about five inches of footage but probably took great strides to aid in insulating against the elements.

	In the living room, the outer wall was newly framed while the interior walls were laid bare. The floor was hardwood, littered with construction debris. Building materials rose in stacks beneath the gaudy, gold light, which hung on a gold chain. It had three glass bulb covers, all thick with dead flies. Seeing them made Jessica wonder where, exactly, the previous owner had died.

	“Maybe right where you stand,” she said and then stepped a foot to her right.

	There was a hallway. Like the kitchen and living room, the outer walls were reframed while the inner walls were skeletal. This made the small bathroom and its deep green fixtures visible from where she stood. There was another small room beyond it. Everything stripped to the bones. There was a door where the kitchen met the hallway that had to lead to the basement.

	Jessica crouched and looked beneath the staircase that led to the second floor. Upstairs was currently more intriguing than the basement—her assumption being that it was likely roughly similar to the bungalow but much, much more dated and in need of repair. So she went upstairs. The stairs were nice hardwood, though pitted with age and ware. At the top was a heavy white door with a brass knob.

	The door was sticky, not as bad as the laundry alcove, but the hinges creaked with warning. Already dark outside, Jessica clicked on the flashlight as there was no hanging bulb in the staircase. The floor was littered with dead houseflies, thousands of them.

	“Gross,” she said, and carried on, playing the beam over the rough board walls, looking for a light switch. She found an electrical wire nailed to the wall and followed it back to a glass knob on a brass fixture. “Holy, that’s old.”

	She crossed the room, avoiding as many flies as was possible and turned the knob. Two lights tacked to the ceiling warmed and then glowed yellowly over the hallway. There were three doors, the one directly before her had an old bed on a handcrafted bedframe. The kind of rough work she’d known growing up.

	“I’d do better than that,” a voice said from behind her.

	She didn’t bother looking, she’d never mistake any of her brothers’ voices. She shined the light against the dusty glass of the window. On the frame, someone had carved the name CHARLIE with a knife. It was just about the only spot not covered in dead flies.

	“Yeah, yeah, you might, the others wouldn’t,” she said. Gerald had been the only one of the boys really interested in the artistic aspect of utilitarian creation.

	“You’d really know it if you didn’t run off.”

	Jessica backed out of the room—it hadn’t had any closets to check—and into the hallway. “Shoo-fly,” she said and continued to the next room, this one on the opposite side.

	The bedframe was bigger and crafted with care. She guessed this to be the master bedroom. There was a moldering dresser with a candelabra on top. Next to the bed was a porcelain chamber pot. Whoever had updated the main floor, back in the 1960s, hadn’t gotten around to the top floor.

	“Weird.”

	Jessica wrestled with the top drawer until it opened. She shined her light in at the bones and fur of a dead rat. It was newer than the furnishing but had no scent, and wouldn’t even if it was above freezing.

	“Gross.”

	She closed the top and pulled open the second drawer to find nothing. She closed it. The third drawer was stuck and she pinched the flashlight between her chin and shoulder like a telephone receiver to free both hands. She gave it a good yank. It didn’t budge, but something inside moved. It sounded a little like dry grass against the underside of a car.

	She tugged again. The drawer squeaked out a hair. Again, something moved inside, this time it continued after she quit pulling. She paused, trying to place the sound. It came again. She hadn’t pulled.

	“Probably nothing,” she whispered and stood straighter, accidentally lifting the handles up and letting the drawer slide into a groove. It fell open and she stumbled in reverse. The flashlight dropped and rolled half-circles on the fly-ridden hardwood. Whatever was in the drawer was making the swishing sound. Jessica bent fast enough to feel a twinge in her lower back and grabbed the flashlight. 

	She shined the beam over the drawer, expecting reflective rat eyes to stare back at her. None. Nothing. She leaned in to shine the light inside. There was a metal device with a porcelain bulb handle. On the side was a crank. With her free hand, Jessica plucked out the device. A wooden nub with a screw in its base rolled free, making the sound she’d heard.

	“What are you?” she said and again put the flashlight between her chin and shoulder. 

	She turned the crank a partial revolution and a platform at the end vibrated furiously. At the center of the platform was a nut hole. She looked at the wooden nub and the screw that almost certainly fit into the hole. She gave the crank another turn and then laughed once the sum of all the parts became clear, dropping the personal massage device back into the drawer. She could come back up for that later, she might show Amos—for lack of another real option.

	She returned to the hall, the chill really setting in. She swiped at her nose—cold and wet as a dog’s. She opened the final door and discovered the smallest room of the bunch. There was a bed, the same size as in the Charlie room, a small window, and a dusty trunk. The wind played in through a crack somewhere, whistling a foreboding tune.

	Jessica shivered again. She’d make this quick. She bent over the trunk and flipped the lid. The pale wood at the bottom was warbled and bits of cotton littered the edges. In one corner, on top of the strewn and gathered cotton was a plush doll. It looked like it might’ve been a Raggedy Anne, but the face was too faded and the red hair had been burnt, leaving only dusty brown nubs behind. Too much speculation for her to be certain of anything. With her free hand, she scooped it out of the truck.

	“Ahh!” she shouted, popping in reverse as two mice scurried out, up her arm—thankfully not up her coat sleeve. She dropped the flashlight again as she jerked and swung. The beam rolled back and forth on the floor. From the corner of her eye, something moved from the shadows, something large, big as a man. 

	She leapt back, skidding on her heels and falling to her butt. She didn’t breathe. Couldn’t breathe. She stared into the gloom, knowing someone was there, and that they’d been there, watching her. A squatter perhaps.

	“Whoever you are, I bought this house. You have to leave or I’m calling the cops.” She sounded much firmer and more authoritative than she felt.

	She waited, the only sounds were the whistling wind and the pounding of her heart. She risked inching her hand toward the light, no longer disgusted by the flies. She grabbed it and swung the beam, hitting walls, the bed, the corner, the trunk. Nothing. Empty.

	She pushed to her feet, muscles aching all over and backed out of the room. She tugged the door closed behind her and then jogged to the stairs. She might find it funny later, but somebody had been there, she’d not only seen that, she’d felt it. She was outside by the time she’d recognized that she hadn’t checked under the bed.

	“He won’t be there tomorrow. He’ll know I’m coming and that’s that,” she said as she wheeled back to town. 

	It felt so much later than a quarter to six. She made two stops before going home: CVS for creams, pads, and muscle relaxants, and Subway for a supper befitting of all the energy she’d burned. Her body was a mess, but she felt so good mentally she wanted to get Amos a gift. She didn’t of course.

	At home, she ran a bath while she ate. It would be an early night because she’d be right back at it again tomorrow and who knew what kind of shape she’d be in.

	 


TEN

	“You doing all right?” Amos said a moment after Jessica let him into the bungalow.

	“Sure, why?” Jessica said.

	Amos grinned lopsidedly. “Smells a bit like you took a bath in Bengay.”

	His manner was infectious. She had to grin right back at him. “IcyHot.”

	“Probably it’ll be no problem if you just stand back today. If you like. Mostly lugging the drywall up.”

	Jessica told him she wanted to help and followed him to the basement. It was an obvious relief to him. Two people on a sheet of drywall was a much easier way to tackle stairs than one. The work went quickly and the conversations settled on old movies for common ground. Neither had seen most of the newer ones, but the titles that played on Turner and on late night cable TV were easy subject matter. Jessica forgot herself, forgot the mud suck that was Scott, holding her feet in place. She forgot about how the girls considered her a burden on their father. She forgot her job, her boss telling her to take as much time as she needed, and saying it in a way that she missed none of the underlying message: it’s fine if you don’t come back. She thought about nothing of consequence and sweated and grunted and laughed and talked about Bill Murray and Brad Pitt and Nicole Kidman and Russell Crowe and Renee Zellweger—despite that Amos had nothing to add when it came to the stars of the last few decades. They talked about old Disney terrors from their childhoods. They talked about cartoons. 

	“I was named after Amos. Amos ‘n’ Andy was on the radio and then TV. My mom named me after Amos because she hated my dad and he hated Black people.”

	“Wow. I didn’t even know they were Black. And you live with your dad. How’d…” Jessica trailed. She almost asked how had his parents come together if his mother hated his father. The answer was simple and yet complicated, but it wasn’t rare or confusing. Jessica knew it firsthand. 

	Amos didn’t follow her trail of breadcrumbs, instead flipped the subject on her. “What about your parents?”

	“My mother never had a chance. Never got a choice.” Jessica took on a somber tone.

	Amos drove a screw home with a cordless DeWalt and in the quiet that followed said, “Don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

	Normally the subject left a shitty taste, too shitty to let it sit, but these last two days, she was kicking some shit. “My mother was a Mennonite. I’m originally from Ohio. When she was twelve, my father, he was very surface religious—all the stuff that fit what he liked. He essentially raped her. She got pregnant and had a shotgun wedding of sorts, though he wasn’t really against it from what I can tell.”

	“How old was he?” Amos was making a face that would be comical in most other circumstances, a mix between disgusted and aghast and disbelieving. 

	“Twenty-seven. My guess is that he couldn’t find a wife before and was starting to panic…when I say rape, I’m guessing it was statutory and not violent. They never said rape. I learned this story from my dad’s brother. He was sickened by my dad, so he had no trouble pulling the word out of his hat.”

	Amos drove home three more screws. “That’s something. You grow up religious then?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“You religious now?”

	“No, sir.”

	Amos drove home another screw, the buzz of the battery power quickly slowing. “Me neither. My mom was nuts for Jesus, maybe just all-around nuts. Dumb as a brick.” He bent over the charger and slipped free the juiced battery and slid home the dying one. He popped the new battery into the base and gave it two quick trigger squeezes.

	“We’re making some headway, huh?” Jessica said.

	She looked around the living room. They were more than halfway through with the space. Still had to do the other rooms and put together Scott’s stuff, but they’d be golden by the weekend. The plan was to get him in and out of the hospital before the costs really started to pound their pockets; insurance was now officially done covering them.

	“Sure thing. Be sad when we’re done. This has been fun. I hardly ever work with anybody,” Amos said. He popped the cordless driver into a loop on his leather toolbelt. He pointed to the next sheet of drywall. “Ready?”

	“Ready.”

	Together they fit it in place and resumed conversation in-between driving screws, talking through a steadily re-upping fog of dust. By lunchtime, they were done hanging and taping the living room and ready to start on the other spaces.

	“You know, if you’re moving your husband in this weekend, you might want to get some paint up in here. Wouldn’t want him to die, stoned off fumes.”

	Jessica had brewed more coffee and sat on a stack of drywall sheets with a mugful. “Yeah, wouldn’t want that,” she said, oozing sarcasm, rolling her eyes.

	Amos snorted. “Guess he wouldn’t be the first person to die out here.”

	Jessica was quiet a few seconds, then said, “Do you know anything about the farm? I went up into the farmhouse and it was like nobody had touched the second floor for years.”

	“Well, nobody’s lived here since the ‘eighties, I think,” Amos said and then finished his coffee.

	“The upstairs is like a century dated. I found an ancient vibrator in a dresser.”

	Amos’ eyebrows went way, way high.

	“Had a crank on it. All the walls are rough wood. The electricity was just tacked there. On the outside. No lights in the rooms, only in the hall.” Jessica set aside her mug and stretched out her legs. Today’s work was doing a number on her back, compounding the soreness everywhere else. Blisters had opened on her hands, but she knew they’d go hard sooner than later.

	“Wild. Well, I don’t really know. Folks who had it when I was growing up, until I was about twenty-two, were hippies or something. They didn’t farm much outside their garden and the O’Cauna name was just what everybody called it. I think they settled it.” Amos stood straight and then bent back, stretching out his spine.

	“O’Cauna. You said that name before.”

	“Yep, it’s what my dad called the place and I inherited calling it that. Suppose I could ask him about it. I can’t even remember the hippies’ names.” Amos grabbed his toolbelt and swung it around his waist. “They didn’t have kids in school, so I never knew them beyond seeing them now and then in Kingdom.”

	Jessica tapped the drywall next to her. “If you think of it, I’d be interested. Pretty strange that they’d leave it untouched up there.”

	“I don’t mean to sound like a pervert, but I’d kind of like to see the dildo machine.”

	“You men are pigs…I had full plans of showing you, but I spooked myself up there in the dark and had to boogie. I was so sure I saw someone, I thought there might be a squatter up there.” Jessica brushed her hands together after rising to her feet.

	“Yeah, I know how that goes. Every time I’ve ever slept in a hotel, I look at my jacket draped on a hook or a chair and know there’s someone there.”

	Jessica had a thought and closed her eyes. “Did I see paint somewhere, or was that wishful remembering?”

	Amos shook his head. “Don’t think I saw any.”

	“Shoot. Well, guess I’d better hit up Lowe’s. You’re fine to do the other rooms, right?”

	“I’ll get a little sweatier, but of course.” 

	To punctuate this, Amos bent and grasped a piece of drywall and hefted it up and down the hall without making a sound. At first, Jessica had been amazed at how perfectly and easily it had all been coming together. Amos then seemed to remember that he was to be schooling her and pointed out the tapered edges, that different sizes were available, and that Pat Hamilton had known what he was doing when he’d purchased the materials.

	“Do I need anything else?” Jessica said.

	“Just rollers and brushes.”

	Jessica picked up her mug and then Amos’ mug and took them to the sink. It felt like cheating the job to leave for supplies in the middle of the workday. Of course, she’d put down as much paint as she could, which might mean sticking around late or getting there early, maybe both.

	The chill had lifted some beneath the midday sun and she upturned her chin and let it bathe her face a moment before climbing into her car. John Mayer was on the radio, going on about a woman’s body. Jessica turned it down. Such bull. She rolled to the road, the snowy world beyond her windows looking crunchy and she thought about being young and about scratched legs above boot tops, and about how sometimes cutting through the lawn or the backyard had been treacherous. And if steps didn’t punch through the top layer of hardened snow, there was the risk of slipping on the icy surface.

	“Don’t have to worry about that now,” she said and pinched the fat that folded in a muffin top over her jeans whenever she sat. She did it often, couldn’t help herself. One of a few regular, self-abasing impulses beyond control. She then wondered if she’d get on top of things with the exercise.

	“You have to remember to take your pills.”

	Jessica frowned. Scott’s voice was coming from right beside her, his judgement rode shotgun everywhere she went.

	“Maybe I should just run into a tree. How much weight do I lose if they cut off my leg?” Jessica said and then screamed, shaking the steering wheel where she idled at a stop sign.

	The screams no longer hurt her throat. At least there was that. She hooked onto the old highway and rolled toward White Elk and the big box stores. 

	The first signage came into view, the biggest standout being the Golden Arches. Jessica’s tummy grumbled, the olfactory sense filled her nose with deep fryer smell.

	“You need to lay off the carbs, too. Remember those people who did Dr. Phil’s Weight Loss Chall—”

	“Shut up!” Jessica shook, vibrating all over, passing by the McDonald’s lot entrance. She continued, also passing a Burger King and a Dunkin’ Donuts, until she reached the Lowe’s lot. It shared the space with a grocery store. She put the car in park and looked down at the bulge beneath the front of her coat. “You’ve already eaten.”

	 


ELEVEN

	The hands of the clock seemed to race to 5:00 PM. Jessica had the first coat of paint on the walls of the living room. It took time but was generally easy since she needed only worry about not spilling on the floor. The high edge would be covered by the drop ceiling that would hide the cracked and yellowed plaster—obviously there’d been roof problems in the past. The low edge would be covered by baseboard.

	“You bought good stuff. Dries way faster,” Amos said over his shoulder when Jessica came to find him in the final room. The bathroom and this room were collectively a third of the size of the living room but took twice as long thanks to fixtures and closets.

	“I hardly thought about it…there was a mis-tint, and it was half price. Two cans will be enough for the living room?” Jessica had off-white streaks up her arms and on her knuckles. Her hair was a sweaty rats’ nest. Drywall dust clung to everywhere moisture collected on her face.

	“Of Behr, yeah. You don’t really save much by cheaping out on paint.” Amos looked around the small space. “Probably need more if you want to do the kitchen and these rooms the same color.”

	Amos scooped some quick-drying putty from a container with a putty knife. “You know, I figured you’d be a rich lady when I saw your Buick. This is a much nicer job because you’re regular.”

	“Why thank you, been a while since anyone paid me a complement.”

	Amos shook his head gently as he applied the putty to even out where drywall came together not quite perfectly. “Hope that’s not true.”

	Jessica bit down. The concern in his voice made her want to cry. When was the last time anyone cared about her and not about her in relation to her husband, or their children, or that they were moving from the block? Twice since posting the real estate sign, neighbors had come by for fodder for the gossip mill. She guessed there would’ve been additional busy bees if she was that little bit more sympathetic, if Scott had died instead of becoming partially paralyzed. 

	Amos’ watch beeped and he shot it a quick glance. “Damn, going to have to check out the farmhouse tomorrow.” He finished the spot he was on and then scraped the putty knife on the lip of the putty container. He closed the container and left the putty knife on top. “Well, I’m off.”

	He was so abrupt. Jessica didn’t know what to say. She liked agreeable company, hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it. “We could shoot up there, real’ quick. Take—”

	“Tomorrow, maybe at lunch.”

	“Are you sure? It’ll only—”

	Amos started down the hallway. “Yep. See you tomorrow at seven.”

	Rattled, but experienced enough to cover, Jessica followed him. “Of course. Well, thanks.”

	Amos waved over his shoulder as he reached the kitchen and was then outside. His truck rumbled to life seconds after that, and Jessica was alone in a paint-smelling house, a little sad and a lot confused. Rather than dwell in that swampy, emotional pond, she decided that since there was still a little daylight left—every day they scored a few minutes more it seemed—she’d go over to the farmhouse. Part of her had to see that nobody had actually been squatting there. A big part. And this despite that she’d convinced herself, on the surface anyway, there was no way anyone would squat this far from civilization. 

	Quickly, before she lost any more light and some nerve, she cut across the large yard and entered the farmhouse. She tapped her boots off on the matt at the door while scanning for changes. Proof someone had been there.

	There were no extra prints on the floor. Only remnants of her scuffed and hurried footfalls. She paused, listening, trying to catch that gusting whistle from the little girl’s room. 

	Little girl’s? “Had a doll,” she said aloud, her voice big enough in the quiet to startle her into motion. She started up the stairs, thinking in the light of dusk, they looked less rough than they had beneath her flashlight beam. She had the flashlight with her now because that sun was falling fast. She gripped the brass door handle. “Okay,” she said as she turned her wrist.

	The door opened silently, revealing the hardwood floors…and plaster walls? The light switch was old, but much more modern than it had been. The flies were gone. In the doorways—doorways that featured factory-cut doors—carpet butted against the dusty hardwood hallway.

	“What in the hell is going on?” she whispered.

	She stepped to the first door. Inside was a steel bedframe. There were a few shelves screwed to the walls, featuring the junk collectables a child grew out of: dinky cars, a chewed hockey puck, youth editions of classic stories, and cereal box cutouts of cartoon characters. The window had smoky vapor barrier over the glass, behind it were a handful of dead flies, but nothing like last night. Charlie’s name remained where it had, though the lines were softer, the cut strokes less jagged and vicious looking. 

	“This can’t…”

	Jessica cut to the master bedroom across the hall. There was a curtain over the window. To counter this, there was a light switch about a foot from her arm. An older, though not archaic, bulb lit. No bed, no dresser, no personal massage device to find because there was really nowhere to look. All that remained aside from the dust and cotton proofs of rats’ and mouse nests, were some loose pages strewn on the floor. Lined sheets with neat blue writing. She ignored these and charged to the room at the end of the hall. 

	The door was open and she saw before she even arrived that there’d be no little girl’s room. Whoever had used this last had used it for an office, likely. In one corner was a tall, five drawer filing cabinet. It looked like the kind that weighed just about as much as a full-grown man. She hurried over to it and began yanking open drawers, finding only paper clips, rubber bands, and tabs. All the bric-a-brac that got left behind when something was deemed not worth taking with a body when it departed.

	She spun on her heels. “To hell with this,” she said, hissing it out. In seconds, she was back to the stairway door. She flipped the hallway light switch, noticing then that she left the master bedroom light on. She hurried over to snap it off, plunging herself into near dark. The sun had gone down.

	She stepped back into the hallway. From the corner of her eye, something big moved in the Charlie room. She gasped and picked up her pace. This house was a menace, playing tricks on her harried mind. She slammed the door behind her. Down the stairs in a rush. She reached bottom and looked up when the door crept open. 

	At the top, standing there, looking down upon her was a man in a black wool coat and a stubby top hat. Jessica broke then, sprinting for the door. She tripped over construction debris and slid on the kitchen linoleum, striking her head against the gap where a refrigerator had been. 

	Footfalls played slowly down the stairs. Jessica could feel her heartbeat all the way to her tongue. The deep, deep shadow moved from the staircase landing to—

	Perfect lines, cut through the light by the bones of the home. Shadows plain and rational. Jessica remained rooted, watching for movement, but none came. 

	6:00 PM had come and was inching toward 7:00 PM when Jessica finally pushed herself up from the cool floor. “Impossible,” she said as she hurried out into the blisteringly cold night. “That did not happen.”

	 


TWELVE

	“Is everything going to be ready?” Scott asked. 

	The smile he’d harbored on previous visits had vanished. Jessica hadn’t thought much about it, but a nurse was usually leaving Scott’s side whenever she came—since he’d been awake. She’d assumed he was playing the salesman part, parading around the charisma that had carried him most of his life, but perhaps it was something else. 

	When they were younger, he’d told her about the one and only bully he’d had. He was in the first grade and according to him, nobody cared that he took abuse because he’d been a zero. On a Saturday night in late May, his asshole sore from the atomic wedgie he’d received Friday while he awaited his ride home, he and his mother went to the drive-in because his dad was on the road—sales was in the blood. The double feature started with 101 Dalmatians and then jumped into the adult feature because the kids should’ve been asleep in the backs of the cars. Sean Connery as James bond in Dr. No came next. Scott’s mother didn’t say anything about his being awake, despite that it was an accepted rule that kids stretched out for a snooze after the first movie ended. 

	James Bond was the epitome of cool, and smooth, and interesting. He was the center of everything, even the parts that seemed to mean nothing to his story. Scott fell asleep halfway through the movie and dreamed that he was a spy. An off-duty spy that everyone loved and wanted to see. He played poker and bluffed his way through a pot. After he left the table, he went to his bedroom and found his friend Jimmy’s mother there. He kissed her and they were married without ceremony. 

	He spent the next month talking to the mirror, perfecting a lilt that was not quite James Bond, but close enough to get attention. He was suddenly cool and the bully found a weaker link to pick on. Convincing people to like him and care about him became essential to his life. Jessica understood too late the dark side of men like Scott.

	“Yes, mostly. Some minor things might not,” Jessica said.

	“Of course. Imagine things working out—ah,” he said wincing. 

	When the nurses had come, they’d brought along fresh servings of dope. Pain-wise, Jessica guessed Scott was lucky his spine was no longer taking signals from below his hips. Losing a leg had to be agony. Then again, perhaps it was a bit like losing a tooth. If he ever got the feeling back, she’d ask him.

	“I’m doing my best. Amos is fantastic at everything. We’re lucky he’d only just finished another job.” 

	Jessica ran a hand through her still shower-damp hair. She been home alone for about an hour and was jumping at shadows the entire time, which was why she came to the hospital. Scott’s company was better than no company in the face of what had to be a mental break.

	“What kind of name is that?” Scott said, his eyes glued to a little TV bolted to his bed and the latest episode of The King of Queens.

	Jessica sighed as she stepped to the cushioned chair next to the bed. As she sat, she got a big whiff of IcyHot. “It’s a name,” she said.

	“Probably I’ll have to hire someone proper just to—”

	“If he bought a policy from you, you’d be going on and on how uniquely classic his name is. You’d brag about having a guy named Amos on your client list.”

	Scott huffed, his focus suddenly heavy on the tiny TV screen. 

	Jessica looked at him and was almost flustered enough to ask him if he believed in ghosts. Sensibility saved her. He’d use it as ammunition for preemptive strikes with the girls. If they’d both been born fifty years earlier, he likely would’ve had her committed. No wonder her mother didn’t try to leave. Mennonites were throwbacks and her mother…who knew what she thought about much of anything. It was a woman’s job to tend to the household, the children, and shut the hell up.

	There was enough of her mother in her that she couldn’t help but pound herself down with the comparison. Almost daily she thought about how she’d let a man shackle her, put her in a corner, steal her freedom. It struck her then that perhaps her mother did much more for her than she ever knew, simply because she was mostly quiet. This possibility was almost heartbreaking. What if in that way, she too was like her mother? Pulling the good strings and getting no credit, holding the future of her family together.

	“I gave you advice,” a mousy voice said.

	Jessica heard it so rarely that she looked over her shoulder to a chair next to an empty bed. Her mother sat in the shadows with her feet straight and her knees together, back stiff as a plank.

	“Don’t pretend I didn’t.”

	Jessica looked at her hands. That advice was the warning that likely let her leave home mostly unscathed. She and her brothers had dug into the soft clay behind the barn for six straight days in July of 1972. Jessica was twelve, the youngest. Her efforts were mostly to say she’d helped, but she wasn’t totally useless—she’d seen grown women who couldn’t shovel walkways, and snow was much simpler to move than clay. Her parents had been away, shopping in the city. 

	“Go on to the house, Jess,” her father had said. “I got you a gift.”

	“You did!” Jessica bolted. Once inside, she found a paper bag on her bed. She dumped it and out dropped a two-piece bikini with orange polka dots. It was amazing. Jessica rushed to get in it. For once, she’d have something cooler than almost all the girls her age. Two-pieces made the bathing suit totally mature. 

	She was about to race out the door when her mother stopped her, pushing her back into the bedroom and closing the door behind them. 

	“You have to put on your old suit and tell him this one is too big.”

	Jessica was indignant until she saw the tears falling down her mother’s face.

	“You can’t draw this kind of attention,” her mother had said, hands together as if about to pray.

	Jessica whimpered and asked why. Her mother only shook her head and begged the Lord to keep Jessica safe. She was sixteen when she finally linked together that her father first started in on her mother when she was only twelve. She got it when Jessica had friends over to swim in the pool they’d dug. One of her friends brought her little sister along. Her father buzzed around like a fly, never looking directly, but always looking.

	“You will never know how far he would have gone,” Jessica’s mother said from that padded hospital chair across the room.

	“I know why I left when I did,” Jessica said.

	Scott turned his head. “Huh?”

	She waved at him. There was so little fight left in her tonight. But she couldn’t go home. She was too shaken. How was she going to explain to Amos? She’d planned on asking him to help some with the farmhouse—once learning how big of an ordeal intense home repairs were. He’d go upstairs and see a perfectly normal space and think she was a wack-job. 

	“Hey, how are we this evening?” 

	Through the door came a nurse with a trey holding three paper cups. Scott’s room had four beds. Two had occupants with large beige curtains drawn. That third was empty, which was enough to give Jessica’s subconscious room to beam in her mother.

	The nurse was tall and dark. Her hands were skinny and tremendously wrinkled. She had a pleasant bedside manner and seemed to really like Scott—who didn’t?

	“Not a second too soon,” Scott said and switched off the TV set.

	The nurse gave Jessica a grin and said, “Guess soon enough, this’ll be your job.”

	“Suppose so. He’s not a child though, I could just leave everything next to his bed.”

	The grin soured and the nurse nodded. She shifted her focus to administering drugs. Scott accepted this and then lay back, as if waiting for the bus to comfort town. The nurse made brief small talk behind both curtains.

	Her husband was going to be unconscious soon, and probably they’d kick her out any minute. She stood up, adjusted her purse, and started toward the hallway, the rubber soles of her damp boots squeaking on the waxy stone floor. 

	“Bye,” she said.

	“Buh-bye,” Scott said back, the drugs already hitting.

	Jessica didn’t make it more than twenty steps from the room when the nurse came jogging after her. She touched Jessica’s arm at the elbow. Nobody had ever grabbed her exactly that way. It had to be the most inoffensive spot she’d been touched by a stranger.

	“Hello, Jessica?”

	Jessica nodded that that was her name, yes.

	“I don’t want to alarm you, but taking care of someone in your husband’s condition is not going to be easy. Dr. Harper says she’s been talking with a specialist about the nerve damage, and the specialist didn’t think it was as bad as what Dr. Harper had thought.”

	They were in the middle of the hallway. The nurse was leaning in close, though speaking plenty loud enough if anyone should want to eavesdrop. 

	“So, if another surgery puts him back in contact with his legs, it will be tremendously painful on top of all else.” 

	Jessica almost said leg, singular, but didn’t, there was a bit of thigh left, so technically…

	“The drugs will need to be administered to him; they can’t simply sit within reach. He may be an adult, but so are most junkies. He’s really going to need you to be there for him.”

	Jessica held all the awful things coming to mind deep in her chest. She didn’t need to be reminded of how difficult things were going to be moving forward. Warning her did her no favors.

	“Of course,” Jessica finally said when it seemed the nurse awaited a response.

	“We just want him healthy. Everybody’s rooting for him.”

	Jessica painted on a pleasant expression and said, “I’m sure they are.” 

	 


THIRTEEN

	Jessica arrived at the farm a full hour and a half before Amos to put another coat of paint on the living room walls. Her brain was playing tennis with her, sending her thoughts back to the upstairs of the farmhouse and then away, to anything else she could settle on. It hit in-between thinking about the farmhouse that she and Amos might have something in common. He was so, so diligent about getting away around 5:00 PM; did he have pills to give to his father? The man had to be very old, almost certainly he was on some kind of medication. Had a nurse told Amos, too, that a patient couldn’t be trusted to administer their own medicine in some cases?

	She almost followed that thought when the subject of the farmhouse barged in, her father’s voice riding it like an excited colt: “You think upstairs is strange, you should see the basement.”

	She continued rolling the paint—this coat going on like lightning—and considered that second door off the kitchen. Beyond scaring herself with remembered voices and hallucinated changes, there was logic in wanting to know what it looked like down there. Was it an oil furnace or electric? And just how old was that furnace? What if it was partially finished?

	Jessica got to work quickly, painting over paint until it appeared even. She used the garbage bag she had on the go like a glove to remove and discard the sticky paint roll. The lid when onto the open paint can. She used the back of a screwdriver handle like a hammer to seal it. According to her watch, it was 6:50 AM. 

	Outside was still dark, though not deeply so. There was a blue aura cutting the shadows, promising eventual morning. It had gotten warmer over the last day and then some, and was downright balmy compared to three or four days prior. She wore only the sweater she’d come to work in, the flashlight that had become a trusty friend over the last few days rested in the muff pocket, both her hands clutching at its ends. Her footfalls crunched through the snow, balls of crystal clinging to the leather of her boots. The farmhouse loomed in deep, deep shadow, but had lost most of the disquiet it had begun to harbor. Now she had something that needed done, imagination be damned.

	She kicked her boots against the doorframe before she entered. It smelled extra dusty this morning and she guessed that it was the uptick in temperature. She closed the door behind her and flicked the light switch. Of course, everything looked as it had. 

	Another distasteful possibility occurred to her as she turned the brass knob on the heavy door that led into the basement. If there were rodents upstairs, there were almost certainly rodents downstairs. Or had she imagined that, too? She was now confusing herself, her feet moving down the stairs at gravity’s agenda. Dark at the bottom, she swung a hand blindly above the banister affixed to a post. She felt the semi-rough wood, playing her touch lightly enough that she didn’t get a sliver as she stroked the post. No switch.

	The flashlight came out and she flicked it on. The light bounced off the far wall, revealing a mysterious blue green surface, cloudy, a bit rough. Something she’d investigate once she found a switch. She brought the yellowy beam around and up until it banked off a brass ball dangling two feet down from the ceiling. She couldn’t see the string in the dark, but knew it had to be there. She reached up until she felt it against her palm.

	The light clicked as they do, bathing the large, open basement from three bulbs spaced about eight feet apart. That blue green was not limited to the walls. The entire floor had the same tones, beneath them were the amber hues of copper. 

	“Why?” she said, understanding what she was seeing, though had no clue as to why it should be that way.

	Copper sheeting covered the entirety of the walls and floor. Ropes of copper dangled from the ceiling to about three inches from the floor, the ends flowering like a bouquet of split ends. A few feet out from each of the four corners were cones of copper, rising like miniature Christmas trees. On the wall, several inches above where the copper sheeting stopped were a half-dozen rusty steel valves, the kind of thing that would look befitting on a submarine, not in a farmhouse basement. At the center of everything was a bicycle on a system of wooden blocks. The rear wheel was far too small for the frame and was a good many inches from touching the ground. A rope of braided copper rose from the bicycle’s back end. Jessica followed the line until it branched into three massive glass jars featuring old timey electronic tech: steel, copper, cork. Carved into the stone wall at about the mid-way point of the space were the words CHARLIE COON.

	“Charlie,” she whispered, recalling the name from upstairs.

	She stepped across the basement, mindful of the slick oddity of walking on copper. She reached up to touch the name but stopped herself. If this was like the top floor, then the top floor had to be right the first time. Had she imagined normalcy when in reality it was archaic and dated?

	She spun on her heels and broke for the stairs. The thumping of her footfalls sounded eerily similar to the ones she’d heard above when she fled on a wave of panic, even sounded a bit like the noise coming from the hole in the barn roof. This slowed her some. She pushed on, through the living room and to the landing at the base of the steps. 

	Still dark beyond the dusty glass of the windows, she clicked on the flashlight to peer up the shadowy staircase. Her feet moved, thumping hollowly on the steps. She reached the top and paused, her free hand hovering over the doorknob. What if someone was up here? Forget everything impossible about what she’d experienced, what if someone really was up here? 

	She bent at the knees and shined the light beam through the large keyhole, the kind that probably opened with a Q-tip and a bit of luck when the key went missing. She saw nothing in the darkness beyond. She straightened and reached out again, her hand open, an inch from the brass knob. 

	“Are you sure you want to do that?”

	Jessica nearly jumped. It was her mother’s voice, coming to her as if the woman stood just below on the staircase. Jessica didn’t need to turn.

	“Sometimes things aren’t great, but it might be better than the alternative.”

	Jessica didn’t answer, was thinking instead how she’d gotten spooked in the older buildings, the barn, the farmhouse, but never in the laborer bungalow.

	“The risk. Think about the risk.”

	Jessica huffed a single great breath. “This is my house!” She turned the knob and swung open the door. There were the hardwood floors. There were the slated wood walls, roughhewn like they’d been brought in directly from the sawmill, like they pre-dated electric palm sanders. From down the upstairs hall, booming footfalls charged toward her. 

	There was no thought involved. Jessica jerked around and ran down one, two, three, on the fourth step she tumbled forward and dropped heavily down the final six steps. The flashlight fell with a series of clanks but remained alight. She rolled to her back, trying to catch the wind that had been bulldozed from her lungs. She gazed up the dark staircase. At the top, blacker than the other shadows, a man came to stand, his jacket blooming out at his thighs, his top hat perfectly flat. Jessica scrambled, trying to get to her feet and failing. She took great whooping inhalations that her lungs refused to accept.

	The door at the top of the stairs creaked closed, pushing through the black on a dark shadow as if the figure had no substance.

	Jessica remained in a heap for another two minutes before she had her strength and wits back. On her feet, flashlight in hand, she hurried to the kitchen and back outside, into the blue black of pre-dawn. Suddenly, despite the seasonal warmth—only a few degrees below freezing—she felt very, very cold. 

	In the bungalow, she jacked the heat up and sat on a dusty kitchen chair. Part of her expected the door to fly open and a strange figure to storm in and another part of her knew she was having a mental breakdown from stress.

	“You had an uncle go crazy.”

	Jessica shifted on her seat. Her father leaned against the counter with a Stihl promotional mug in his grip.

	“Crazy is a hereditary thing, so I hear. That and doing drugs.”

	“Crazy’s talking to your dead father, seeing him in your kitchen,” she said back.

	The man snorted a laugh. “You can tell yourself I’m dead all you want, but I’m not going ‘til I’m ready. Dead to you isn’t for real dead. Hell, maybe that’s me in that farmhouse, just messing with you.”

	Jessica stood and walked to the coffee percolator, crossing through her father. “You’re dead to me, old man,” she said. “I’d be really crazy if I thought that was you in the farmhouse.”

	“Oh yeah, why’s that?”

	Jessica took the coffee pot to the sink. “Because that’s Charlie Coon.”

	Water rushed from the tap into the pot, creeping to the top in a sea of bubbles. She had no way to know if what she said was true, but she knew it, nonetheless.

	 


FOURTEEN

	“How you doing?” Amos said.

	The drywall was up and taped. Paint fumes demanded they keep all the windows open. Outside the snow was coming down in great fat flakes. Clouds had greyed out the world and that sunny warmth they’d experienced over the last 36 hours was now only a memory.

	“Why do you ask?” Jessica said. They’d worked all morning, taken a quiet lunch, and had been working an hour since.

	Amos lowered his arms. He was affixing a chained pulley system to bolts he’d threaded through the topside of the ceiling joists—a step earlier had demanded a good deal of crawling through the two-foot-high attic, leaving Amos in a suit of dust bunnies and green insulation tufts.

	“You aren’t talking.”

	Jessica scrunched up her expression. This was more trust than she’d typically give someone she’d only just met, but Amos felt like her only hope. “Did you ask your father about the people who lived here?”

	Amos sighed. “Yeah, he just said they disappeared. Before that, the farm was empty, for decades.”

	“Okay,” Jessica said, pausing, driving up nerve. This was like pulling off the world’s stickiest Band-Aid from the world’s hairiest arm. “Have you ever heard the name Charlie Coon?”

	Amos was silent a few seconds and resumed turning a bolt on the nut way up above where he stood on the four-step ladder. “Don’t think so,” he said.

	“Are you sure?” Jessica said. She hadn’t expected the desperation she heard oozing around her question.

	Amos was silent another dozen seconds before he said, “No, who is he?”

	“Someone who used to live here, I think.” Jessica closed her eyes and downturned her face. She was losing it.

	“Oh…you know, when the Irish came over, people already here pretended not to understand them when they got off the ship, so names like O’Cauna got changed to things like Coon, legally. Could be something like that?” Amos said. He stepped down to the floor and gave the chains a yank. “Okay, time to test it out.”

	Jessica remained where she sat in a nest of plastic and cut zip ties from all the unpackaging she’d been doing the last half an hour. Every piece for assembly came in its own little baggy, many zip-tied to other pieces.

	“Let’s go. I’m not risking my tailbone if the chain drops,” Amos said, smiling around the words.

	This got her attention. She looked at him and the canvass basket that would make moving her husband to and from the bed possible for her. She pushed to her feet. “Guess I have more padding for a hard landing anyway,” she said.

	“It won’t fall,” Amos said, not taking any bait.

	The basket was two feet from the floor. She got in front of it and dropped herself, slowly, into place. She shuffled backward until her feet dangled. 

	Amos handed her the remote. “Take it away,” he said.

	The options were simple, up or down. She pressed the up button and held it. The engine above hummed and she began rising, smooth and easy. According to the packaging, the wench could handle up to 400 pounds. She kept going until she was looking down at Amos—who was a couple inches taller than she was. The floating feeling seemed to bring the idea of impossible things being possible.

	“Let’s take a break and check out the farmhouse,” she said and began to lower herself.

	“Sure,” Amos said, easy.

	Jessica’s feet touched down and she lowered the basket even as she settled on her weight. “Before we go, I need to tell you something—no, I’ll tell you when we’re there. I think I’m losing my mind.”

	Amos laughed and smiled until Jessica didn’t. “Okay.”

	The yard had gone ice rink and they had to walk slowly. Visibility was limited thanks to the thick snowfall. Everything wore white extensions rising in muted versions of the shapes beneath them. Jessica reached the door of the farmhouse first, wary of what she might discover within. She kicked her boots against the doorframe before stepping inside. Amos mimicked her actions.

	“So, the other night when I came in here, I went upstairs,” Jessica said as they crossed the kitchen and then living room. “It was old. Nothing had been updated in many, many decades. It was like something from Dances with Wolves.”

	“That’s a film, right?” Amos said.

	“What? Oh, yeah. It’s about a guy getting along with the local Natives. A settler or something. I saw it like twenty years ago,” Jessica said. By the time she finished, she’d reached the top of the stairs. “Before we go up, I have to tell you, it wasn’t like what I described.”

	Amos peered up at her from two steps down. “Oh?”

	“So, it might be different and I have to know if I’m losing it,” Jessica said, not far from tears.

	“Okay?” Amos said.

	Jessica turned the brass knob and swung open the door to a dated hallway, though not as dated as she’d described. It had been renovated, and now matched the main floor’s updates—the ones that were more plentiful before the last owner started gutting the place. She stepped up and turned right to peer down the empty hallway. No flies. No rough wood. No stomping footsteps. She moved forward enough to let Amos up.

	“Is this a joke?” he said.

	“No. The only thing that’s the same is the name Charlie is carved in the first bedroom, by that window.” Jessica pointed in through the doorway. “And I think, when it’s the other way, that somebody is up here.”

	Amos moved past Jessica and started down the hall, peering into rooms as he went, stopping only momentarily at each to drink in the scene. At the end of the hall, he turned to face Jessica. He wore a sad and confused expression.

	“And downstairs! I don’t know if it was different. There was copper plating on the floor and walls. And these valve wheels,” Jessica put something together she hadn’t before, “as if to flood a pool. There’s a bunch of them.” She started downstairs.

	“Slow down!” Amos said, his footfalls thumping and loud, but nothing like those belonging to the shadowy figure, not like Charlie Coon’s. These did not shake beyond the physical plane. “Slow down!”

	Jessica burned through the living room to the basement door. She stopped only long enough to swing it open. From there, she charged down the stairs, as if to catch the space before any impossible switch occurred. 

	“What’s down here?” Amos said from the main floor where he stood, nothing but a silhouette from below. 

	Jessica swung her hand around above her head until she found the light’s pull string. She gave it a yank. The little knob on the end was no longer brass, was now plastic. The very thing she’d seen on a million other lights over the years. The blue green residue remained on the copper sheeting around the room but was less vibrant under the dust. The copper lines dangling from the ceiling had been either cut or stowed within the joist framework above, Jessica couldn’t see from where she stood. If the Christmas tree cones were there, they were beneath junk: broken furniture, burlap sacks, old clothes, and the likes. One thing was very different, someone had cemented over the carved name Charlie Coon.

	“See! It’s all different!” Jessica was spinning, physically and mentally.

	Amos sat down at about the middle step. His face played slowly over what he saw. “Is that copper?”

	“This morning, when I came down, this space was…” Jessica lit into a rushed, though in-depth explanation of what she saw and what she suspected it all meant, from the valve wheels to the strange dangling wire that were missing from the scene. “It was aged-looking, but not like this. It was just like upstairs.”

	She sounded insane, even to her own ears. These were the ravings of a lunatic. This Amos man did not know her well, and she was painting a picture of herself. It wasn’t a first impression, but it would be a lasting one.

	The quiet of the basement began mounting. Jessica felt Amos’ gaze upon her and lowered her face. She couldn’t go on like this, and now she’d be losing the very useful help she’d hired. Scott’s space wouldn’t be completed, and he’d use it as ammunition with the girls. If only their mother wasn’t such a screwup, didn’t need to be carried her whole life. But Amos surprised her.

	“I don’t think we should be here. Sounds like it’s haunted,” he said.

	He was standing. Jessica lifted her face and nodded. 

	“You believe me?” she said.

	“Why wouldn’t I?” he said and turned. “Come on. Probably Pat Hamilton saw something in here and that’s what killed him.” 

	Amos was up the stairs by the time Jessica reached the light switch. Within a minute they were both outside and it was as if an immense weight had been lifted. If Jessica was crazy, she was convincing enough to remain in the land of the free, home of the behaved.

	They had two days before she was to fecth Scott from the hospital—his friend and coworker from the office were to be bringing out a wife’s minivan to make the trip without a tremendous deal of hassle. They got everything put together and all the fixture covers on the sockets and switches. By the end of the workday, all that remained in the living room was the ceiling and clean-up. That and moving over the rest of the stuff.

	“If we get the framework up, you’ll have no trouble slipping the ceiling in yourself,” Amos said. “Going to be a hectic couple days.”

	Jessica checked her watch, was surprised by the time—4:59 PM. Not being called crazy almost felt like being deemed sane. All this time with Amos represented some the easiest days of the last half decade. 

	“We’ll need to make sure we do all the stuff I can’t do tomorrow, because Friday I have to meet with the realtor. She thinks someone’s going to make an offer on the other house,” Jessica said.

	Amos gave a short whistle. “I’ll make a plan.” He dropped an Allen wrench into his blue steel toolbox and closed the lid. “See you tomorrow.” He hefted the box by the black plastic handle and started to the exit.

	“Amos?” Jessica said.

	He stopped, glanced over his shoulder.

	“Thanks for not thinking I’m crazy,” she said.

	“See you tomorrow,” he said, and like that, she was again standing alone, amid all the physical proofs of a job well on its way.

	 


FIFTEEN

	Sweaty and tired, Jessica pulled into the Lowe’s parking lot before heading home. The last owner had miscounted the ceiling tiles he’d need, and she was now three short. 

	It had been an intense day. They’d turned up the music and pushed along to the beats of countless pop rock songs and kept the tempo up even when those beats shifted to soft rock, that lovey-dovey stuff. The tiles had been kept in the barn, bundled and shrink-wrapped in plastic. She’d meant to grab a label before she left but forgot.

	“I’m wondering if someone could help me,” she said to the young woman at the home renovations desk. “I’m taking up where a builder left off and I’m short a few ceiling tiles.”

	“Certainly. Do you have a product number?” the young woman said, her hands poised above a sun-yellowed keyboard.

	“No, but the builder’s name was Pat Hamilton. He died on the job,” Jessica said.

	A man leaned out from behind a shelf of paint cans, curious expression on his face.

	“Umm, I’m not sure I can…you know he bought the stuff here?” The young woman was visibly flustered by this. Like Jessica was asking for health records. “Are you family?”

	“No, but I just need to make sure I get—” Jessica started but was interrupted.

	“Pat Hamilton? Did I hear that right?” the man said after coming up behind the young woman.

	“Yes. He was doing work…he miscalculated the number of ceiling tiles,” Jessica said.

	The man’s entire face tilted to the right, his eye squinting, as if drinking in something highly unlikely. “A contractor named Pat Hamilton was working on a job and died, around here?”

	“Yes. It’s a farm out by White Elk. I’m told people refer to it as the O’Cauna Farm,” Jessica said, whishing she’d just gone home, brought in the tag tomorrow.

	The man started nodding. “Pat Hamilton bought that farm, yeah, and died before he really got started. That had to be twenty years ago now. Two others have owned it since, well, three counting you.”

	“What?” Jessica said, it was her turn to wear confusion.

	“Last owner was Larry Carradine. He’s a vegetable. Nobody knows what happened. He was working out there and collapsed. He’s alive, but he hasn’t moved or spoken in more than a year,” the man said.

	“Oh.” Jessica tried to recall exactly what the realtor had said and was almost certain she’d said the last owner was dead.

	“The couple before him, they lived out there only a few months before hightailing it back to where they came from. Guess he had a job offer…that’s what they say.” The man leaned on the desk, putting his face closer to Jessica. “I heard it’s haunted.”

	Jessica laughed nervously, her cheeks flaming bright, bright red and burning down her neck. An added suggestion that she wasn’t crazy was nice, but affirmation of something screwy and otherworldly happening at the farm was very, very bad.

	“I must’ve got the names confused,” she said. “Any way I can find out which tile?”

	The man typed in Larry Carradine’s name and scrolled through the years upon years of orders he’d put to his account. “Got it,” he said and copied and pasted the number into a different program. “Come in packs of ten.”

	“I figured,” Jessica said.

	“Let me go have a look for a damaged pack. Sometimes they come back with a hole poked through some, but then a few are still good.” The man started away and Jessica remained in place.

	The young woman leaned in. “Is it haunted?”

	Jessica, having regained her composure, more or less, leaned in as well. “Not that I’ve seen.”

	“Liar.”

	Jessica didn’t so much as glance to her left where she knew her teenhood friend, Amy, would be standing. That was a throwback, someone who rarely made an appearance. It was almost enough to outwardly acknowledge.

	“Oh, that sucks,” the young woman said. She took up a bottle of Coke from the desk and twisted away the cap.

	“I disagree. Would you want to live in a haunted house?” Jessica said.

	“Totally,” the young woman said and then drank deeply from the bottle.

	Jessica had no response. If this young thing had seen what Jessica had, had heard it as well, she’d be singing a wholly different kind of tune. Probably something from the blues section. 

	“Got lucky,” the man said, returning with an opened pack of ceiling tiles: plastic white on one side, thin pink insulation on the other. “We can go half price.”

	Jessica took out her credit card and gave it a wave. The man did his thing on the computer. Once prompted, she swiped, and they waited.

	“Ever hear the name Charlie Coon?” she said.

	The man thought a moment before pouting out his lower lip. “No, can’t say that I have.”

	The machine finished its business and began spitting out paper. The man handed Jessica a company pen to sign her name on the line. That done, Jessica grabbed the lightweight but bulky package, the top tiles had been punctured and the cellophane was dirty and hastily rewrapped.

	“Another contractor?” the man said.

	Jessica shook her head gently after shouldering her purse. “No, he’s the ghost who has been haunting me.”

	The young woman shouted, “Hey!”

	 


SIXTEEN

	Four men had shown up at the hospital to usher Scott into the next phase of his existence, and not a one of them was much help. Testosterone only went so far on its own. Those four men might’ve been strong, once, but Jessica was having trouble imagining it. She and a little nurse got Scott off the bed and into a wheelchair.

	“Thanks for the help,” Jessica said, pushing behind Scott.

	He blushed, two bright pink lily pads forming on his greenish cheeks. The drugs hadn’t let his natural color come all the way back, and the obvious pain he’d suffered with the movement had drained the blood further. Jessica could almost feel sorry for him.

	Three of the men said goodbye at the door after loading Scott onto the floor of Galen Edison’s minivan. Scott sitting on the floor hadn’t been the plan, but the relief in his expression washed away any embarrassment he might’ve felt riding home like a child. 

	Jessica was in her car, leading the way, wishing she’d asked Amos to help with this. That seemed out of the handyman realm. Besides, they’d worked a long week together, and he’d kept at the job even while she was away with the realtor answering questions and making chitchat. 

	At the farm, Jessica parked. Galen pulled up right behind her and killed his engine. Jessica got out and charged to his window, he was smiling at her, about to step out. 

	“Go pull in front of the door, we have to carry him inside,” she said, venom trickling into the words. These office men were so utterly useless it was astonishing. She had to wonder what it was that attracted her in the first place.

	“He’s nothing like your father, that’s one thing.”

	Jessica couldn’t argue her mother’s voice on that, and it probably cut to the root of it. Not that she was at the stage where thinking about why they’d gotten together could possibly do her any good.

	“Right, yeah,” Galen said and closed his door.

	“If you drive one wheel on the walkway, you won’t get stuck!” she shouted around cupped hands.

	It had been Amos’ idea to shovel out a path to drive closer to the door, but it had snowed about a foot in the last thirty hours and the wind had the path they’d carved looking like matching sand dunes.

	Slowly, slowly, Galen wheeled close to the door, as if that heavy van might get stuck in six inches of drifted snow. He stopped with room to spare on the passengers’ side, a few feet from the front door. Good enough. Galen climbed through the back and swung open the sliding door. He rushed out and around the rear of the van to meet up with Jessica. 

	“I think he shit,” he whispered.

	Jessica stopped. She knew this was going to be part of it, but for it to happen so immediately…dammit. “Can’t do anything about it until we get him inside.”

	“I think he didn’t know it was him until we got here,” Galen whispered.

	Jessica didn’t doubt it. “Who cares?” she said and pushed past Galen, thinking she could torment Scott the way he’d tormented her. It would be fun, befitting. But not really. Inflicting pain and bettering people, that was for someone else. “Let’s get him inside and I’ll deal with it.”

	They went around the side of the van and Scott had on a painfully phony smile. “Think the ride might’ve jostled something free…sure will be nice when they fix my spine.”

	So pitiful Jessica’s guts clenched. “I’ll take the heavier side,” she said.

	“Yeah, man. They’ll get it figured out,” Galen said, ignoring her the way she’d ignored Galen. “Get you one of those Terminator legs.”

	Scott was nodding in that way he did when he was pretending to really, really dig an idea. It didn’t come off quite the same with the smell emanating from the diaper he wore beneath his hospital gown. 

	“Put your arm around my shoulder,” Jessica said, bending. 

	All the soreness in her muscles had dulled to a gentle throb. Collective renovations had been a good warm-up for this moment. She guessed, if she had to, she might be able to carry him by herself. He’d lost some fat in the hospital, and almost an entire leg. Probably he was down to 130 pounds, maybe less.

	“Do the same over here,” Galen said, crouching at Scott’s other side.

	“I feel like one of those African kings from those rap music videos,” Scott said, clutching tightly.

	A wince seemed to spark the further draining of his color. He quit joking, quit trying to buddy away the ugliness resulting from the extramarital road head. Something Jessica had no doubt he still blamed her for. 

	“I’ll go in backwards,” Jessica said, and they shifted to accommodate. She shuffled her feet until hitting her heels against the doorframe. “Easy. Easy.” Her feet came up and over the lip with intense care. 

	“How you doing?” Galen said, almost grunted it.

	“Pea…chy,” Scott said. Despite the cold, sweat bubbles had formed all over his forehead and neck.

	“Keep coming until we get to the canvas basket,” Jessica said. 

	Their boots squeaked on the linoleum floor as their feet never fully left the ground. Like moving an egg in a spoon, they didn’t want to rattle the payload, less it fell and cracked; the doctors had already failed at keeping Scott together. 

	They kept going until pushing the basket backward, like a swing. The sweat had begun to run and Scott had gone green, his teeth were clenched and thick white saliva had gathered at the corners of his mouth. Within the house, the shit stink was tenfold.

	“Scott, you need to reach up and grab the straps,” Jessica said. She was winging this, but someone had to pretend to be in charge. “Tight now.”

	He did as told, and Jessica crouched lower, wiggling her arms further beneath Scott. She could’ve almost pinched Galen’s thigh. Thankfully, he didn’t need to be told the next step. He let go of Scott, carefully, and then quickly situated the basket beneath him.

	“Okay, you can relax,” she said and both Scott and Galen slumped: Scott into the basket and Galen back against the heavy bed.

	Scott rested there, catching his breath, drinking in the new home he’d never seen aside from the real estate listing. “I thought you were getting this place renovated,” he said.

	Jessica imagined her hands around his throat, imagined not caring that Galen stood back watching in horror as her husband’s eyes bulged and the color finally started coming back into his cheeks before shifting, going blue. Instead of killing her husband, she turned to Galen and said, “Guess I better clean the shit out of his diaper. Thanks for the help.”

	“Oh, uh, yeah. You’re welcome.” Galen held his hand up next to the side of his head like a phone. “Don’t be a stranger, eh?”

	Scott had on the worst rendition of a smile Jessica had ever witnessed him produce and knew as soon as Galen left, she’d get an earful. And at first opportunity, he’d call the girls to explain what a horrible woman their mother was in this trying time. He might even tell them about cheating, get ahead of it, point out how much Jessica had let herself go, and just how mean and cold she could be. 

	The door closed and she waited, waited, waited. Scott held out speaking until the silence became a lead weight. Finally, he said, “Can you help me clean up?”

	Jessica closed her eyes and swallowed a scream. He was impossible. He wouldn’t lash out at her, despite any emotions he felt, it was part of how she was always the bad guy. She snatched the remote that controlled the wench and put it in Scott’s lap. She grabbed the chains above him and swung the arm, pausing until Scott got to above the bed’s height, and then clicked the arm into place.

	“Lift yourself,” she said and then swung back the sheets of the roughly made bed. 

	The mattress of rubbery leather was designed for fluid spillage and the resulting cleanup. Scott said nothing, only did as he was told. The wench engine’s rumbling whine cut into the tension without displacing any of it. Jessica went to the closet and took out the plastic wash basin. Within were liquid body wash, dish soap, yellow dishwashing gloves, and a stack of fresh cloths. She set everything aside on the counter next to the sink. She ran the water warm, unthinking that he wasn’t going to feel much, if anything.

	At least the nastiness of this chore was getting out of the way. In a few days, she might even be used to it. She turned from the sink with the full wash basin, the weight of it far exceeding the sum of the water and the plastic. This weight was so fucking heavy it bore down on her very soul. This was life.

	At least the basket of the pulley lift had an opening at the back. An easy access space that wasn’t all that easy when the patient was wearing a diaper. Scott had discreetly peeled the sticky plastic tabs away and had his hands ready to lift himself. He’d done this enough that she was the rookie here. She was the one learning on the job.

	Without word, she set down the basin, slipped her hands into the gloves, and looked at Scott. He pulled himself up, his arms immediately shaking at the weight. Jessica slipped the diaper away, trying to avoid eye-contact with the smeary mess, trying to imagine the smell came from a baby or an animal. Scott’s hold gave, which was fine, thanks to the opening at the back of the basket. Jessica made quick and rough work with the cloth.

	As she turned with the washbasin, balled-up diaper pinched between two fingers, Scott said, “You’ll get used to it.”

	Jessica dumped the dirty water in the toilet after dropping the diaper into the little garbage can next to the toilet. She took the basin to the kitchen, used the dish soap to clean it out, and slipped out of the gloves. Without looking at Scott, she charged through the living room, past the bathroom, and to the bedroom at the end of the hall. It was big enough to offer her the sense of having an at least semi-private space—the previous owner, not Pat Hamilton but Larry Carradine, had removed the walls separating two bedrooms. She kicked the door closed behind her and rushed to the marital bed she and Scott had shared. She fell flat, grabbed her pillow, and screamed into it.

	 


SEVENTEEN

	Amos met Jessica at the house the following Monday. Jessica drove her car, and the plan was to go to the Chrysler dealership, trade in the car for the van that had been shipped in, and along the way, she’d drop Amos off at the house where he could load the rest of the boxed items into a rented U-Haul. She would then meet him at the house. She would then drive the U-Haul—when she rented it, she had to state she’d be the only one driving on account of not having access to Amos’ license when she filled out the insurance information—she wasn’t about to play when it came to insurance.

	“Everything okay?” Amos said.

	They both had a sweat going, despite the incredible chill that had redoubled on Sunday afternoon and was now still thick around them. They had spoken little, but were now taking a break, sipping coffee Jessica had poured from a stainless-steel thermos. 

	Jessica weighed—for about the millionth time—how much to say and decided it didn’t matter how much or how little. Amos belonged in a world outside her own, outside her husband’s world. There’d be no gossip from him, and if there was, she didn’t know the people he knew.

	“No. Before Scott’s accident, I was getting ready to leave him,” she said. “And now I’m stuck.”

	Amos sipped his coffee, swallowed, and said, “That’s about as bad as it gets, this side of being dead.”

	Jessica shivered, folding her arms across her chest and stuffed her cold hands in her warm armpits. “Years I’d waited…and Scott, he’s so good with people, he has everyone on his side, even our daughters, even his ex-mistresses.”

	“Well, then,” Amos said. 

	“That’s about the whole of it. There’s nothing to do but bare it. Hell, I couldn’t even poison him, it would take someone two seconds to figure that out.”

	Amos pulled his lips tight to his teeth. “I don’t know what to say.”

	Jessica shook her head. “Sorry, I’m just venting.”

	Amos shrugged. “I asked…better keep on keeping on.”

	The truck was loaded by lunchtime and Jessica ordered them a pizza. They ate. Amos drove out to the farm in the used, handi-accessible van while Jessica took the U-Haul to the physical mobility place. Scott had picked out and ordered his chair, and of course it wasn’t the kind kept in-stock. The salesperson was excited to explain things, but Jessica didn’t give him a chance. Despite whatever commission he made on the $2,200 sale, he still pouted over her disinterest. The wheelchair went in with the last of their stuff, and Jessica headed off.

	Everything about that painful, and yet comparably comfortable part of her life was over. 

	“You sure do whine.”

	Jessica sneered. She kept her eyes on the road. There was no sense looking for her mother in the cab of the box truck, there was no doubt that she was there, riding shotgun to her misery like a cough due to cold, a symptom of her existence.

	“At least you got to choose.”

	This was true. Jessica had chosen, but stupidly, she failed to act on signs when they presented themselves. Scott should’ve been long ago left behind, left for some younger woman to take care of. 

	“Husbands can be difficult, but the Good Lord—”

	Jessica punched the power button on the dash radio and tapped the volume’s up arrow until she heard nothing above the rock-pop that had been all over the airwaves for the last three or four weeks. She mouthed aloud I want you to take me out, side-eyeing the empty shotgun seat. At the intenseness of the cold, the snow had stopped, leaving the roads completely visible, those great sheets of salty grey asphalt. Jessica pulled off the highway and bumped onto gravel, the belongings behind her in the cube rattling and bouncing. 

	 


EIGHTEEN

	“Your friend didn’t even say hi to me,” Scott said. He was in his bed. The back had been raised so he could watch the TV across the room. They didn’t have cable yet, but one of Scott’s friends had set up a hard drive that connected to the DVD player. He had the option of thousands of hours of pirated TV and movies without having to move.

	Jessica was in the midst of unpacking boxes to find necessities before repacking what wouldn’t be at least of semi-regular use and carting those boxes into the basement. A basement she planned on refinishing. If she stayed in the laborer house enough, she could pretend nothing screwy had even happened in the farmhouse, and maybe in the barn. Scott would speak to her whenever she stood still to root through boxes.

	“Why should he? And he’s the hired help. We are lucky we could get anybody on such short notice.” Jessica discovered the small plate weights and dumbbell bar from one of the many attempts at getting healthy she’d made over the years. 

	“That makes me his boss, too. He should want to talk to me.”

	Jessica stepped across the room and set the weights and bar on the kitchen table she’d pulled over to his bed. “Might as well work your arms.”

	The couch was there in the living room, but Jessica had moved the reclining chair into her bedroom. She had the TV that came from the basement of their previous home set up on her dresser. When the dust began to settle, her ass would settle as far from Scott as was possible.

	“Won’t be long until they figure out what’s wrong with my spine. I’ll get a prosthetic leg. Be right back in business.”

	“Sure,” she said.

	Scott was on a fairly steady cocktail of painkillers, and they did more than cloud his injuries. He was almost indifferent to his plight—unnoticing of hers, but the drugs had nothing to do with that.

	“How come we don’t live in the big house?” Scott said as he clicked open an episode of Oz—one of those shows that people talked about with a sense of awe and disgust in their voices.

	“Needs a lot of work,” Jessica said, not at all willing to mention the rest to this man.

	They both looked at the TV. Scott on his bed, Jessica standing a little further than touching distance away. A close-up of a man explaining Oswald State Correctional Facility shifted to criminals having a bad time, apparently upon arrival.

	“I never watched an episode of this,” Scott said. “That’s the guy who played Winston on Ghostbusters, isn’t he?”

	Jessica sighed. “Who cares?”

	“That’s the wife from The Sopranos,” Scott said.

	It didn’t matter, she wasn’t about to sit out there with him, start into some show just because it had aired on a premium cable channel that they’d never subscribed to. She returned to the box and got to repacking all the items that she’d taken out so as to locate the dumbbell and weight plates, all twenty-four pounds of them.

	“Why don’t you sit and watch with me?” Scott said, voice going helpless puppy dog.

	Jessica moved on autopilot toward the stairs, her feet dragging, a pulse throbbing through her forehead like an ice cream headache. The audacity. She couldn’t. She set the box down and looked around the basement. There was nothing to sidetrack, there was nothing to keep her from going upstairs and killing the man she’d once loved. Then it hit her. The distraction she needed.

	“Where you going?” Scott said.

	Jessica had returned to the main floor, had crossed through the living room and then the kitchen. She grabbed the ratty jacket she’d been wearing since the heat spell ended, and slipped into her boots. She opened the door and slammed it behind her, only to stop, turn back, swing open the door, and drag the flashlight off the kitchen counter.

	“What are you doing?” Scott said.

	Jessica couldn’t even look at him and once again slammed the door behind her. The temptation to put herself in harm was great, at first, but lessened with each step toward the farmhouse. Her path veered and she found herself at the door of the big barn she hadn’t really explored beyond that junk room. She lit the flashlight outside and swung open the rusty hook and eye latch. Inside was dark, and the beam from her light barely dented the void, revealing about a foot in front of her. It was like driving in a storm, complete with snow blown in through the walls and fallen through holes in the roof. 

	Suddenly, she wondered why she didn’t simply go to her room and close the door. “Wouldn’t be far enough,” she said, the steam from her exhalation floating on the light beam like dust motes in the sun. 

	On the far wall from the junk room, on a rough pillar that stretched high, high into the blackness above her, she located an old light switch, a dial in fact. The same kind that had been in the upstairs of the farmhouse on her first visit, which didn’t mean much. The components of a farm seemed static sometimes, and not as old as the boards surrounding them. 

	Jessica turned the dial and archaic bulbs lit, slowly. A total of six bulbs dangled from wires affixed to beams by fat staples. Same as on her first visit, but again, what did that really say about anything? She continued deeper, rounding a wall—perhaps a granary—and discovering a set of stairs. She shined the flashlight down, pausing in indecision. 

	Jessica jerked to her left as the wind whipped in a gust and the roof knocked, thumping, though not as it had the first time she’d been in the barn. Her heartrate flared and then began to slow. “Don’t be a wimp,” she whispered. As she came back around to the stairs, she spotted a ladder up to a mow that rested on the granary she’d passed. Up was infinitely more appealing than down. She clicked off the light, pocketed it, and began to climb.

	The ladder was wooden and soft. Only nine rungs, but by the fourth she worried they might not hold her weight. By the sixth rung, she was eye-level with the mow. Snow had pushed in like albino sand dunes. She decided she’d been wrong, the basement, despite being so dark, was the safer place to explore. She climbed back down, hearing but one telltale crack from the wood beneath her weight.

	Again, she stood at the head of the stairs, shining her light down. “Screw it,” she said and took the first step. Steep with slim boards, she had to lean back to keep her balance until getting low enough to make use of the banister. Safety codes had been a thing of the future when the barn was built. Slowly, carefully, she continued downward. Tacked to the front side of a post at the bottom of the stairs, a foot above the banister, thick black wire ran straight into the ceiling. Jessica felt around the post and found another light dial.

	The barn was about forty feet long and the basement was even more bare than the upstairs had been. She wasn’t really sure what she’d find, but thought it’d be more than the load of nothing she’d discovered. Almost nothing. At the other end of the barn, not far from a door that opened to the world beyond—the snow had drifted inside, almost as high as she was tall—was a wooden cabinet. It sat there, a lonely monolith, rising from the ancient remains of animal manure.

	Jessica stepped over the remnants of a broken-down gate that had once penned livestock, and toward the cabinet. The basement, outside the door and the area surrounding the staircase, was free of blown snow. The dirt was hard-packed and had long lost any fecal scents. Here and there, frozen mushrooms had sprouted and died, decay suspended by the cold.

	The closer she got to the cabinet, the less it interested her. She could see into the side where rot had eaten at the wood. Two of the drawers were missing, as was one of the feet, leaving the cabinet on a semi-permanent slouch—semi-permanent because, surely, it would soon fall and crumble beneath the weight of time and weather.

	The top drawer opened without much effort. Inside was a stiff copy of the Farmer’s Almanac, price: 10¢. She pulled it out. Like a brick, the pages were one. She dropped it back into the drawer and opened the final remaining drawer. Inside was a rusty steam engine. It was rough, but not rough enough that she didn’t wonder if it might have some value to a toy collector somewhere.

	Thump.

	Jessica looked up, dropping the toy train.

	Thump.

	The sound was coming from directly above her.

	Thump. Thump. Thump.

	Slow and steady, whoever was in the barn was walking toward the stairs.

	Thump.

	The thumping footfalls ceased, and Jessica held her breath. The first lightbulb to the left of the stairs burst in a golden shower of fragments. Then the first to the right. Jessica took a backward step toward the door that led to the high-drifted snow. The next set of lights popped simultaneously. Only two remained: one fifteen feet to her right, and the one almost directly above the cabinet.

	Thump. Thump. Thump.

	Jessica took three steps in reverse, as if keeping an equal distance to whoever was upstairs.

	Thump.

	The light to her right burst.

	Jessica took two more steps in reverse. She was now close enough that she could reach back and touch the wall.

	Thump.

	The closest and final bulb burst, showering down golden dust that lingered and swirled amid the complete darkness until forming a word: CHARLIE. The fragments dropped in slow-motion, and the barn’s basement was pure black.

	Thump. 

	Thump. 

	Thump, the footfalls charged down the stairs, Jessica flicked on her flashlight, spinning as she did, behind her, moving at least twice her speed, heavy breaths and pounding steps ate the distance in great gulps, Jessica tried to climb, but the snow at the door was too soft—and, oh god, so damned cold on her hands and wrists, and now, the thing, Charlie Coon, was right on her, she leapt into the drifted snow as if trying to swim to safety, a cold, cold hand encircled her bare calf, nails raked across her flesh sending a burn that counteracted all the cold she felt, she jerked and kicked, paddling her arms in a hapless breaststroke, the nails dug in, slicing the flesh, she tried to scream out, but snow tumbled into her mouth and down her throat.

	The hand let go.

	She swam until she was through the drift and on a semblance of solid ground. She circled the barn and sprinted to the laborer bungalow, knowing if she paused even a second, she was dead, dead, dead.


NINETEEN

	Jessica heard Scott before she saw him. She stepped through the door of the bungalow, teeth chattering and clothing soaked. Scott was on his bed writhing and moaning from deep in his throat, agony etched in braille upon his face in stipples of sweat. Unthinking, she ran to him.

	“Something—something—there’s something’s spasm—ah!” Scott’s hands were on his lower back. “I can feel my hip! Fuck! Fuck!”

	Jessica forgot her ordeal and hurried to the cupboard above the sink. She grabbed one of the six bottles and shook a red pill with the number 200 etched on its side into her palm. She snatched a dirty glass from the sink and put an inch of water in the bottom, running back to Scott without shutting off the tap. He was moaning and shaking. Jessica put the pill into his mouth and said, “Drink.” He did and the pill was gone. For the next three minutes he groaned, and then he finally eased, closing his eyes. 

	Jessica turned off the sink and fell onto a dining chair. She stared blankly at the wall above her wheezing husband. She lifted her pantleg to look at the cut left behind by the figure from the barn. The flesh at her ankle was puffy and grey. She untied her boots. Her feet seemed to sing her praises and she decided it was time to give the bathtub a test run. Everything was eventual, everything had a first time.

	She shuffled to the bathroom, clothes sloshing around her, and stripped nude. She ran the water and kicked the door closed. She turned the dial on the thermostat all the way to the right and the baseboard came alive, ticking twice before blowing warm air. Once there were a few inches of water at the bottom of the tub, she slipped in. Shallow and too skinny for much comfort, Jessica squelched around, finding the optimal angle. Probably this was the cheapest tub going and she said, “You suck, Pat Hamilton…you suck, Larry Carradine.”

	Initially, it had seemed such a strange thing that Amos got the name partway correct, but thinking of it now, it almost made sense. Old men working on homes and succumbing to accidents—those were no accidents, surely; she knew what got them—were common and interchangeable. 

	“At least you’re not in some horror movie. You have a safe space,” she said and then looked at the door, waiting for thumps to come while she was indisposed. Waiting. Waiting. Waiting. Not a sound beyond the rushing water.

	The tub filled and she used her toes to turn off the handle. The heat in the room was getting balmy but wouldn’t click off until it hit 90°F. Jessica closed her eyes and tried to reason away all that had happened. After about two minutes of that, she tried to recall all the haunted house movies she’d ever seen, tried to think all the things she’d thought of while watching them. First off, it wouldn’t be easy, but she could leave. She could gather up her baggage—Scott included in this, Scott the primary weight in this—and strike out for safer pastures. But she had safety, and no witnesses. People would think she’s crazy, think she’s losing it over the stress of Scott’s accident. And it was possible they were correct.

	“No. Just stay out of the farmhouse and out of the barn,” she said, and then narrowed it the moment she realized, “Stay out when it’s dark.” 

	That wouldn’t be so difficult to accept, though renovating the farmhouse was her escape plan. It was where she hoped to hide from Scott. She kicked in frustration, a stab of pain lashing into her leg. She leaned forward and looked at the wound. The center had blackened and the skin was dry and peeling away from the swelling. 

	“What the hell?” she said and touched it. Thick grey pus piled out in chunks. She gagged and then touched it again, prodding and squeezing. More gushed free, the stink of it was tremendous. Enough that she wasn’t risking a real problem—there’d be no escape from Scott if they both had missing body parts. 

	She pushed to her feet and looked at the floating chunks that had come out of her. She gagged again, putting a hand to the wall as she stepped out on her good foot. Horror movie moments returned to her mind but in a vague way that never quite took shape. It was almost as if she was making them up and aiming for the opposite: in a horror movie, she’d be ignoring this and going to bed, in a horror movie, she’d let her leg fall off without seeking help.

	“In a horror movie, your van won’t start and your phone won’t work.”

	That got her moving faster. She dried off and dressed hastily, slipping into a pair of too big jogging pants with loose cuffs. She put on one sock and decided against the second. Scott was snoring on his bed. Jessica made sure the phone was charged and within reach when she left—he’d had a work cellphone, but guessed it died in the crash because she hadn’t seen it since.

	At the door, she put on one sneaker and a rubber-soled moccasin—her foot had begun to throb since walking around. She departed without ceremony, mouthing a silent prayer that the van would start. It did. 

	The road needed plowed, but she cut through the drifts with little trouble. The highway was barren of snow and traffic. The distant lights of White Elk polluted the night, growing brighter and brighter as she rolled closer. Suddenly, they surrounded her, though there was no life out there. She imagined another horror movie scenario: the world’s population had been displaced, leaving her and Scott together for eternity. She shivered as she passed a cop doing rounds.

	She approached the hospital from the back—the route locals knew to take—and slowed as she cut through the distant, no-pay parking. Amos’ truck was there, impossible to mistake. Snow dusted the windows and hood.

	“Huh?” she said and continued to the pay area by the ER doors. She paid two bucks in quarters and accepted a slip. Probably nobody gave out tickets at that time of night, but she’d rather burn two bucks now than the possibility of twenty later.

	That cold and sterile light that hospitals seem to strive for hit her and she squinted as she shuffled to the intake window. She pressed a doorbell mounted to the wall and a buzz sounded. She waited.

	A man in scrubs appeared. “Hey.”

	“Yeah, I have something bad going on with my leg.”

	“Insurance and ID?”

	As Jessica unshouldered her purse, she glanced at her pantleg above the slipper. A large grey wet spot had appeared and was spreading. “I think this is an emergency,” she said as she withdrew her license, handed it over, and began rooting around for her insurance.

	“Sorry,” the man said and reached for a button, another buzzer buzzed and the door opened.

	Jessica limped inside. There was a man in flannel holding his arm, his pallor a muted lime shade. He was the only other visitor in the ER waiting room. She continued the search her wallet. The nurse from the intake booth came through a door. 

	“Jessica?” he said, holding out her license. “You have your insurance card?”

	She found the card as she made her way across the room. The nurse accepted it as they headed through the entry to an even brighter space, all white walls, small rooms, single beds, plastic chairs, and shiny floors.

	“You said your leg?”

	Jessica lifted and turned her leg to showcase the ugly dampness. “It’s going black. I was…scratched.” How much could she possibly say and not wind up on a list forwarded to the nuthouse wing?

	“You had an uncle go crazy.”

	Jessica thought, Dad, you’re a broken record.

	“Observation one’s open,” the nurse said as he jotted her numbers onto the intake form. “Go on and sit down. Roll up that pantleg, if you can.”

	Jessica climbed up on the bed, the tissue paper crinkling beneath her. Not for the first time in her life, she wondered what in the hell good a strip of tissue paper one half as wide as a hospital bed did for anything. She took a deep breath before she began pulling. The cotton clung to the wound, peeling away like a day-old Band-Aid. A grimace marred her expression when the wound became clearly visible. It was worse, so gooey and dark. The puffiness was back. The stink was momentarily muted.

	The nurse set aside the clipboard and prodded the wound gently, sending a chunk of grey gunk topside. “Holy. When did you scratch it?” The smell returned to full bloom.

	Jessica paused a moment. A half-truth was the way to go. “Today.”

	“Really?” the nurse said and reached over the little stainless-steel sink in the corner of the room. He slapped a button on the front of a soap dispenser and pink goo plopped into his palm. He ran the water.

	“Really,” Jessica said. “What’s going on with it?”

	“I’ll get the doctor in. Ugliest infection on a leg I’ve ever seen,” the nurse said and departed.

	A doctor stepped in about two minutes later. He was small and very old. Looked a bit like Mr. Magoo. He put on disposable gloves a moment after seeing the wound.

	“You say this happened today?” he said

	“Yes…in the old barn at my place.”

	He nodded and squeezed the sides. “Does this—” 

	A huge glob launched out and hit the doctor on the lip. He gave two good sniffs before retreating to the sink, doing a hell of a job at remaining calm. The stink now was incredible. Jessica had to mouth breathe.

	After the doctor scrubbed himself clean, he turned, drops of water pebbling the bottom half of his face, and said, “I think it’s sepsis. But at an advanced stage. We’ll need to shock the system with antibiotics. Any allergies?”

	Jessica shook her head. 

	“Good. You will need to stay overnight where we can monitor the progress. If this truly happened today, that’s quite worrisome. We might need to investigate the barn.”

	“Really.”

	The doctor stepped to the door. “Been practicing medicine for forty-nine years. I’ve never seen a case this bad, certainly not on the day of. A nurse will get your medication and clean out the wound.”

	The next person to enter was a different nurse. She had a plastic bowl, a squirt bottle, gauze, and two huge blue pills in her palm. “I’ll get you some water,” she said and pulled a paper cup from a sleeve stored in the cupboard beneath the sink.

	Jessica swallowed the pills. The stink alone was bad enough that she couldn’t watch as the nurse squeezed the lumpy discharge from the wound. The nurse was obviously intrigued by the duty, as she whispered a steady play-by-play like she was watching a competitive chess match draw closer to its conclusion. 

	The wound was wrapped, and Jessica was moved to an overnight room. There were five other beds there, all had their curtains drawn. The excitement and stress of the day finally pounded her into submission. Eyelids heavy, stomach queasy from the meds, Jessica rolled to her side, hands between her thighs beneath the ribbon-thin gown she wore. She immediately started to drowse. Her last waking thought was of Amos’ truck out in the parking lot. Hopefully he wasn’t in one of these rooms.

	 


TWENTY

	The doctor left Jessica’s room after giving a good prognosis. The antibiotics were working already. The swelling had gone down and the coloration was healthier. Still, she’d need to stay on the drugs at least a week. Jessica was up and dressed when Dr. Harper came into the room. 

	“Hey, there. I heard you were here,” Dr. Harper said.

	A couple nurses had stopped by to ask about Scott. Jessica had said there was nothing to report, despite that he’d been in agony the night before from the region affected by the spinal damage.

	“I guess there’s something nasty in the barn,” Jessica said. 

	“So I hear. You need to be careful. Won’t do you or Scott any good if you’re laid up.”

	“Right.” Jessica said, shouldering her purse, giving the sign she was ready to skedaddle.

	“How’s he doing?” Dr. Harper said.

	Jessica shrugged. “He’s a TV-watching lump.”

	The doctor simply smiled. “It’s important for him to be active. Once he starts in on physio—”

	Jessica wasn’t interested. “Hey, I saw Amos Wilson’s truck outside, at least I’m pretty sure.”

	The doctor scrunched up her face. Jessica didn’t know if it was the interruption or the name. “What’s this?”

	“Amos Wilson, his truck was out in the parking lot last night. At least I think it’s his truck,” Jessica said, though she was all but certain.

	The doctor’s confusion deepened, her brows furrowing. “Amos Wilson is a patient, but I don’t know why his truck would be here.”

	Jessica tilted her head. Now it was her turn to be confused. “What?”

	“Unless there’s a second Amos Wilson around here, which I kind of doubt. Do you know his family? We haven’t been able to locate anybody,” the doctor said.

	“No, just Amos. He says he lives with his father in a trailer, in Kingdom…can I see him? I don’t understand why his truck wouldn’t be here if he’s here.”

	Dr. Harper’s eyebrows went up. “We must be talking about a different person. Amos Wilson has been downstairs in our care for sixteen or seventeen years now. He’s alive, his brain’s active, but he’s completely unresponsive. His father died shortly after they brought him in.”

	So her hired help had lied, or there was indeed a second Amos Wilson…but what if it was connected to the farm? “Can I see him?”

	“Sure. It’d be helpful if we knew someone to call about him.” Dr. Harper turned and started toward the hallway. “Follow me. He’s down with the others. We had to start a little unit for them.” She pressed the elevator call button when they reached the stainless-steel doors.

	“I’m starting to wonder if the man I hired is using Amos’ ID…but the truck was out there.” Jessica stepped in behind the doctor, thinking aloud. A janitor was already in the elevator car when they entered. “He did good work…I don’t know.”

	“Which truck?” Dr. Harper said.

	“It’s old, from the ‘eighties. Rough. Brown and rusty. Has some bubbling around the wheel wells and on the hood,” Jessica said. “It’s parked in the furthest lot.”

	The doctor shook her head gently after shrugging, but the janitor said, “That’s our maintenance truck. Use it to clean up fallen brush and cart old junk to storage.”

	“Oh,” Jessica said. Obviously, someone who worked at the hospital, or one of the crazies on the fourth floor, had pretended to be Amos Wilson, had worked at her home, had handled her personal belongings, and had done a great job of all of it. It almost had to be someone certifiably crazy.

	They rode to the basement. The lighting was different from the other floors and the atmosphere was chilly.  They’d only just stepped out of the elevator when a page for the doctor rang out over the PA.

	“Can you take her to the Vegetative Ward?” Dr. Harper said as she struck the elevator call button. “Take good care of Scott. Tell him we look forward to seeing him next week.”

	The elevator opened and the doctor disappeared. The janitor waved for Jessica to follow, and she did. In silence they passed the morgue, a supply room, and a room marked WASTE. Each room had double doors. Each room felt necessary. Each room was hidden from the rest, featuring the unattractive or perhaps just hopeless.

	“I swear, it’s like these guys sleepwalk when nobody’s looking,” the janitor whispered as he pushed through the door. 

	There were five beds in the smallish room. Each bed had a patient with monitors attached, beeping in sync. Jessica didn’t need to be told which was Amos, she saw it right away. In a mesh file sleeve at the end of the bed was a printout with his name and former address on it. 

	“What happened to him?” Jessica asked, at first thinking Amos was in the middle of some grand hoax before again considering if it was something more, something somehow tethered to the farm.

	“Don’t know, I’ve only been here a couple years.” The janitor stepped to the bed in the corner. “This one’s been here the longest. A doctor once told me he came in with his wife and daughter, all were comatose.” 

	“Where are the wife and child?” Jessica said.

	“Dead.” The janitor stepped to the bed pushed into the farthest corner from the door. “This is the newest. He was renovating a house and collapsed. He got lucky, guess his son was up visiting him and when he didn’t meet him for breakfast like they’d planned, he went out and found him.”

	Jessica’s heart began to thump triple time. She set Amos’ papers back into their space and stepped to this other bed. She pulled out the sheet and read the name: LARRY CARRADINE. 

	“I had a nurse tell me he probably saw a ghost or something. She said the house he was working on was haunted, but nurses can be spooky sometimes.” The janitor was all grins. “Think it’s seeing people die more than normal, makes them spiritual, just not in the church kind of way.”

	Jessica swallowed. How could she stay in the laborer bungalow, knowing it was so close to some much trouble?

	“You could probably ask Dr. Hay what’s the deal, he’s been around for eons. He only works overnight ER though. Sleeps half the shift.” The janitor looked at his watch.

	Absently, Jessica stared at Larry’s lifeless face and said, “Think I met him last night.”

	“If you were in the ER, yeah, likely. Look, I’d best get to it. You can find your way out?”

	Jessica nodded, replacing Larry Carradine’s information sheet. “Yes, thank you.”

	The janitor pulled open the door.

	“Is there a telephone down here?”

	“Not that I’ve seen…well, in the morgue office, I guess. Payphone bank is up in the lobby.” The janitor paused a minute. “Say, you’re Scott’s wife, aren’t you?”

	Jessica cleared her throat. “Yes.”

	“Tell him Gordy says hi. We’re all rooting for him.”

	“Got it,” Jessica said.

	She was alone and stepped to Amos. She waited. Minutes passed. She didn’t move until she heard the ping of the elevator. She reared back and slapped Amos with enough force to make the flesh of her palm sing with pain. He didn’t move.

	“Wake up,” she said.

	Still nothing. She reached down to the thin blanket and smacked his groin, thinking nobody could fake that. Again, no response.

	“What is happening?” she said, backing to the door before hurrying out and down the hall. She couldn’t wait for the elevator and took the stairs to the main floor. From there, she charged outside. She jogged around the building, feet splashing in snowmelt. It had to be double digits above freezing. She reached her van. If nothing else, she hadn’t gotten a ticket for overstaying what she’d paid for.

	She started toward home but detoured last second. She parked in the Walmart lot. She couldn’t face the farm, not yet.

	 


TWENTY-ONE

	“Where were you?” Scott said when Jessica finally stepped through the bungalow door. It was 3:45 PM.

	“I had to spend the night at the hospital,” Jessica said, charging over and scooping up the telephone. She dialed Amos’ number. It rang and rang and rang.

	“What for?” Scott said after she lowered the phone from her cheek.

	“Sepsis. I got a scratch in the barn, and it became infected.” Jessica set the phone down and looked out the window. The snow had dropped more than a foot where Amos had piled it so that the van could pull up to the door.

	“So, hey, Rachael is—”

	Jessica didn’t hear him. “I have to go check something out,” she said and hurried to the bedroom after slipping out of her shoe and her slipper.

	“No, but, Rachael is bringing…” 

	Jessica tuned him out. She had a little light left and she had to know if the change only occurred at night. If that was the case, she had daylight hours to figure it out. She changed into work clothes and a heavy sweater. Her boots were still wet from the night before, but trudging around the lawn, they weren’t likely to get any dryer.

	“Hey? Jess?”

	People had lived in the farmhouse well after this Charlie Coon character departed. She was going to figure out why. While it was safe, she could investigate, gather information, find a solution…and what in the hell was going on with Amos.

	“Jess?”

	Jessica charged out to the living room, embracing the awakening pain thrumming up from her leg, and snatched the telephone. She hit redial and let it ring twenty times before slamming the phone down.

	“Jessica!”

	Jessica finally looked squarely at Scott. 

	“If you’re going to ignore me, could you at least get me a bucket of soap and water? Rachael said she has a surprise and is stopping by tonight.”

	“Can it wait. I just want to check—”

	“This is like cruel and unusual punishment. My fucking diaper is full! I tried to get myself up and—you weren’t here to give me my pills. You weren’t here to feed me! I’ve been patient with you, but you can’t treat me like this! It’s criminal!”

	Jessica was speechless. As much as she’d come to hate the man, he was right. 

	“Now, if someone’s coming by, I’d appreciate if I didn’t smell like shit. And for the love of god, can I have a pill?”

	The power drained from her. She could do all this and have a few minutes to look around the farmhouse before the sun went down, surely. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

	“You look just about as rough as him.”

	Jessica didn’t turn to see who made up this chorus of voices speaking in unison, she didn’t need to. They were almost certainly right. The water ran into the wash basin as she grabbed a morphine from the bottle. From the fridge, she got one of the protein shakes Dr. Harper had recommended. Scott accepted both without word.

	When Jessica came back with the wash basin, Scott said, “It’s probably better I didn’t eat all day. Don’t want to have an accident in front—ow!”

	Jessica looked at him. They were in the middle of putting him in the basket. 

	“It’s my lower back and hips…that’s good pain. I knew it, I’ll be back to normal. Well, minus the leg.”

	You don’t deserve that, but maybe I do, she thought and then said, “Ready?”

	He nodded and together they got him lifted. Scott groaned through the ordeal. He’d have his first outpatient bout of physiotherapy next week, maybe they’d have reason to operate again, give her a few days to herself.

	It was 4:36 PM when she hurried across the swampy yard to the farmhouse. She might have an entire hour until night overtook the property. 

	She opened the door and immediately heard the running water. Slowly, curious and cautious, she opened the door to the basement. Enough light shined down to reveal that water had filled past the bottom three steps of the staircase.

	“Upstairs then,” she said and plodded her way through the chilly and lifeless home. She took a deep breath and started up. She paused at the door before knocking. When she heard nothing, she swung it open and saw the dated, though updated walls. She decided that if she could see sun through a window, she could hang around up here. Hell, long before that, she’d go downstairs, get the fuck back to the normal world where reality remained static.

	The master bedroom was her first stop, partly because of the papers strewn on the floor, but also because she was too afraid to poke around in the room where Charlie Coon had carved his name.

	“Must’ve grown up here…must’ve died here,” she said, crouching, wincing at the pain of the movement and the extra stress on her ankle. That pain was good. That pain would keep her alert and never let in comfort and all the complacency it might afford.

	 


TWENTY-TWO

	Distantly, Jessica had heard an engine pull onto the property and a door slam closed, heard it echo, or rather, thought she heard it echo. She remained in the farmhouse, reading the helpless information typed and handwritten on the pages left behind by past occupants. The pain in her leg made her sweat and it wasn’t long before her hair was ratty and tangled. Large half-moons appeared beneath her breasts and around her armpits.

	She heard another engine—though assumed it to be the same engine that had come, only now going—and glanced to the window. Twilight would hit soon, and whatever truly lurked within these walls might feel it was close enough to tally a horseshoe shot—not quite beneath the mask of dark but doing a little reaching… Jessica pushed upright and winced at a fresh shot of pain in her leg. She stepped quickly downstairs. The floodwater sounds were loud where she stood in the former living room. That most of the walls were down to their bones certainly didn’t hinder the passage of sound.

	She opened the door to the basement and looked down again. Less light came in from windows behind her, but the twinkle upon the surf was visible. It had risen two steps and she guessed it was close to the top of the copper sheeting. Had it been someone’s strange fix to a flood prone basement? Certainly didn’t seem likely.

	She took a step down, leading with her bad leg, and stopped. “What the hell am I doing?” she said and retracted. It was as if the leg had a mind of its own.

	Outside, she came to understand there was no echo and nobody had departed. Three vehicles were parked behind the minivan. There was music coming from the bungalow. Jessica looked down at her clothes. She touched her head, feeling the wayward strands of hair.

	“Had to be a surprise thing,” she said.

	“Really?”

	Jessica glanced to her right to her old friend Amy as Amy had been about twenty-six years earlier. She sighed. Amy was a manifestation of her subconscious, but that did not make her wrong.

	Rachael’s SUV must’ve been the first engine. She’d used those ten minutes to straighten the living room, set out a table of food and liquor, and help Scott into a suit and button-up. Jessica looked at Scott, his pupils massive blobs and his cheeks flushed, and knew Rachael had also perked him up with extra morphine. Likely it was his suggestion, anything for appearances.

	“And my wife makes an entrance,” Scott said from his wheelchair. “If I’d known you were going to dress up for the party, I’d have worn a tie.”

	There were five men and three women in the smallish space, all of them laughed politely at the joke. All of them had eyes on her, as if comparing their business-casual to her barnyard couture. From down the hall and the washroom came Josie and Clara, both wearing overlarge sweaters and yoga pants.

	“Mom?” Josie said, her upper lip in a partial sneer.

	Jessica shook her head in tight movements. “Nobody told me…I was…I was working…renovating in the farmhouse.”

	“Somewhere I haven’t even seen! I bought it and I haven’t even seen it!” Scott said, hooting it. Having a great old time on his dope cloud.

	“I’ll change. I’m sorry, nobody told me,” she said and stepped out of her wet boots. Her socks slipped and flopped like dog tongues as she walked.

	“It’s not a big deal.” Rachael Humel, the receptionist from the office, had on one of those expressions. This party was her doing and she couldn’t have planned a more pleasing outcome, that much was obvious. Scott had conditioned her, had trained her to see only flaws in Jessica; it’s what he did whenever he had the chance.

	Jessica rushed by all of them. The only disgusted expressions that truly cut her were those coming from her children. Thankfully, the music blaring from the TV defeated any chance at painful silence. 

	Fighting with the urge to hide in her room until all of them left, she grabbed clean clothes from her closet. Nothing fancy or especially nice, but easy enough. She then hurried to the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She ran the shower.

	“…take a tour…” Scott’s voice carried and then disappeared behind a Destiny’s Child song coming through the speakers. Jessica thought nothing of it. She washed, dried, brushed her hair, and dressed in six minutes.

	With a phony smile stretching her face, she stepped out and headed toward the party. The music was there—a song she didn’t recognize by The Tragically Hip—but the guests weren’t. She stepped to the kitchen and looked through the window. All the vehicles were still there. She crossed to the basement door and called down, “Scott?”

	“How’s he getting into the basement?”

	“Of course,” Jessica said to her mother’s voice. She closed the door. She took a cube of cheese as she considered things and then distantly recalled Scott’s words: take a tour.

	The telephone began to ring.

	“Hell—”

	“That’s too many. He’ll get through. That’s too much power.”

	She recognized the voice of the man she’d been calling Amos, who couldn’t possibly be Amos. “What are you talking about?” She wanted to be angry but something in his voice told her that could wait.

	“Before, the energy…he never had enough. This is too much. He’s got them and it’s too much. He’ll break through!”

	“I don’t understand,” Jessica said, and then imagined the party taking a tour where Charlie Coon might get them. She dropped the phone. She slipped her feet into worn sneakers and ran out through the kitchen door. 

	The windows of the farmhouse were eerily bright in the dark of early night. They seemed almost to shimmer. Her feet sank in the mucky yard while the pain in her ankle sang as she pushed. She reached the door to find it open a crack. The flood sound had ceased, the home was silent.

	“Clara? Josie?” she said as she entered.

	The door to the basement was open and light flickered and danced on the main floor ceiling, shining up from below. Jessica stood at the top of the stairs. The water was draining, bobbing on its surface were Scott’s guests, including their daughters. Electricity danced from the dangling copper lines, playing waves of light upon the floodwater, illuminating skulls beneath the flesh of those who floated. 

	Jessica’s injured leg seemed to want to push on, as if of its own accord, dragging her one step and then another. She grabbed the banister, and her basest survival instinct had her clinging. Then she heard it, sloshing through the water, sounding as if coming from a space much larger than that basement were those thumping footfalls. Jessica bent to see further into the basement, one of the walls had disappeared and there, amid a hazy white fog of glowing electricity was the familiar silhouette. It reached out an arm, pointed a finger as it drew closer. The nail of that pointed finger stretched, merging to three barbed tips, like the prongs of a devil’s fork.

	The flesh at Jessica’s ankle tingled, her leg sliding from where she stood and taking her lower. All the floodwater had disappeared and only the dancing electricity and bodies remained. Charlie Coon’s eyes blazed with burning copper. He was only five or six feet from the stairs when he opened his mouth. Electricity danced between his teeth, so brightly that his face remained in shadows.

	“Don’t you tempt him.”

	Jessica blinked. A step behind Charlie Coon was her mother.

	“You just keep your distance.”

	These words lived forever in memory but now had new meaning. Jessica bolted up the stairs. The throb in her leg was like an itch, a longing to be in the farmhouse, to explore all the spaces she knew better than to be after dark.

	She reached the bungalow and scooped the phone from the floor. She dialed 911. It didn’t ring.

	“You’re back…you can’t call for help. Not yet. He’ll take everyone he can. Wait until daylight when he sleeps.”

	“What’s happened to them?” Jessica shouted.

	“They’re here. I can see them. They’ll be set to work.”

	Jessica swallowed, had no choice but to believe this man who was not really Amos Wilson. “Are they dead?”

	“No, but he has them and he’ll work them to death while their bodies lie soulless…like poor Amos’ body.”

	“How do I get them out? My daughters…” Jessica trailed, the emotion was catching her and she had to swallow down sobs threatening to destroy her resolve.

	“I don’t know. I mean, nobody ever gets away from him.”

	Jessica shook all over, trembling with emotion but also unwilling to let this information be true. 

	 


TWENTY-THREE

	The officer she’d spoken to was a big man, fat and muscular, with close-set eyes and an attitude that came out in his voice. The kind of guy who was used to telling people that he was smart without the ability to back it up. He also told Jessica not to leave town, like he was on a copaganda drama, like he was on the verge of being the hero of the hour on a weekly basis. A doctor Jessica had never seen before asked her a good many questions concerning the farmhouse and what exactly had happened. She told a partial truth, and she only omitted what she didn’t know how to explain and what was wholly impossible and yet had happened.

	She got home a little after 2:00 PM. She’d called the police promptly at 7:52 AM when the sun arose. So far, that was the only point that felt dependable: sunlight was good. Jessica nearly screamed when she stepped into her home and Amos Wilson was on her couch, staring blankly into nothing.

	“You better tell me what the hell is going on. My daughters are in comas…just like you were.”

	He sighed. “Amos is still in a coma. He’s been split and his busy half is building energy.”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Jessica shouted. She’d been up all night. Now she was exhausted, hungry, and panicking. Seeing Amos, or rather… “What do you mean Amos is still in a coma?”

	“I borrow his body.”

	Jessica closed her eyes, trying to put the pieces together. “But I found a note and called you. I called your phone number. They got phones where the busy halves go?”

	 “No. You grabbed a tab from someone else’s ad. I touched you briefly, the way Charlie touched your ankle. I was already waiting for you. This land is indelibly connected. Charlie breached the spaces from the basement. In the big house, I mean.”

	“Waiting for me?” Jessica fell into a dining chair at the table Rachael Humel had moved, and grabbed a chunk of room temperature meat and a chunk of cheddar.

	“When the realtor took the sign down. I knew someone would be coming. Charlie lets me come because he thinks I’m spying. I try to warm people away without being blatant…Charlie would know.”

	“Who the hell is he? Who the hell are you?” Jessica said around her mouthful.

	“I didn’t lie when I said I didn’t know Charlie Coon. That’s not his name. His name’s Charlie O’Cauna. He changed it to Coon after our parents died and he figured out how to send us to the between place. Grace and John and Wesley all died, but I only died on this side. I don’t know why. It’s how come I can go back and forth.” He puffed out his chest and lifted his chin. “Not even Charlie can do it like I can. He was trying to build himself an energy double.”

	Jessica took more food from the plate. “That doesn’t make sense—just tell me how do I get the girls back…and the others? They have children and partners. They were at the hospital.”

	“I know. I don’t know how people get back. Charlie doesn’t treat me the same, probably because I’m his little brother.”

	“So who is Amos?” Jessica said.

	“He was a man who tried to fix this place up. He’s one of Charlie’s energy zombies now. Amos left behind memories, so everything I told you about him is true. My real name is Sean.”

	Jessica slipped the food in her mouth and then reached for a bottle of Becks beer. She popped the top on the edge of the table. She finished about a third in a go. “Start from the beginning. None of this makes sense.”

	—

	The hospital up north was all white. Sean had taken the trip with his mother, two younger sisters, and Charlie. The doctor back in White Elk suggested Charlie see a specialist, which meant they had to hop on a train. The two eldest boys stayed behind to help their daddy with the farming.

	“This treatment has proven itself time and time again,” the doctor said. He was a fat man with a cigarette dangling at the corner of his mouth. In his hands was what appeared to be a copper dowsing rod, though bent inward with two nubbins on the tips and a rubber handle. “Bite down on the mouthpiece.”

	Charlie did as told. He’d confessed to their parents he’d been seeing ghosts and monsters. They’d begun talking to him, telling him how to build strange electrical contraptions. They’d only just installed lights in the house, and at a great cost, but somehow Charlie knew all about electricity. The first stop had been the reverend at Kingdom Baptist. That went nowhere and Charlie started talking about bridging the world of the dead with that of the living. They had no choice but to talk to doctors. Now, his temples were covered in petroleum jelly and this doctor had the dowsing rod-looking thing in position.

	Sean held his sisters tightly when they started whimpering. The far end of the rod had a wire running from it, which then went into a wooden box that was plugged into the wall. Their mother hugged herself, smiling pitifully at Charlie who looked ready to run away. He didn’t.

	The doctor flipped the switch and let the power flow for two long, long seconds before switching it off. He waited five seconds and repeated this. For both bouts, Charlie got plank stiff and his hair began to rise from his head while his eyes rolled downward. 

	“Now that he’s subdued, this won’t take but a minute.” The doctor pulled out another wooden box. From this one he produced a silver nail, about as long as a railroad spike but skinnier, and a small wooden mallet. He stuck an index finger into Charlie’s right nostril to feel if it was currently open, and then the left. The nail went into the open left side, creeping deeper and deeper until it stopped.

	“Dear, God,” their mother whispered.

	The girls buried their faces against Sean, but he couldn’t look away. The doctor swung the mallet with his wrist, arcing in a horseshoe toss motion. The resulting crack through that protective layer of skull was intense. Charlie jerked backward, his eyes fluttered as blood oozed over his lip.

	“And one to grow on,” the doctor said and struck again.

	Charlie was a zombie for six days. After that, he was different. 

	They were eating lunch when Charlie finally came to his senses. He wore this strange little smile. “Soul surgery,” he said. “That’s what the doctor called it in his head when he drove that spike up.”

	Sean was so glad to have his brother back, he didn’t register the words. Likely it was his smiling excitement that saved him trouble with his brother, moving forward. Sean had always been a little slow, though agreeable and excellent with his hands. Even at thirteen. 

	Charlie was seventeen when their brothers died. They’d been rough on Charlie for not being normal. Both had fiancés and plots of land severed from the farm. Sean had enjoyed that last summer with them around because it got him out of farm work. They both needed houses and Sean spent sunrise to sundown on the projects.

	He pretended not to see when the brothers had Charlie pinned in the dirt, telling him he was a disgrace and all the devilry was breaking their mother’s heart. The little houses both had power—all new houses by then were at least considering the possibility. The electricity, however, was off to save money until absolutely necessary, how it leapt from the brown wall sockets and through the window to strike both their brothers in the eyes, Sean pretended not to know. 

	But he did know because he’d seen Charlie manipulate electricity. He’d built little machines that glowed, others that danced, and still others that spun endlessly. The rest of the family was put off by Charlie, so much so, that though they couldn’t explain how he did it, he was blamed for the brothers’ demise and sent off on his own. Their father gave him $100 and an old horse.

	Sean didn’t see Charlie for three years. The family, those who had survived the Spanish Flu—Sean, his mother, his father, and a new baby sister named Gloria—assumed Charlie had died like so many others. 

	On a hot August day in 1922, three large Liberty trucks pulled up the farm lane, two of which pulled even larger trailers. Painted upon the sides of the trucks were the words CHARLIE COON’S ELECTRIC CIRCUS. The trucks appeared to be decommissioned military vehicles. Moments after the trucks stopped, a four-door Packard with a retractable top puttered up the lane. Sean’s eyes lit when he saw Charlie climb out of the passenger’s seat. Behind the wheel was a rail-skinny woman with an open sore beneath her nose.

	“My brother,” Charlie said and held wide his arms.

	Sean did not consider his parents or the brothers who’d died of suspicious electrical activity and came in hard for a firm hug.

	“I thought the flu got ya,” Sean said.

	“Not me. Where’s the family?” Charlie said, pushing Sean out to an arm’s length. “I see you’re all doing well.” He nodded to the foundation and skeleton of a small laborer house Sean was in the midst of building.

	“It’s getting difficult. I don’t care for farming, so Dad will have to hire out. Best help, he says, don’t earn much but has a good roof and good food.” Sean smiled so hugely that his cheeks were aching.

	Distantly, men began pounding great stakes into a harvested hayfield near the barn. Women began unrolling the red and white cloth of tents.

	“Slave labor,” Charlie said. “Never let a man earn more than a master.”

	The barn’s man door swung wide and slammed against the wall. “What in Heaven’s name is happening here?” their father shouted, rushing out, his expression dark, laced with righteous indignation. This was his land after all.

	“Oh no, Daddy, I’m no prodigal son. I’m not here to seek atonement or acceptance,” Charlie said.

	Their father stopped walking. He was about five feet from his sons. His jaw dropped like a drawbridge door to a gift horse. “I never said that,” he whispered.

	Charlie flashed his eyebrows up before winking. “I’m not sure it was the zap or the poke, but a world opened to me and I’m finally coming to understand it.” 

	“What are you doing here?” their father said.

	“I don’t want to say in front of Sean, he’s such an innocent,” Charlie said and then stepped to his father and embraced him. “You and dear mother will be part of my show tonight.”

	“I want you to leave,” their father said.

	“Sure, let me just go tell dear mother what you’ve been doing with Ralph Sharman’s widow while tending to what you call your Christian duty,” Charlie said.

	Their father’s teeth began chattering erratically, almost in tune with a big man currently sledgehammering steel stakes into the ground over in the hayfield where the circus tents would rise and the show would go on.

	—

	“I need to put Amos’ body back in bed. A nurse comes between five-twenty and seven-thirty. It’s shift change and depending on who…I can’t say exactly. I fear the truck will be missed, and I don’t like being here after dark,” Amos said, or rather, Sean O’Cauna said.

	Jessica blinked at this. She didn’t really want to be around after dark, and yet could she leave? Her girls were somewhere that connected to the farm and the only way to get them back was through Charlie, the dark figure with the poisonous touch.

	“I Need to know. I need to go to the other side. You have to help me,” Jessica said.

	Sean had Amos licking his lips and she began to wonder over the human gestures and traits. Without a body, did one still have the need to scratch an itch?

	“I think I know, but we can’t until Charlie sleeps. The sun bothers him and even there the sun blazes…but we can’t do it here. If you come to the hospital, and get down to see Amos’ body, I’ll sneak into him,” Sean said.

	“And then what?” Jessica said, glancing to the clock on the living room wall—5:01 PM.

	“I’ll finish the story, and at first light, I’ll take you over.” Sean had Amos’ body up and was moving toward the door.

	“Be sure to use the washroom before you come…I will have to stash your body on this side and we don’t need any smells. Sometimes the bowels shake loose.”

	“What? What shakes them loose?” Jessica said. All these little pieces did not seem to fit the same puzzle.

	“Does it matter? We’ll go, and you’ll try to save your daughters.” The tone Sean used here was not one of certainty or even hope. It harbored bottomless pain and sadness.

	“Right,” Jessica said and looked around the bungalow. It might seem safe, but she needed to put distance between herself and that shadowy sonofabitch.

	 


TWENTY-FOUR

	The young man at the Super 8 on the edge of White Elk couldn’t have been less interested in his job and still manage to check her in. He was red faced, with matching swatches of angry white heads on either side of his neck. He wore a black t-shirt faded almost brown with a silkscreen print in equally rough shape of a woman peeling her face off. Across the woman’s ankles and calves, written in lazy cursive was the word SOCIETY.

	Jessica put the $56 fee on her VISA and went to her room with a McDonald’s bag in hand. The greasy food had to pull double duty: fill her up and pass her out. A Big Mac, fries, and a chocolate milkshake, dumb cop dramas on TV. She got under the covers after turning out the lights, knocking the McDonald’s bag to the floor when she kicked the tucked sheets free. 

	She was surprised to blink awake a little after midnight. On TV was something a hint racier than a cop drama and she clicked on the bedside lamp and clicked off the TV. She used a travel mouthwash she carried in her purse and brushed her teeth with an index finger. She recalled Sean’s advice and took a seat on the can.

	An old woman was at the desk this time when she went to drop off her key. She was reading a paperback titled Going to Meet the Man by James Baldwin. Briefly, Jessica wondered if that was the same James Baldwin she’d heard of…from somewhere, but doubted it. Reading had always been such a chore.

	The woman hardly glanced from the book until Jessica spoke. “I’m just checking out. Room one-oh-nine.”

	“Okay,” the woman said and then resumed reading.

	From the same McDonald’s she’d visited at supper, Jessica ordered a coffee from the 24-hour drive-thru window. The employee warned that it was a little old.

	“That’s okay,” Jessica said and then amended, “Put in an extra sugar then.”

	“You want a free yogurt?” the sexless voice said from the box.

	“Why free?” Jessica said.

	“We’re supposed to throw them out at the end of the day. We have two left. They’re still good. I just ate four of them.”

	“Okay,” Jessica said and pulled up to the second window.

	The individual working the till and mic was chubby and in their McUniform, Jessica had no idea if it was a boy or a girl, she also didn’t care beyond the fleeting curiosity of missing information.

	“Take a sip if you want. I’ll make a new pot if it’s gone bad.”

	“I’m sure it’s fine,” Jessica said after accepting the cup, the yogurt, a packet of granola, and a plastic spoon. “Thanks.”

	She finished the yogurt in six mouthfuls after she parked next to the hospital maintenance truck, the one Sean had been using to drive out to her property. She paused a moment, looking at a faded auburn spot. She and Scott had agreed to give Clara $2,000 for her first car. The agreement had been that the car should cost about four grand, maybe after taxes, closer to five. Instead, Clara came home with a 1992 Ford Tempo. The red exterior had faded so that most of the rust didn’t stick out immediately. The interior was red on red on red, with black stains marring the crusty back seat. After tax, Clara had spent $2,125 and saved the rest of her money. Jessica had laughed. Scott did not, he made Clara park the car on the street, but instead of her getting mad at him over it, she turned it into a game they played.

	Josie barely had her license and took the bus everywhere, so they hadn’t run into that problem with her, yet. 

	“If ever,” Jessica said, thinking, and not for the first time, that her girls may never get to grow. They’d never have families of their own. Careers. Homes. They’d never have room to see that Jessica loved them and wasn’t what she appeared to be through the Scott-tinted lens.

	A chill was resettling. More so this year than any year she recalled, the weather had been all over the place. It was as if someone was tinkering with the radio dial and the season’s signal was cutting in and out.

	Jessica exhaled a steamy puff as she winced after stepping with too much pressure on her sore ankle. She paused a moment. The lot where she’d parked was close to a half-mile from the door she’d first attempt to enter. Sean hadn’t been specific about the best route to get to him, but had to trust he’d provide something. After hours, the only way into the hospital should be the emergency room, but that didn’t open up the remainder. There were keycards and heavy locks and seemingly endless checkpoints. 

	Jessica almost turned back, to head for the ER doors, but then saw the glint coming from the shadowy side of the building, very near what had to be a maintenance entrance/exit. Cautiously, she approached—the someone there wasn’t necessarily the someone she wanted to see. She drew closer, stepping into the crunchy snow and the long shadow cast by the tall building.

	“Amo—Sean?” she said. The word came out wetly and she sniffled hard against snot traversing her upper lip. “Sean?”

	“No.”

	For a moment, she was certain it was Charlie Coon, waiting in the shadows he had become part of, but Jessica’s legs kept moving even as her mind took leaps and bounds into the realms of terror. It was a man, yes, but he was in a gown and a parka. Behind him was an IV pole—where the glint had come from, perhaps. 

	“Oh, umm…why are you out here?” she said, uncertain of how to proceed.

	“Fresh air,” the man said and then fished a cigarette from a pack he’d had in his hand, hidden like a magic trick. “Don’t give me any shit, either.”

	Jessica was close enough to see that the door was propped open with a bedpan. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said and then entered the hospital, careful to keep the door from closing.

	The interior lights were muted compared to their almost blinding norm, though, distantly, she had no trouble making out the stainless-steel panels of an elevator door. She began a quickened shuffle. Two employees in scrubs appeared at a crossroads and Jessica backed into a drinking fountain alcove. The employees continued on their way. Jessica took a deep breath before breaking from her mediocre hiding spot to sprint to the elevator doors.

	“Thank god,” she whispered when the car was already on her floor.

	“What if he’s in there.”

	Jessica nearly leapt from her skin at the sound of her mother’s voice. As it often happened, that voice spoke against risking change.

	Jessica hit the call button, despite this fresh bur of terror nestling beneath her skin. The car was empty, but that bell ping sounded like an air raid siren in the quiet of the hospital hall. She boarded and stabbed at the B button. The doors closed with agonizing slowness as from down a hall, she heard the squeak of rubber-soled sneakers.

	“Someone’s coming.”

	Jessica shook her head, fingering the doors’ close button. 

	The doors did close. She rode down, but before exiting into the dim, dim hallway, she hit 5, sending the car on an errand that would hopefully keep any potentially curious employees off her trail. Jessica read the signs as she passed them, recalling her first trip and matching it up as if studying maps on a tracing table. Her damp feet squelched and peeped, despite her efforts. Finally, after a long, long minute of walking down the seemingly endless hall, she came to the door where the hospital had stored the older vegetables, the contractor vegetables—the new crop was up in a wing the nurses refused to let her visit that morning. They were being quarantined. Jessica herself had been let go when she showed no signs of symptoms, of anything really, even her infection had come along, reacting very well to the treatment.

	She tried to turn the knob, but found it locked. She looked behind her and then left and right to the other rooms at the dead end. No life anywhere. She knocked against the glass. Like a vampire shaken from sleep, Sean sat Amos’ body straight up at the waist before kicking his feet out from beneath the covers.

	He opened the door without hitting the light switch. “Come. We have a few hours. I don’t want you over there long without a guide.”

	Jessica looked past him to the bed. On it, amid the rumpled covers, was a strange metallic mask. “Finish your story then.”

	He motioned with his head, as if suggesting they step into his office. He took the bed and she sat in a chair he’d moved nearby. He’d gotten ready for his audience, even if he hadn’t thought of finding her a safe way in.

	He resumed his story. “That night, after the tents were set up, I really saw what Charlie could do…”

	—

	“Tonight’s just a practice run for you and the baby,” Charlie said, his arm wrapped around Sean’s shoulder. “Tomorrow, we’re open to public exhibition.”

	Sean looked at his brother with curiosity. He’d changed so much since he’d left. First were the suit and top hat. Second was the way he spoke and carried himself; he’d mastered whatever had dampened his personality through his youth. Sean would come to understand that it was a mix of his parents and the world they’d lived in that had kept him blooming into the man he’d become.

	“Okay…who are these people?” Sean said, side-eyeing the quiet crowd of circus hands.

	Charlie winked. “Those are my minions.”

	The show didn’t begin until dark. The massive circus tent had dangling light bulbs strung along every seam. None appeared to be plugged in anywhere but shined with thrumming juice. There were grandstands with mechanical frames that could collapse and come apart, be stowed and then moved to the next show with very little effort. A stage at the front remained brightest, massive bulbs pointing down upon the wooden floor and the four large posts made of copper. Two long wooden handles jutted from each. Sean had asked Charlie what these were, but his brother had said, simply, “It is better to show than to tell.”

	Sean held his baby sister as he watched as his father coaxed his mother onto the stage, promising her things he simply could not guarantee. He knew this was going to be bad, but he was powerless against Charlie. 

	“Ladies and gentlemen—though I guess tonight it’s carnies and family—we’re here on this special night to give a private show to my innocent and simple little brother Sean O’Cauna. And, apparently, to my wee, wee sister. My parents are here but tonight they shall not simply be in the audience, they’ll be assisting me in perfecting the main event. But first, we begin with a little bit of magic.” 

	Charlie brought his hands from his jacket pockets wearing gloves with copper fingertips. He laid his palms together before his chest like the numbers on a playing car while a tall and skinny man pushed a large box on castors to center stage. The skinny man then stepped in reverse until disappearing through a curtain.

	“The world is changing.” Charlie paused a moment. “I met a dead man once. He was sat upright on a park bench. Only he and I knew he had passed. He told me all sorts of things. He told me of starving in the old country, he told me of coming across and starting new in America, he told me of the penny viewers his grandfather had introduced him to.” Charlie began tickling his copper-tipped fingers together, almost vibrating them.

	Across the stage, the box on castors began to spin, splitting open to reveal a film inside. In full color was a man on a park bench, alone with the pigeons.”

	“I asked him, ‘You’re not referring to penny dreadfuls, perhaps?’ and he said, ‘Of course, terror is the backbone of drive. People need to be scared in order to grow!’ I asked him the whats and wheres and whys and how did he think that, sitting here dead when there was no more growth.”

	At the core of the box, the man remained seated, the pigeons remained pecking, but behind the bench appeared a man in a top hat and coat—quite obviously Charlie himself. Now and then, an electrical flash danced at the edges of the image like a changeover burn.

	“I asked him, ‘Does it not scare you to be on the bench with a madman?’ and he told me he had done so many good things, God would never let him sit idly next to a madman with malevolence in his heart,” Charlie said, grinning and pausing.

	The Charlie in the image withdrew a footlong knife from his black jacket and looked out into the crowd, his eyes meeting Sean’s, driving deep, deep into his soul.

	“I laughed and the old man laughed, for I’ve misled you, he was not dead. Not. Yet,” Charlie said, his fingers still busy. “I said, ‘Old man, you should be scared because it is God sat next to you on this bench and He wants to watch your soul depart your body.’ The old man quit laughing, began screaming.”

	The Charlie in the viewer seemed to split then, one sat next to the old man on the bench, chatting him up, while the other began thrusting the knife down into the old man’s neck and shoulders while shimmery red geysers sprouted and died, sprouted and died.

	Charlie quit moving his fingers and the box slowed until no image remained. The same skinny man who brought out the box appeared from between the curtains, as if he hadn’t moved, had been waiting there. He took the box as Charlie was removing his gloves.

	“For my next miracle, for these are no tricks, I am going to ask my father to come over to give me a hand,” Charlie said as he slipped a dozen thin copper bracelets around his wrists. “Penelope, you’re the eldest, bring my father my pistol and then stand where the box had been.” Charlie put his hand next to his mouth and leaned to the almost-empty audience and spoke as if offering a secret. “If we mess this up, she was old anyway.”

	The Penelope woman appeared. She didn’t exactly look old, but she did look worn, her vitality sapped until only a shell remained. Her gaze was dull and her movements were slow. Their father stumbled up onto the stage and Penelope handed off the fine pistol with the ivory handle.

	“Now, I want you to shoot the dirt next to the stage. Show us all that the pistol is loaded with real ammunition. In fact, give that chamber a spin so that nobody dares call me a fraud later on,” Charlie said.

	Their father seemed to weigh the weapon. He spun the chamber and then shot into the dirt. The bang was righteous and the hole in the ground was undeniable. There’d been a stone beneath the top layer and it had cracked, splitting down the middle. Seemingly without thought, he turned and pointed at Charlie.

	“No!” Sean shouted and his little sister squirmed and wailed in his grip.

	Their father fired. The shot cut through the air faster than sight, moving straight and true until at the last moment, it arced up and went on to force a hole in the tent. Charlie clucked his tongue. Their father squeezed again. This round immediately arced, flying over his head and rainbowing down into Penelope’s chest.

	“Nice shooting, Daddy,” Charlie said.

	Penelope lay on the stage, blood pouring from her mouth and the big hole in her left breast. Their father had gone pale, eyes stretched wide as watermelons. He shook minutely, his mouth opening and closing around the word no, repeated like a mantra. 

	Charlie lifted his arms above his head and began shaking his wrists, spinning the bracelets until they glowed green. A jagged branch of electricity slashed across the stage, into Penelope’s chest. The fired round plopped out, rolling across the stage, leaving a bloody snail trail in its wake. 

	Charlie added a little shake of his hips and a trot of his feet. “Could use some music for this bit.”

	From one of the wings, two expressionless women ran bows over fiddle strings. Their gazes were so dull and lifeless it was as if their souls had departed. Like the Skinny man. Like Penelope.

	“That’s more like it. Stitching music,” Charlie said.

	Above Penelope’s chest, the electricity became a hand with a threaded needle grasped between two fingers. The hand sewed the wound, piercing and pulling back endless electric thread as it laid nine stitches. Charlie gave five jerky shakes and the electricity burst upward in miniature fireworks. 

	“Behold my miracle! Rise!” Charlie shouted. 

	The fiddle music ended with abrupt and squeaky jerks and Penelope pushed up to her feet, board stiff. She then faced the crowd and took a lurching bow.

	 


TWENTY-FIVE

	“Are you saying your brother raised the dead?”

	Sean shook Amos’ head where he sat on the bed. He glanced to the clock on the wall. “Lightning in a bottle, that’s Charlie, he…look, like Amos Wilson here, and like you, and once like me, every living person has two sides. Charlie calls it the corporeal and incorporeal. I think that means body version and soul version. All of his help, he’d sucked their souls out, though at that time he didn’t know he’d set them aside…I’ll show you all that once you get over there.”

	“Over where though? This doesn’t make any sense,” Jessica said, head in her hands.

	Sean glanced Amos’ eyes to the clock again. “Look, just to be safe, if you want to hear the rest of the story, I’d better finish. Soon’s shift change and someone might come down here and you have to be gone by then and I have to have stashed your body.”

	“Finish,” Jessica said without lifting her head.

	—

	Charlie had his hands out, as if imploring the audience. “And now, for my greatest miracle, please bring my mama out to witness alongside my papa.”

	A chubby man with droopy skin brought out their mother. She looked scared and amazed at the same time. She whispered, “How is this possible?”

	“Devil work,” their father said.

	Charlie clucked his tongue against the ceiling of his mouth. “Haven’t you listened? There is no God, there is no Devil, there is only me!” He snapped a finger and pointed to Penelope. “My mask.”

	Penelope disappeared. Sean sat in the empty grandstand, rocking his little sister. There was no way to guess what came next, aside from that it was going to be bad for his parents, and even then, he had hope. As a small child, Charlie had wanted nothing more than to impress their parents, even when their father beat him and their mother spanked him, called him weird and wrong. Charlie was like they’d all been on that point, all the children had looked at their parents in awe, of most adults in fact. Charlie stood out in that their parents didn’t offer anything by way of respect or understanding or pride. 

	Penelope was gone and back in seconds—they’d done similar performances before, obviously. The mask she had in her hands was bulky and shiny orange. More copper. Sean glimpsed the inner side only briefly but saw the posts and their little nubs: one at either temple, one between the eyes, one for each nostril, two for the mouth, and a final post beneath the chin. Charlie lifted the mask to his face and then swung a molded T-shaped bar over the back to hold it in place. 

	Charlie faced his audience. “Man, top of the food chain. King of the evolutionary throne. Master of Earth. But what came before and what will remain after?” The jaw of the mask moved with the words, and the mouth bars within the mask slurred Charlie’s words only a hair. “Beasts!” 

	Charlie’s head jerked back, and he looked to the emptiness ten feet above their parents. From nothing came an electric tiger of incredible detail, pacing and tail swinging. Sean couldn’t look away. This was beyond fantastic. Perhaps his brother was a god…or a devil.

	Charlie bent his head down and then jerked back up. “I said beasts!”

	A lion appeared. The tiger quit pacing and bent its forepaws. The lion roared silently, saliva sparks dancing from its mouth. 

	Charlie again put his chin to his chest before upturning his face. “Beasts!”

	A fat pig appeared. It looked left and then right, the terror palpable in its porcine expression. It took five running steps closer to the audience before both carnivorous beasts leapt with claws out and mouths wide. Almost directly above Sean, the pair tore into the pig as it squealed silent pleas and writhed and kicked. Electric blood dripped several feet below the action before disappearing.

	“But is one piggy enough? Is that meat enough for two hungry beasts?” Charlie winked at Sean. “I’m afraid it isn’t.”

	The lion turned slowly, eyeing their mother below. The tiger followed the lion’s gaze and beyond, settling on their father. Before there was time to comprehend the horrid possibilities and react in a befitting nature, the beasts leapt down, below the idea of a framework they’d been presented in.

	Sean gasped and then winced when the lion sank its great teeth into their mother’s throat. She screamed as blood showered free. Their father had his arm up before the tiger landed. Its teeth sank just below the wrist and crunched through flesh and bone. On the ground by their father’s feet, their mother shook beneath the immense weight and pressure of the lion. Her legs tangled in their father’s and he dropped. The tiger swallowed their father’s hand and the piece disappeared down the electric throat. It then went in for the kill.

	“Beasts, the before and after man. Our betters in all ways but one. Two, if you count thumbs,” Charlie said.

	A panic welled within Sean. These images, they had to be fake. And if they were real, was the carnage reversable, as it had been with the bullet-shot Penelope? He squeezed his little sister until she wailed against his chest. The beasts kept feasting.

	“No sense interrupting them now,” Charlie said. The smile was in his eyes, dripping from his voice.

	Sean watched his parents disappear before him. Charlie shook his head and the beasts began crackling and popping, little bits of them vanishing. When they were gone, all that remained was a chunky puddle of blood, accented by torn bits of clothing and arrant hairs. 

	“What did you do?” Sean said through streaming tears.

	“What they would’ve liked to have happen to me,” Charlie said. “Do not be sad or afraid, my brother, nothing will hurt you or that wee babe in your arms.”

	—

	“The following night, Charlie and the soulless minions put on a show for the locals. Some were amazed and others were disgusted.” Sean shook Amos’ head gently. “Come Sunday, right around suppertime, three truckloads of men with shotguns and Bibles showed up on the farm.”

	Jessica bit her lip. She had questions but understood their time was limited and knowing wasn’t her real concern. She needed to save her daughters from this horrible man.

	“Charlie told them all the secrets of the man next to each other. Things that needn’t ever have come to light. The final man was the father from the Catholic Church in White Elk.” Sean used Amos to look at the clock and spoke a little faster. “Charlie said, ‘Now, Father, do we air out your dirty laundry, and what it means for little boys to be saved after Sunday school ends? Or do you lead this band of fools away?’ The man turned bedsheet white and convinced the mob to depart, but not before Charlie whispered to three of the men, encouraging them to ask the truth of their sons and what the father had done to them. ‘Make sure to mention there’s no Hell for boys who tell secrets to their daddies,’ and then laughed. It was horrible.”

	“How does he—?” Jessica began but was interrupted.

	“There’s no time.” Sean had Amos off the bed and reached between the slim mattress and the steel base of the bed. He pulled free his arm holding two sets of bracelets. “These are how he first discovered the place his tampering had created. The spot he’d come to fill between the worlds. He didn’t know that he was sending people over when he emptied them out.”

	Jessica accepted the bracelets. Without being told, she slipped a set on either wrist. 

	“Come on. In here.” Together they stepped to a closet full of bags hanging from hooks. Each had a personal effects sticker and a name filling in an opening. “Down in there. Put your arms up and shake so the bracelets spin around your wrists. Think of yourself with the bracelets on or you’ll be screwed once you get over there.”

	Jessica got into place. “Where the girls are?”

	Sean nodded Amos’ head. “Imagine yourself and the bracelets. Hold the image of yourself tight and don’t let it go. It’s easier to be sent than to go using your own steam. I can guide you, but I can’t send you.”

	“Like this?” Jessica said, arms above her head, hula hooping the bracelets around her wrists.

	“Exactly. Now close your eyes and picture yourself, with the bracelets.” Sean put Amos’ hands on Jessica’s temples. “Once you get there, don’t move. Just stay put and wait for me…avoid the swampies.”

	Jessica nodded, then said, “What?” 

	“Focus!”

	Jessica did. Within five seconds, she felt her organs rushing up her abdomen, as if falling a great distance. She thought of herself and of the bracelets. She landed firmly enough to snap her jaws tight, but softly enough to avoid injury.

	 


TWENTY-SIX

	Jessica opened her eyes as she tumbled sideways, her equilibrium momentarily shot. She landed in cool, sulfur-scented water. The closet ceiling was gone and the sky above her was pale orange. She pushed up to her knees, the bracelets jingling on her wrists. At least she’d gotten that right. 

	“Where is this?” she whispered.

	Everywhere around her were trees, or rather, something like trees. Thick cords of twine, but shiny and hard surfaced, that shot into the sky. She was almost curious enough to touch, but fear kept the impulse pocketed. She got to her feet and stepped slowly, careful not to slosh the water, the sound might draw attention.

	“You should’ve stayed home. You’re not cut out for this.”

	“Shut up, Mom,” Jessica said.

	She moved on, skirting and weaving through the ropey, leafless tree-like formations. Ahead, the dimness brightened, and sounds flowed toward her, as if coming from below. Suddenly, she was looking out onto a valley. There was a single tower the color of flaming orange copper. Before it were six massive wheels, each had twenty handles. People walked circles around the wheels, pushing at the handles. At the centers of the wheels were long, rising antenna-like posts with circular knobs on the top. 

	More than those who pushed to turn the wheels, figures lay about the rusty dirt floor of the valley, motionless. Dead or asleep, she wasn’t close enough to tell. Even squinting, she couldn’t make out the manly shapes from the feminine shapes, adults from children. They weren’t quite ants, but they might as well have been. Jessica took a step backward and looked above and beyond the valley. The air shimmered, as if it was behind glass, all the way to the ground.

	“That guy said something about being between worlds. Think he meant, like, for real between?”

	Jessica took another step back before she answered Laura, who looked as she had when they were both in their twenties. “He doesn’t seem much like a beat around the bush kind of guy.”

	“So you think he meant actually in the middle.”

	As it had always been in real life, Laura needed to ask questions multiple times. Of course that didn’t mean Jessica had to answer. Especially when she had so many questions of her own. The current oddity being, why was it wet above the valley, but not in the valley? And just how long would she have to wait in this discomfort? 

	A memory struck her in a way that made her sneer. The girls had figure skating practice, and thankfully at the same time and the same ice, despite the age difference. It afforded the perfect window to run errands. She’d drop off the girls, then hit the grocery store and post office and hardware store and wherever else, then show up at the rink where the girls would be just inside the door, waiting for her. She’d worked it out a dozen times before, but on this instance, a little old lady simply refused to hurry the hell up at the deli counter. Jessica had a plan for supper, but the extra lean ground beef section was empty. Typically, there was plenty at the back, she simply had to ask one of the counter attendants to hand her a pre-wrapped pound. 

	She reached the arena with groceries—including the meat for tonight’s planned feast of burgers—and pulled up to the loading zone. The girls weren’t just inside the door, she’d grumbled something annoyed, as much with herself as anybody else. She pulled into a short-term parking spot by the entrance and hurried inside. The sounds of clattering sticks and pucks rimming and banging the boards suggested hockey had taken over the ice. The hallway to the dressing room was empty, so Jessica went out to the grandstands. The girls weren’t there, only a few men were there, watching from the standing area up top of the seating. Jessica did some more mumbling and went to the chalkboard where the arena staff assigned dressing rooms. She found the figure skating room and hurried to it. Empty.

	More mumbling, perhaps a little louder, a little more frantic. The thought of a kidnapping hit her, and she suddenly couldn’t shake it. Where else could the girls be? She had to calm herself with several deep breaths while she leaned against the doorway of the dressing room, permeating in the tangy aromas of sweat and leather. She took off then. The snack booth was closed, the alleys in the corners where kids played with mini sticks were empty. The banquet room was locked. Out front was vacant. One of the rink rats, Maurice, was stealing a moment for a cigarette out the Zamboni door.

	“Your husband was here watching the skate.”

	Scott knew everyone, had weaseled into insurance and investment conversations with every walk of life, even when they weren’t his typical client. Even when they’d show up at the office and get passed off to a junior associate. It, strangely, seemed to up his prestige in the eyes of the public, almost like swapping on a double date.

	“Scott was here?” 

	Jessica then went home, and while she unloaded the groceries, Scott came through the door with the girls. They smelled strange, the arena smell was there, yes, but something was on top of it.

	“I went to the arena and the girls weren’t there,” Jessica said.

	“You weren’t around, so I figured I’d bring them home,” Scott said.

	“And we went to McDonald’s!” Josie said, sugar high.

	Jessica looked at the beef on the counter, the culprit of her lateness, the main ingredient of what should’ve been tonight’s supper. But what could she say? No matter what it was, it would make her look like a bear.

	It wasn’t until the following practice, when Jessica hung around to talk to the skating coaches that she learned Scott had waved them off the ice three minutes early. “And that’s when we work on speed. Please, in the future, ask him not to disrupt our practices,” Barb, one of the coaches, had said.

	Jessica swallowed down the memory, waiting now was nothing like that. Nobody was trying to put her out. Nobody was trying to better her…unless Sean was. 

	She crouched to adjust the pressure on her legs. It felt like she’d been waiting for hours, though she wasn’t certain she trusted the feeling. This place was strange. Something splashed behind her. Jessica held her breath, turning and watching the gaps between the tree-like growths. The fluid moved thickly, with small and yet slowly dissipating waves. The consistency was wrong for water.

	“And you had it in your mouth.”

	Jessica gritted her teeth. Nothing good ever came from having her father’s voice bouncing around, and a bit beyond, her head. Instead of looking for him, building his image the moment her brain decided to make it so, she eyed where the waves seemed to start.

	The word Sean had used: “Swampies?” she whispered, barely breathing the word.

	Another splash sent out short, cascading waves. She eyed the gaps, her breath held in her chest until it burned, waiting to see exactly what a swampy was. But Sean had said to avoid them. 

	Another splash, this one closer. Jessica stood tall, her knees straight and stiff, began creeping, weaving her way through this strange, strange forest. More splashes came from her left and she picked up pace, moving deeper and deeper into the forest. She looked back over her shoulder, watching for splashes, and bumped against something soft and firm. She swallowed down an exclamation of surprise, a noise different from a scream. Ahead of her was a transparent wall. Beyond the wall was smoky grey fog that was alive with steady movement. Distantly, through that fog, she saw a flash of lightning. 

	Jessica gave a glance over her shoulder. No waves appeared. She bit her bottom lip and reached out an index finger. She tapped against the wall. The report was so dull, it seemed the wall had to be of great thickness. She tapped again, five quick strikes. Like knocking against ice over asphalt.

	From the fog, something like a housefly landed where she’d been tapping. The wall was tissue thin if her eyes could be trusted. The creature seemed insubstantial, despite its immensity—about as big as a chihuahua. That it was a housefly relaxed Jessica some.

	“Imagine if it was a hornet that big.”

	Jessica glanced back. Her mother was right there, looking dowdy and meek as ever.

	“Imagine,” Jessica said and looked back to the wall. 

	The housefly bubbled and vibrated, its flesh bulging, stretching, and shifting colors. Bright, bright amber with horribly fuzzy legs. Nightmare eyes. Pincer jaws big enough to bite off her hand. A hornet. 

	Her heart raced while her mind tabulated. “Monarch butterfly,” she whispered, bringing an image to mind, her subconscious coming to understand much quicker than the forefront.

	Through the wall, the hornet began reforming. She wasn’t sure if it was good or bad that this creature shifted to what she wanted to see. A creature with that capability was not to be trusted.

	Splashing played out from behind her and she watched, wide-eyed, as the biggest waves yet roiled toward her as if from every angle. Again, she found herself holding her breath. This time she literally had her back against the wall with nowhere to go. She waited. Waited. Waited. Whatever a swampy was, she was about to find out.

	A young man emerged. His clothes were thick wool and thinned cotton. His hair was scraggly, but his eyes were familiar. As if despite wearing the body of another, Sean O’Cauna had brought along his gaze.

	“I’m sorry. They were in the room for hours. We have to hurry,” Sean said and held out his hand.

	“Where can we go?” Jessica said, reaching, taking that hand.

	“My home, in the valley. We can’t let Charlie see you.” Sean pulled her along the lip of the wet platform and down a set of stone steps that somehow let fluid ignore gravity. They were dry and steep and totally wide open for the people in the valley to see, as well as Charlie Coon who was assumedly in that awful tower.

	 


TWENTY-SEVEN

	“We’re going to have to run. Charlie hides from daylight, but he senses things and it’s better if he’s only suspicious and not dead-sure,” Sean said.

	He’d pointed out the wooden cabin hidden in the grassy dips and folds that had looked smooth from way, way up on the flooded ledge. It was almost camouflaged against the rising coppery stone. The wood, like the dirt on the ground, had taken on amber hues. Everything in this place seemed tainted. 

	All that was secondary. They hunkered down in a dip and were now close enough to see the faces of some of the people spinning the nearest wheel. Galen Edison, looking vapid, disconnected from the world around him, pushed against one of the wheel’s large handles. Jessica wanted to ask over the wheels, wanted to know why everything took on the same color, needed to understand how any of this was possible, but instead she shut up and did what Sean told her. He was too freaked out to disobey both his instructions and his eyes.

	“Follow close,” Sean said and started off, running low to the ground.

	Jessica mimicked, her focus shuttlecocking back and forth between the cabin and the people spinning the giant wheels. She expected someone to point and call out, maybe release a Donald Sutherland scream at alien octaves. Nobody seemed to care that they were there. Sean reached the cabin and swung open the door. He looked at the tower, as if he might x-ray vision through the walls to know exactly what his brother was up to.

	Jessica hurried by Sean into the home. Just about everything was wood and everything had gone amber in color. A dining table centered the first room. There were two simple chairs. Above was a copper light fixture with a vintage-model lightbulb. There were no appliances. Two small windows looked out onto the valley opening.

	Sean stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind him by a brass door handle, one that matched the door handles upstairs in the farmhouse. He took a deep breath and then sighed. 

	“If he saw us, we’d have to have been pretty unlucky,” Sean said.

	“Now what?” Jessica said.

	Sean turned, bending to look out a window. “We’ll have to wait through the night. It’s too close.”

	“What?” Jessica clenched her entire body, somewhere out there her girls were under some kind of duress, she knew this without a doubt.

	“I’m real’ sorry about how long I took. There were at least a dozen doctors looking at all the comatose patients, even Amos and the others downstairs. Sounded like they have people out at the farm. They’re worried it’s catching,” Sean said.

	Jessica closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to keep the emotion under wraps. “I don’t understand.”

	“Oh, right. Time moves much faster here. I didn’t get back until almost four o’clock. Any minute the sun will go down and Charlie will come out to attack the wall,” Sean said.

	Jessica nearly screamed. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

	Sean stepped across the room. “Come on. I’ll tell you away from the windows.”

	They moved into a sparsely furnished room with just a wooden-framed couch and an antique radio by a window. 

	Out of all the questions she could’ve asked, Jessica said, “What stations could you possibly get here?”

	“None. It plays the same ten songs on a loop. Don’t even need to plug it in,” Sean said. “I spend as much time as I can on the other side.”

	The light streaming into the cabin via the dining room windows dimmed drastically, heightening the amber hues. 

	“Charlie will be out soon, so we’ll have to whisper. He comes here sometimes, but I don’t think he will tonight. He brought over too many. There’s too much power. He’s going a bit crazy,” Sean said and stepped to a wall. He moved aside a hidden-in-plain-sight panel about an inch thick and six inches wide. 

	“Power? Like electricity? For what?” Jessica said.

	“He wants to breach the other side with the people side, where we all come from,” Sean whispered, watching through the gap in the wall.

	“What will that do?” Jessica moved up next to him and leaned close, trying to see through the gap as well.

	“End the world,” Sean said, as if that were normal or simple or obvious even.

	“What?” Jessica felt as if she’d said that a hundred times since discovering this place existed.

	“Charlie says people don’t deserve to reign, and that the shifters will bring them down,” Sean said and then stepped aside. “There he is.”

	Jessica pushed in tight and watched the man in the black suit and top hat step away from the ugly tower. “The shifters are the things through the…wall?”

	“Before Charlie told me they ate souls, I used to think funny things and watch them change. I don’t think Charlie even knows what will really happen if he breaks through. I think he thinks the things will appreciate him,” Sean said.

	“But you don’t think so?” Jessica watched as the people on the ground climbed to their feet. Each was a golden silhouette in the darkness. The atmosphere was alive with electricity, lifting at hairs and sending a buzzing pulse into their lungs.

	“I think they’re mindless.” Sean fell to the couch and put his hands on his head. “Joe Springs’ dog went rabid back in…oh, I don’t know; nineteen-twelve? That dog, he was a good one, didn’t bark much, never bit, then it went bad. Bit one of Joe’s girls, right in the face and scalp. Awful…I think they’re the same kind of awful. But maybe smarter, too.”

	“What do the people do?” Jessica said.

	Before Sean could answer, every handle of the wheels had hands on it, sometimes multiple sets. The people started moving faster, breaking into something resembling a jog, though not quite. It made Jessica think of those shopping cart contests where chefs had a couple minutes to get ingredients before doing a cook-off. The balls at the tops of the antennae at the center of each wheel began to glow. Charlie opened his arms wide after donning the copper mask similar to the one Sean had with him in the hospital.

	A great flash sent Jessica to the floor before dimming almost instantly. Darkness remained outside, though now it was as if twilight had again taken over.

	“It’s started again. It’s too much power. He’s going to get through,” Sean said.

	Jessica crawled her upper body against the wall until she reached the gap. Electricity blazed from the ball atop each of the six great wheels. Four blasted into the wall keeping the shifters in place while the other two blasted the black wall opposite. The beams on either side converged into pinpoints.

	She got it then. Charlie was attempting to physically breakdown walls. “The black one, is that to…where?”

	“The barn. Your barn, I guess.” Sean rubbed at his temples. “I think he’s going to destroy everything.”

	Jessica, beneath the light thrown by the electric beams, finally saw her daughters. “What happens to the people spinning the wheels?”

	Sean faced her then. “We’re all two parts. The one part is the body; it decays and molders. The other part is energy; it burns until it is gone.”

	“How long do people last out there?” Jessica said, ready to go out and snatch her children away.

	“Forty, fifty years on your side. It goes by quickly for the slaves,” Charlie said.

	Jessica stood. She’d never felt so short, so fat, so weak, so hapless. “How do we stop this?”

	“We can’t…we can maybe get your daughters. If the walls hold until morning, and Charlie doesn’t see us,” Sean said.

	Jessica crossed the room and put her hands on either side of Sean’s head. “That’s not nearly good enough. We can’t let him do this.”

	“You don’t know half the power he has.”

	“He doesn’t know I’m here and that’ll have to be enough of an advantage,” Jessica said.

	Sean tried to let his head drop but Jessica held him firmly. His eyes were red and moist. “Charlie’s going to be so mad at me.”

	Never being close to her siblings, she hadn’t considered the inner turmoil of going against him. It wasn’t only fear, Sean loved Charlie. She pulled his face to her chest. “Please, Sean. We can’t let him hurt my girls…and what if he succeeds with the walls?”

	“He’s going to,” Sean said, sniffling the tail end.

	Jessica squeezed Sean tight against her. “No, he’s not. We’re going to do something.”

	Sean reached up and put his arms around Jessica’s hips. “Tell me.”

	This nearly made Jessica laugh. She knew nothing about this place, had no clue what Charlie was capable of, not really, and she was to come up with a plan. This was backward.

	“How do we get away, in the end?” she said, pushing Sean back to look into his tear-smeary face.

	Outside, the buzzing amplified, and someone hooted. Bright flashes burst in through the spy-gap and the windows. That gap was the first concrete point that Sean might actually disobey his brother, and it gave Jessica a modicum of hope—not that she needed any further motivation to try.

	“Faster! Faster!” Charlie’s voice carried through the valley and the gap in the wall.

	“You know he’s wrong, you wouldn’t have built that if you didn’t.” Jessica pointed at the gap. “Please, think. What can we do?”

	Sean tilted his head and squinted. 

	 


TWENTY-EIGHT

	“Don’t move or breathe or look at anything,” Sean said.

	Jessica lay on the ground at the more private side of the cabin, after placing the bracelets in her pants pockets. “I don’t understand how any of this works.”

	“Just do what I say.” Sean turned away from Jessica before grabbing her by the ankles and dragging her toward the wheels, Charlie, and his tower.

	Jessica kept her eyes slitted and her head loose on her neck. She ignored that her shirt had rolled up, there was no embarrassment on this side, no thoughts of weight or thyroid medication.

	The sounds grew much louder the closer they got to the action. Charlie in his dark suit and top hat came into view. Jessica couldn’t see his face from her angle, but she didn’t dare tilt her head—he was staring up at the transparent wall and likely wouldn’t have noticed, but Sean told her what to do and she was going to do it.

	“This one got wore out and went to die by my cabin,” Sean said, nearly shouting to be heard over the buzz of electricity and the swishing sound of the spinning wheels.

	“Soon, my brother. This all ends soon,” Charlie said.

	“Yeah, okay,” Sean said and recommenced pulling Jessica along.

	“Hold it,” Charlie said.

	A shadow darkened Jessica from beyond what she could see, but she could feel him standing over her. Looming. He’d touched her once and that had nearly killed her. She was now playing dead, it would likely take very little to push her from playing dead to being dead.

	“Yeah?” Sean said.

	Charlie stepped around Jessica and clutched Sean by the neck. “Don’t dawdle, I want my brother here with me when the surges break through.”

	“I’ll come right back after burying this one,” Sean said.

	“Good boy,” Charlie said.

	Jessica was suddenly moving again and out from beneath that heavy, heavy shadow. Sean had gone into little detail about why bodies should exist after Charlie had drained them of their energy, and Jessica hadn’t asked. She guessed he didn’t really know. She did know two men had gone to the farm some five, maybe ten years ago and tried to steal the lightning rods from the roof. They were fine antiques. One man had been on the roof and had a rod and about sixty feet of wire wrapped around his arm while the other man went to explore the house, looking for saleable treasure. Charlie had already split the man in the house into two parts: corporeal and incorporeal. He set the other man’s spirit free two seconds after he fell off the roof of the barn. It had been Sean’s job to bury the physical evidence. And then after Charlie had worn away their energy, it was Sean’s job to repeat the effort with their incorporeal halves, made physical on this side. 

	And he’d done so with everything they arrived with. One of the thieves had been holding a jar the O’Cauna brothers had used for sports and celebrity cards out of their parents’ cigarette packs—and eventually out of Sean’s own, though he didn’t start smoking full-time until his seventeenth birthday. In his demise, the other thief had brought over a perfect facsimile of the lightning rod and the sixty feet of wire attached to it.

	Jessica didn’t move until Sean dropped her feet. They were behind the strange black tower and out of view to the wheels and more importantly, Charlie Coon. Sean hurried to the back wall of the tower and grabbed a roundmouth shovel.

	“Get up! Faster! Faster!” Charlie’s voice echoed, everything but the anger fading with each repetition.

	“It’s got to be in this area. Guy was in a big green jacket with a ton of pockets,” Sean said and stabbed the shovel into the clumpy ground. “I can dig out a couple, but Charlie knows how long it takes, so that’ll be it. I’ll have to go to him.”

	Jessica got to her knees and straightened her shirt. “What’s the plan then?”

	“Get the lightning rod into the power stream and touch the wire to Charlie. I don’t think it’ll kill him, but it should give you a bit. Maybe even the rest of the night.” Sean dug frantically as he spoke, giving up on holes once he recognized a body part that didn’t fit the search.

	“It’s cracking!” Charlie screamed, that anger becoming glee.

	Sean dug faster. Jessica crawled to his side and began scratching and tossing dirt with her hands.

	“My brother! Witness the glory of my life’s work!”

	They’d unearthed enough to inspect five shallow graves. The bodies were deflated, though hadn’t begun to rot. Sean huffed and tossed down the shovel.

	“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he said and jogged around the side of the tower.

	Jessica didn’t watch him go. Didn’t have time and was too scared of what might come around the corner. She used the shovel to dig down, finding hands and legs and faces. She wasn’t entirely sure what this lightning rod looked like, but guessed she’d know it to see it. At least, hoped she would.

	“This is disgraceful, digging up corpses.”

	“Fuck off, Dad,” she said to the voice and kept on digging.

	Distantly, though all too closely, she heard Charlie screaming. It was maniacal, had her guts churning in a way that had to be entirely mental, because was she even here? Was this place physical? Did she really have guts beneath her skin? No time for that.

	She moved up on the blank patch of dirt, inching toward the end of the valley rather than continuing to her left as Sean had done. She found a woman in a long dress, fat hemp straps over her shoulders from the back. Disgusting in thought, though only mildly off-putting to the touch, Jessica fell to her knees.

	“Forgive me,” she said.

	She pulled one strap down over the woman’s shoulder before rolling her sideways. The woman’s legs lay flat in her grave while her hip Slinkied her upper-half, face-down, to allow access. Those straps belonged to a bulky backpack. A thick bedroll was hooked to the bottom. Two buckles held two more straps attached to a flap. Jessica unwound one, her fingers frantic.

	A crack thundered over the landscape and convinced Jessica the backpack would have to be Plan B—somehow—should she not find the lightning rod. She shouldered the pack and resumed shoveling. 

	In the next plot over, she located a man with a chain around his wrist and her hope began to soar, but it was only a pocket watch. She found a little girl in a peach-colored Sunday dress. She found an old man in overalls. She found a man in a floral button-up and jeans that flared at the ankles. 

	What if he got the years mixed up again? What if the scavengers had come in the ‘eighties? she thought as she carved around this man. She came up with nothing and moved left two feet. Sean had said the man hadn’t been alone and—there it was. From tripod base to the tip of the spire, the rod was close to five feet. In the middle was a cracked glass ball. A wire shot out from the base, and she began pulling it, unearthing several yards before reaching the stringy split ends of the wire.

	“Now what?” she said to nobody, knowing the plan was to get one end on Charlie and the other into the streaming electricity pointed at the transparent wall. “But how?”

	She had to get closer, so close he might reach out and kill her before she had a chance to do anything at all. Like a starter’s pistol, something thundered, and Jessica got to running. She followed the route Sean had gone and immediately crouched and flattened herself against the tower wall. Sean and Charlie were ten feet away. Sean had Charlie by the arm and was pointing at the great white slashing cobwebbing from the energized impact point. Almost certainly delaying him.

	Jessica weighed her options and decided the only real option was the tower door. If it was locked, she was done, simple. She tried the archaic brass handle and the heavy metal door creaked open. Much quieter inside, but it was shadows on top of darkness as she stumbled blindly up the winding stairs, seeking only a place where she might hunker down a moment, already knowing she’d made a mistake. They’d been heading for the tower, and now she’d cornered herself. 

	Up was what was presented to her, and she took it. Behind her, she heard Sean’s voice traveling up the soft metal walls of the tower. She slowed despite what the panic told her. But to rush, to make noise, that would be her end. Church mouse quiet, she closed her eyes, tapped her toes along the steps to find edges, and played one free hand against the smooth wall to her right. 

	“By daylight—no, correction, for there will be daylight no more, I shall have pushed through on both sides,” Charlie said, giddy, his voice seeming to amplify as it carried up the stairs.

	“Yeah, okay,” Sean said.

	Jessica heard the footfalls coming up behind her and pushed herself faster, forfeiting some of her quietness. 

	“Charlie…I…I didn’t finish burying the woman and I don’t like leaving her there, uncovered,” Sean said.

	Charlie laughed a little. “Fine. Fine, go attend to your silly ritual.”

	Jessica pushed herself even faster while Charlie spoke. She needed to get to the top to find somewhere to hide, otherwise…she didn’t want to consider otherwise. What this man had done to her with a single scratch, alongside Sean’s story of Charlie’s stage performance, was enough to leave her cowering in a corner somewhere. If she even found a corner. This staircase seemed to go on forever.

	Charlie picked up his pace, his footfalls not pounding as they did in the farmhouse and barn, but no less terrifying. Jessica let out a small moan and ran.

	“Somebody up there?” Charlie said, sounding more humored than angered.

	Jessica didn’t answer. Above, light bathed the staircase and that light felt like salvation, as false as that notion had to be. It wasn’t until she reached the top that she noted her lungs didn’t hurt and her energy hadn’t waned. This place played by a different set of rules.

	“You should be spinning with the others,” Charlie said.

	Jessica stepped into the light. The top of the tower was a simple chamber of amber walls, copper, maybe bronze. Centering the room was a bed-like platform that looked anything but comfortable. The light rose from candles, the wicks made of wire, the flames not fire at all. Instead, glowing arcs of electricity. There were six windows. No cupboards or furniture suitable for hide and seek. Jessica rushed to a window and looked down.

	Sean had his hands on his head, eyes glued to the cracking transparent wall and the variety of inexplicable forms on the far side. Insects, animals, humanoids, sea life: they writhed and shifted as if jumping from head-to-head out there, unable to stick to a mimic.  

	“Ah, I knew Sean had gotten too comfortable with you,” Charlie said.

	Before she turned, Jessica dropped the lightning rod from the window. The wire unspooled as it fell, leaving several feet around her forearm. Afraid she’d lose it and the rod would then lose purpose, she wound an end of the wire around one of the phony candles. 

	“You’re not the first he’s taken a liking to. Poor Sean, he was always soft with mothers.” Charlie was now in the middle of the room, running the copper tips of his gloves over the platform.

	Jessica turned as Charlie was lifting his hands to his face, settling into the strange mask. She immediately scanned the floor and ceiling for lions and tigers. She needed to do something. But what?

	Jessica felt the straps of the pack and imagined finding a camping knife, crossing the gap between them unabated, and slashing at Charlie Coon’s throat. Absurd. She reached into her pockets then and brought out the bracelets.

	“Those are mine,” Charlie said, the words coming out as if around a mouthful of food.

	Jessica slipped them over her wrists.

	“You have no idea what I can do,” Charlie said, great emphasis on the final syllable as he turned his chin toward the ceiling.

	A silhouette, unmistakably her father, climbed down an invisible ladder to stand before Jessica. Behind him came a version of Scott. Then the boy she’d awoken to pawing at her after a house party—she didn’t even know his name, only remembered the helpless feeling, even if he did stop before getting close to his end goal. The men of her life…another and another climbed down, her brothers. Then her mother.

	“It hurts less if you don’t fight it,” the electric mother mouthed. 

	Jessica all but heard those words, for they’d been plucked from her head. She understood this man was a manipulator, and she had experience with that, had spent her life being manipulated.

	“If I had a mask like yours, I wonder if I’d dig up your parents, Charlie O’Cauna,” Jessica said, her butt against a window ledge.

	All the men began shifting, their faces stretching into snouts, their hands going hairy, their nails becoming claws. Jessica stared down a pack of werewolves and her mother.

	“Go along to get along,” her mother mouthed.

	Broken record in real life, a broken record in memory, and a broken record on display. She dropped before the wolves, and they tore her apart. Jessica met Charlie’s eyes. He was smiling amid the bloodbath of sparks.

	Jessica glanced over her shoulder. Sean was running, holding the lightning rod like a javelin or a kite. He fired it nearly straight up when he got close to the foursome beam destroying the transparent wall that kept the shifters out. The rod wasn’t going to reach, but the power was hungry and lashed sideways.

	Not a glance back, she had no time to spare another thought for Charlie. She dropped backward out the window, falling, falling, falling as she watched the power ignite a rushing flame upon the plastic of the rod’s ground wire in a great flash before barreling into the copper tower. Instantly, the tower brightened, thrumming and stinking. Not three seconds past before the coursing power branched into a million veins. The tower throbbed two heartbeats before it burst, sending shrapnel out and up.

	Jessica thumped and immediately began gasping, sucking to fill her deflated lungs. Before she had anything resembling her wits, Sean was above her, shaking her and shouting. She heard buzzing, buzzing, it drew higher and higher before coming to a popping head.

	“We can’t stay here!” Sean looked frantically over his shoulder several times.

	Water washed around Jessica’s prone body. She rolled onto her knees, her tailbone singing the hymnal of agony. She tried to unshoulder the pack that had likely saved her from real damage as she sucked great gulps of oxygen that never seemed like enough.

	“Charlie?” Sean said.

	There he was. His suit was smoking, and the copper mask had melted into his flesh, as had his gloves. His hat was gone, and his hair was smoldering. He stumbled toward the blue hot glow of the crack no longer growing. Those at the massive wheels had ceased spinning, most taking cover while some accepted, even welcomed a violent end.

	“Come, we have to go. The wall’s cracked and the swampies are in the valley,” Sean said, his lips tight against Jessica’s ear.

	“Not…without…my…daughters,” Jessica said between gasps.

	Sean huffed, shaking Jessica. “Which ones are they?” 

	Jessica scanned the terrified faces of the people hiding behind wheels. None of them looked like her daughters, but two of them were, she had no doubt. She pushed to her knees and then feet. Her tailbone began singing anew. The pain was incredible. Sean pulled at her arm, they had to move and again, she’d do as he said, as he forced her to do.

	Jessica saw Scott then. He pushed up, standing with practiced balance on his single leg. He looked at her in longing and she ignored him. The last thing she wanted was to rescue him from this place, or at least close to the last thing.

	“Sean!” Charlie shouted, his voice playing out like a destruction derby loudspeaker. “You’ve overstepped, my brother!”

	Sean whined steadily as he helped Jessica along. Voices of the crowd began screaming. The valley was plunged into chaos. Jessica finally saw the swampies. Three-foot tall lime green slugs with hind legs, mouths, and eyes like a toad. There had to be twenty of them, and the ones that had reached people had already latched on. As they fed on the human meat and blood, their bodies writhed in appreciation. These people did not move, as if poisoned into inutility; their eyes rolling to the whites. 

	“Beasts! Beasts! Beasts!” Charlie screamed. 

	Electricity danced above, and Sean pulled Jessica tight to his chest. “Do you see them?” he said.

	Jessica scanned the screaming, running people. Then she saw them. They’d slipped sideways from the crowd and were heading for Sean’s cabin. “There! There!” she said, pointing.

	The girls were now fully breaking away from the pack. Rachael Humel, the receptionist from Scott’s office, had spotted them as well and was tearing behind them. A swampy leapt with an open mouth, enveloping the woman’s entire head, sending her stumbling blindly for three steps before tipping flat to the valley floor. The swampy writhed and shuddered as it drank from its kill.

	“Beasts!” Charlie shouted from behind them.

	Jessica had plenty enough air in her lungs now to amble quickly, her attention on the girls while Sean watched the four electric beasts climb out of the sky.

	“Jess!” Scott said, whining it. 

	She turned her head at this but continued toward the cabin. The man had wedged himself under the lip of one of the huge wheels. Galen Edison, CFP, charged by them in his smart business-casual duds. The Hugo Boss branding on his shirt had gone grey with moisture. He was looking at Jessica as he ran into the open arms of one of Charlie’s beasts: a grizzly bear standing eight feet with eight-inch claws, electric slobber raining from its hungry maw like firework tails.

	Galen got out a “Jesus!” before the grizzly had him, biting its thrumming teeth into his throat and shaking him, rag-dolling him. Blood splattered out, but disappeared after one, two seconds in the air.

	Again, Jessica had to wonder what this place meant and its rules and how it functioned. The thought was fleeting. The screams redoubled and her right foot stepped into a divot, the shock of the unexpected change sent a rattle of pain up through her tailbone. It had to be broken. Gushing footfalls cut distance their way in a flash. A swampy. It got close enough, and popped, long-jumping onto Jessica’s chest.

	She fell backward, dragging Sean with her. Jessica could only wail and thrash in terror while Sean assessed and acted. The single-minded creature lost its grip momentarily as she jerked away. It now had her by the backpack. Sean yanked the belt straps from their buckles, and the swampy devoured the bag and bed roll.

	Sean pulled Jessica up. They were running, no more ambling. Adrenaline had filled her, even after the oxygen refused to fully get along with her jarred lungs. She guessed it was all mental; she hadn’t gotten tired climbing all those flights to the top of the tower. Probably her mind was at fault for the wind being knocked from her lungs as much as was the fall.

	“You can breathe,” she said before inhaling deeply through her nose.

	Sean was no longer pulling her; she was keeping up. Their feet sloshed over the soggy floor. The bracelets rattled on her wrists. The chaos was behind them and the cabin was right there before them. Sean let go of Jessica’s hand and swung open the cabin door.

	Josie screamed and then Clara screamed. Sean immediately turned to look toward the mess of action. Charlie was looking at them and an incredible tiger built on electricity started toward the cabin in a sprint.

	“Get inside!” Sean yanked Jessica by the sleeve of her jacket, and she stumbled through the doorway.

	“Mom?” Josie said. “You have to help Dad, he’s out there!”

	Jessica could only frown at this. Some things truly never changed.

	“Can we get back from in here?” Jessica said.

	Sean opened his mouth.

	The glass of one of the kitchen windows burst inward and the tiger roared silently, sparks dancing on the nonexistent soundwaves.

	 


TWENTY-NINE

	Josie wrapped her arms around Jessica. 

	Two thoughts immediately came to mind. The first was that Josie hadn’t hugged her with any true emotion in many, many years. The second was a memory of the first time she’d held her. It was different from how it had been with Clara that first time. With Clara, there’d been shock on top of the pain and exhaustion, the details had disappeared in the frantic confusion of the moment. With Josie, she collected the details and stored them away. She’d been so hot and smelly. The folds of her red, red face looked deep enough to hide dimes. The saliva bubbling and oozing down her chin.

	Now, Josie was cool against her. She was slim and there were no folds in her face. “I’m scared.”

	“Think of nothing!” Sean said as he swung the legs of a dining chair at the giant cat trying to climb through the window. 

	“Blank your mind,” Jessica said.

	In the brief explanation Sean had time to offer as he picked up the chair, the corporeal flesh acted like a homing device to its incorporeal being. All they had to do was go blank, as long as Jessica had Charlie’s bracelets. She could return by imagining the cabin in as much detail as was possible. Unfortunately, he’d never been able to take more than one at a time—nor would Jessica be able to. That left Clara in the corner of the living room, holding a chair like Sean was, but doing nothing useful with it.

	Jessica lifted her arms and spun the bracelets around her wrists. She blanked her mind as much as she could. The sensation was reversed, shooting up rather than down, her innards sinking deep as her body cavity allowed. And then she smelled bleach and metal. There was no time to check that Josie made it, she needed to get Clara out of there.

	Jessica lifted her arms and spun the bracelets, thinking of the cabin. Almost instantly, she was falling, falling. She opened her eyes six feet above the soggy ground of Charlie Coon’s valley. She thumped down and the only pain came from her wrists and knees—the tailbone problem had disappeared, proving a prior notion about this place being mind over matter.

	What mattered now was that she was not inside the cabin. She was almost twenty feet away. The tiger was still at one window while Charlie himself stood at the other. Everywhere behind her were screams and sloshing. She pushed upright and cast a glance back to the action. The electric beasts, aside from the tiger, were destroying the swampies. Jessica scanned the huge wheels, looking for survivors. She saw bloodless carnage, deflated effigies, and arrent body parts. Then she made eye-contact with Scott where he cowered beneath a wheel.

	“Never again,” she said and broke into a run, toward the cabin’s side and where she hoped she’d find the spy panel still open. Charlie didn’t turn, likely because the tiger had made it inside the cabin. On the ground at the side of the cabin was a workbench. A mini sledgehammer rested on top. She snatched it up and scanned the wall for the spy gap. It was cleverly masqueraded by an angle and shadows. When she located it, she looked in but saw very little.

	“Clara!” Jessica shouted, her lips to the cabin wall. “Come over here!” She didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she began pounding against the gap. She cracked the wood of the wall easily. The effort it must’ve taken Sean to cart the wood, cut it, tack it together, and now she was destroying it.

	“Mom!” Clara said. “The tiger’s inside!”

	Jessica roared where the tiger couldn’t. She slammed the eight-pound hammer against the wood. It splintered and split. Slivers of shrapnel blew everywhere. 

	Water sloshed in frantic footfalls behind her. She shot a look. A Swampy was maybe fifteen yards away, injured and limping, but coming for her. No time for that. She reared back and swung. This strike located a weak section created by the presence of a fat brown knot. A great chunk flew into the cabin. Jessica dropped the hammer to look in. 

	Sean looked her way, distracted. The tiger leapt and he wasn’t ready to reposition the chair. It hit his neck and blood splashed and disappeared while sparks danced from the beast’s mouth. Sean dropped the chair and fell beneath the drive of the impossible beast, his gaze matching Jessica’s long after the tiger had killed him.

	“Blank your mind and grab on!” Jessica shouted.

	Clara dropped the chair and reached both hands through the rough hole, gripping her mother as if to strangle her. Before Jessica could clear her mind, her focus settled on Charlie Coon. He was watching her through the window.

	Jessica closed her eyes. The swampy charging toward her sounded big as a gorilla and twice as nasty. And still, she thought of blackness, could only hope her daughter had done the same.

	Rising into her body, Jessica jerked and tried to push to her feet. Sean had stuffed her in the closet in a way that put one leg beneath her, it was now dead asleep. She stumbled forward, kicking and jigging. The pins and needles came as she pawed for a handle but found none. She then put her shoulder into the door and chair legs squeaked across the stone floor as she spilled out.

	The room was dark, and still, she recognized it immediately. The lined beds had more paperwork stuffed into the file spaces at their feet, and a few additional monitors blipped. Amos was there and she thought of Sean, dying for her cause.

	“He could’ve warned you,” she said in an attempt to amend her feelings. 

	She shuffled until her leg was fully awake. A moment after pressing the elevator call button, a woman’s voice came over the PA system. “Can all available nurses report to the second floor?” There was excitement in her voice. 

	“Please let them be awake,” Jessica said. 

	The elevator was taking forever. It came. She pressed 2 on the panel. Three seconds later, she saw the first hints of sunrise shining through various windows down the hall. A nurse rushed into a room and Jessica followed the action. 

	The smells and feels, the temperature and weight of her clothes, it all added up to being on a home field. She stepped firmly, steady and anxious. A nurse began to wave her away outside the door.

	“Oh, Jessica Ramage,” she said. “How did you know to come?”

	“Are the girls awake?” Jessica said.

	The nurse backed up to allow passage. She shook her head and blinked rapidly. “How did you know?”

	Jessica said nothing and crossed the room to stand between the beds of her girls. It was over and she thought she knew how to make sure it never happened again.

	“Mom!” Josie said.

	Clara held her arms out wide, tears streaming her face. 

	Jessica one-arm hugged her girls, letting the emotions cascade her cheeks in a steady downpour. It was over and she saved her girls.

	“Was that real?” Josie said.

	“Hush,” Jessica said and then whispered, “Not in front of people.”

	“Are we really back?” Clara said.

	“It’s over. It’s all—” 

	Jessica was interrupted by Scott’s screaming voice. “My legs! Help! Fuck! Fuck!”

	“Dad!” Josie said. She and Clara both let go of their mother and kicked from their beds. Like baby deer, they stumbled on weak legs over to their father’s bedside.

	Scott continued screaming, kicking his remaining leg and shaking his nub. A doctor with a needle appeared and knocked him out on the good hospital dope.

	 


THIRTY

	The contractors were a bit moody, at first. Days in the winter were short, and it seemed like a waste to work from 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM when the job could’ve been done faster. The boss’ mood changed when Jessica sold him the new drywall and all the scrap copper from the basement for $300 in work credit. The three-man crew had the farmhouse gutted of value in two days, and on the third day, a man working solo showed up mid-morning in a Carhartt snowsuit, driving a small bulldozer—small for a bulldozer. With a mixture of pushing and pulling, the farmhouse collapsed. 

	Three more days later, the team of Mennonites she’d hired appeared at first light and quickly dismantled the barn. They took the old wood in exchange for $900 in work credit. Jessica had tried to give it to them for free, but they insisted that they’d sell it for more than $2,000, after they put it into manageable pieces and the right buyer came along. The elder of the team leaned in smiling, and said, “History is one thing that cannot be faked by machines. These boards have a great deal of history.”

	Jessica thought he might even believe some of its true history. Anyone who held deep faith in a god had to be a bit mystical, open to the supernatural. 

	Even more costly was the single delivery made to the farm and the man she’d hired to set up what was in the crates. When he looked at their completed effort, he simply craned his head sideways and said, “What is it?” Jessica had waved this off, citing she’d read about it in a scientific journal, which was true, but it wasn’t something she’d lucked into or had just happened to read.

	Twice a detective visited the farm, after the girls and Scott had woken up. On the first visit, he came with a partner, and everything was official and jotted in a notepad. Jessica gave them free reign to inspect—doctors in hazmat suits had already checked the property for gasses, checked the spread from Scott’s impromptu party, and checked Jessica’s recent card purchases for suspicious activity. On the second visit, the detective came alone and without a notepad. He’d called ahead and brought Jessica a tall cup of hot chocolate to go alongside his even taller cup of coffee. It was after dark, but he was only there to ask questions, not tour the grounds.

	“I hear this place is haunted,” he said.

	Jessica sipped from her cup, giving herself a pencil moustache of whipped cream until she wiped it away. She paused for a thought and then sighed. “In a way, it is…was, I hope.”

	“Is that why you tore down the farmhouse. I’m guessing the barn’s coming next?” he said.

	The barn was a skeleton of framework. The contractor who drove the bulldozer was busy and the Mennonites said they could do it, but not until spring. They, of course, didn’t have the luxury of heavy machinery.

	“That’s right,” Jessica said.

	“Does it have to do with what happened out here in the ‘twenties?” the detective said.

	“I don’t know.” Jessica took a mouthful of hot chocolate and played it around her gums, feeling the almost instantaneous grit the supercharged influx of sugar left on her teeth.

	“Okay. What about the name Charlie Coon?” He was watching her intently.

	“And Bingo was his name-o,” Jessica said. She wiped the corners of her mouth. “You wouldn’t believe if I told you.”

	The detective leaned back. “Can you guess my nickname?”

	Jessica sized him up, drinking in the surface things, and found nothing that fit. She shook her head.

	“Mulder. As in Fox Mulder from The X-Files.”

	In case he was recording what she said, she began with, “I had a dream about Charlie Coon and his brother, Sean O’Cauna…” It took close to an hour to tell it all. Her hot chocolate was down to silt. “Crazy dream, huh?”

	“Sounds like you and Sean O’Cauna inadvertently saved the world—in your dream,” the detective said, circling the rim of his paper coffee cup on the dining table’s top. “Do you think tearing down the old buildings will keep the dreams away?”

	“I’m about fifty-fifty on that. I think Charlie Coon’s tethered to this place the same way most people are tethered to where they grew up. They can hate it. They can leave. But something is forever nagging them, dragging them in reverse,” Jessica said, staring past the cop to where the mental facsimiles of her entire family stood in the living room. Silent, for once.

	“How do you cut the tether?” the detective said.

	Jessica refocused on him. “Who knows.”

	They’d kept Scott two extra weeks. With his spine miraculously carrying signals to his foot, he needed additional therapy and pain medication. The nurses were less bubbly about Scott and more conspiratorial with Jessica: “Guess you’re pretty glad there won’t be diapers,” and, “I bet you can get what you paid for that equipment,” and, “Too bad it’ll kill the excuse you had to shoot down to Vegas for some companionship.” At the last one, Jessica had to laugh. She hadn’t considered anything so bawdy or physically self-serving.

	He came home in a taxi van. Those who hadn’t come to his party, were now keeping distance from him, like he had something catching. He’d slept all day, saying almost nothing to her. Jessica didn’t know what to think, not really, though one possibility was that if he was this cold to her in public, she’d finally escape him while saving face with the girls. She’d be much farther behind than on her initial attempt, but she’d be free. That was, if things were truly as they looked.

	The telephone had been ringing on and off all day. Scott, despite being more clear-headed as they weened down the pain medication, ignored it. Jessica answered calls from both daughters and passed each off to Scott. He offered only monosyllables and then hung-up. While Jessica ate a Hungry Man in her room, the telephone rang again. It was Clara. She and her sister had spoken after talking to Scott and were now worried about depression.

	“I don’t think it’s that,” Jessica said.

	“How do you know that!” Clara was livid. 

	According to their daughters, Jessica was only there to serve Scott, even when he was being cold. What her daughters didn’t know, was that Scott hadn’t actually come back.

	—

	Jessica awoke with hands wrapped around her throat. The lock on the bedroom door had failed her. She looked up at Scott’s face but saw Charlie Coon’s eyes. The door was only the first line of defense. 

	The urge to reach for his hands was strong. Instead, she jerked sideways and reached for the nightstand. She came back swinging a mini sledgehammer, one much newer than the model Sean had had on his workbench, but just about the same in design. The heavy head nailed Scott’s ear. A fantastic crunch rang out. Scott’s body went sprawling and Jessica gasped as she popped from her bed.

	Her bare footfalls slapped against the hard floor as she skidded around the doorway and into the hall. Scott was on her almost instantly, grabbing a foot and sending her into the fresh, new drywall. She imprinted her shoulder, leaving a cracked dent with a five-foot circumference. Again, she was up and moving. So was Scott.

	She reached the door to the basement and stopped. There he was, running on a flesh leg and a hollowed electric silhouette leg. It was almost incredible enough to awe her into defeat. But she’d anticipated as much and it gave her a slight edge, as had something Sean had said while wearing Amos Wilson’s body.

	Jessica swung open the door and broke down the first five steps before diving sideways off the staircase, onto a pile of blankets. If Charlie in Scott’s body noticed the lessened number of steps, he didn’t react. He barreled headlong into the dark, dark basement and onto the landing at the foot of the stairs, engaging a tripwire that sent the other five walls of three-inch thick glass onto the glass base.

	Jessica scrambled from where she lay to close the eight latches. The electric leg lit on the box like a light in a bulb. If it weren’t for the credibility promised by the librarian in White Elk, she never would’ve attempted to upscale one of the experiments she’d found in the journals. 

	For a moment, Jessica rested her elbow on the stairs and her knee against the glass box. Her breaths were ragged and stressed, but she was almost giddy. Charlie Coon thrashed Scott’s body against the walls before stopping to focus. Jessica was certain he was trying to go back to his valley.

	“Ever heard of lightning in a bottle? Your brother gave me the idea!” she said, slapping the thick glass before charging upstairs. She had one more chore.

	—

	Detective Wendell Preston was still in town. He showed up at the laborer house on the old farmstead only minutes after Jessica’s 7:00 AM call. She set two dining chairs down in the living room in front of the TV. 

	“Sit, please. I hope you weren’t lying because I don’t know what comes next,” Jessica said. She stepped to the DVD VCR combo and plugged in the wire from the first of three video handheld cameras she’d installed. “I don’t know how to edit, so bear with me.”

	“What am I…?” Detective Preston trailed.

	On the screen, were two lights in a dark room. One was the clock on the DVD VCR combo and the other was an electric leg, blue energy coursing steadily beneath Scott’s weight. Scott stepped out of the frame.

	“Just a second,” Jessica said and plugged in the next camera.

	Onscreen, Scott stepped down the hallway, steady and firm. He stopped before Jessica’s bedroom door and stretched an electric key into the deadbolt keyhole she’d installed. He then opened the door and disappeared.

	“I was almost too embarrassed by the idea of filming myself while I slept. In case I farted or picked my nose or something,” Jessica said, a smile on her words, her back to the detective as she plugged in the third camera.

	Scott began choking Jessica. She hit him with a hammer and then ran. 

	Getting the hang of it, Jessica switched back to the hallway cam and hit play.

	On screen, Jessica stumbled and then continued running. Scott chased her.

	She switched to the living room cam.

	The video image of Jessica ran downstairs, and Scott chased her.

	“One final thing to show you,” she said and waved for the detective to follow her.

	She led the way to the basement door. She swung it open and flipped the light switch. There was Scott, sitting in his glass prison.

	“Help me, she’s crazy!” he shouted, words all but entombed with him.

	Wendell took three steps down and stopped. “He’s stuck in there?”

	“Yeah-huh. Come on back up, there’s this video yet.” Jessica plucked the camera from the shadowy space above the door—she’d put a square of electrical tape over the light to keep Charlie from seeing it as long as possible.

	“This is incredible,” Wendell said, taking two more steps.

	“Nope. Come watch first.” Jessica returned to the main floor and stood at the doorway like a mother observing a kid reluctantly cleaning their room.

	The fourth and final camera showed all the action of trapping, and then some. Charlie lit the cell in a way that almost seemed on purpose, as if he was minding her recording him in the dark. After his first attempts to escape failed, he sloughed Scott’s body and wore only his own shape. At first, he remained and electric silhouette. He then solidified and pressed his palms against the glass, as if attempting to burn his way through. He took to punching for a while before sliding back into Scott’s body to settle down, even retracting the electric leg once seated, almost certainly waiting for the chance to call her crazy.

	“I have two options, I suppose. The first is that I invite every piece of media to my home and for the second time Charlie Coon has a circus watching him,” Jessica said.

	Wendell’s eyes were glued to the TV, waiting for another show of the supernatural. “And the other?”

	“People call you Mulder, right?” Jessica said, though didn’t give him time to answer. “The second option is that you take him and cook up a death story for Scott—even if his body’s still going, I assure you, he’s dead. I have no doubt he was devoured in Charlie Coon’s valley between worlds.”

	Wendell nodded twice before snapping his attention onto Jessica. “Plan two is the very thing you’re going to do. I know a couple people a little higher up. We’ll confiscate everything, of course.”

	 “I sure don’t want it,” Jessica said.

	—

	The old farmstead was on the market before the day was set for Scott’s funeral. A story was cooked and served to the girls: Scott went into cardiac arrest, was flown to Denver, died after a few days in the ICU while under quarantine—no visitors—and his corpse was delivered to a funeral home in White Elk.

	All the people from Scott’s life that Jessica never wanted to see again had come. So had most of the people she wanted to see. She saw no memory ghosts, nor real ghosts. Though it would’ve been nice to see Sean O’Cauna, or Amos Wilson with a smuggled Sean O’Cauna within. 

	The day following the funeral she returned to Scott’s grave and gathered the flowers she’d brought—the save face flowers—and drove over to White Elk. It took a while because the gravestone was so old and so, so plain. 

	“Thank you. I never would’ve gotten my girls back without you,” she said as she knelt and laid the flowers before Sean O’Cauna’s grave. “I hold no grudges. I don’t blame you for not telling me right away. Family can take hold sometimes. Family can keep you underwater and only let you breathe when you can’t handle another moment. You can become thankful for those breaths, be grateful for them…so, thank you for taking those last breaths on your own.”

	Jessica rose and kissed the gravestone on her way up. Snow clung to her lips, and she licked it away. Fresh and clean. She cut a new path between the rows of the dead, breathing deeply, breathing freely.
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