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Satan is one of us; so much more so than Adam or Eve

MICHAEL CHABON, On Daemons & Dust
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HELL
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Ignatius Martin Perrish spent the night drunk and doing terrible things. He woke the next morning with a headache, put his hands to his temples, and felt something unfamiliar, a pair of knobby pointed protuberances. He was so ill - wet-eyed and weak - he didn’t think anything of it at first, was too hungover for thinking or worry.

But when he was swaying above the toilet, he glanced at himself in the mirror over the sink and saw he had grown horns while he slept. He lurched in surprise, and for the second time in twelve hours he pissed on his feet.
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He shoved himself back into his khaki shorts - he was still wearing yesterday’s clothes - and leaned over the sink for a better look.

They weren’t much as horns went, each of them about as long as his ring finger, thick at the base but soon narrowing to a point as they hooked upwards. The horns were covered in his own too-pale skin, except at the very tips, which were an ugly, inflamed red, as if the needle points at the ends of them were about to poke through the flesh. He touched one and found the point sensitive, a little sore. He ran his fingers along the sides of each and felt the density of bone beneath the stretched-tight smoothness of skin.

His first thought was that somehow he had brought this affliction upon himself. Late the night before, he had gone into the woods beyond the old foundry, to the place where Merrin Williams had been killed. People had left remembrances at a diseased black cherry tree, its bark peeling away to show the flesh beneath. Merrin had been found like that, clothes peeled away to show the flesh beneath. There were photographs of her placed delicately in the branches, a vase of pussy willows, Hallmark cards warped and stained from exposure to the elements. Someone - Merrin’s mother, probably - had left a decorative cross with yellow nylon roses stapled to it and a plastic Virgin who smiled with the beatific idiocy of the functionally retarded.

He couldn’t stand that simpering smile. He couldn’t stand the cross either, planted in the place where Merrin had bled to death from her smashed-in head. A cross with yellow roses. What a fucking thing. It was like an electric chair with floral-print cushions, a bad joke. It bothered him that someone wanted to bring Christ out here. Christ was a year too late to do any good. He hadn’t been anywhere around when Merrin needed Him.

Ig had ripped the decorative cross down and stamped it into the dirt. He’d had to take a leak, and he did it on the Virgin, drunkenly urinating on his own feet in the process. Perhaps that was blasphemy enough to bring on this transformation. But no - he sensed that there had been more. What else, he couldn’t recall. He’d had a lot to drink.

He turned his head this way and that, studying himself in the mirror, lifting his fingers to touch the horns, once and again. How deep did the bone go? Did the horns have roots, pushing back into his brain? At this thought the bathroom darkened, as if the lightbulb overhead had briefly gone dim. The welling darkness, though, was behind his eyes, in his head, not in the light fixtures. He held the sink and waited for the feeling of weakness to pass.

He saw it then. He was going to die. Of course he was going to die. Something was pushing into his brain, all right: a tumour. The horns weren’t really there. They were metaphorical, imaginary. He had a tumour eating his brain, and it was causing him to see things. And if he was at the point of seeing things, then it was probably too late to save him.

The idea that he might be going to die brought with it a surge of relief, a physical sensation, like coming up for air after being underwater too long. Ig had come close to drowning once and had suffered from asthma as a child, and, to him, contentment was as simple as being able to breathe.

‘I’m sick,’ he whispered. ‘I’m dying.’

It improved his mood to say it aloud.

He studied himself in the mirror, expecting the horns to vanish now that he knew they were hallucinatory, but it didn’t work that way. The horns remained. He fretfully tugged at his hair, trying to see if he could hide them, at least until he got to the doctor’s, then quit when he realised how silly it was to try to conceal something no one would be able to see but him.

He wandered into the bedroom on shaky legs. The bedclothes were shoved back on either side and the bottom sheet still bore the rumpled impression of Glenna Nicholson’s curves. He had no memory of falling into bed beside her, didn’t even remember getting home - another missing part of the evening. It had been in his head until this very moment that he’d slept alone and that Glenna had spent the night somewhere else.  With someone else.

They had gone out together, the night before, but after he’d been drinking awhile, Ig had just naturally started to think about Merrin, the anniversary of her death coming up in a few days. The more he drank, the more he missed her - and the more conscious he was of how little like her Glenna was. With her tattoos and her paste-on nails, her bookshelf full of Dean Koontz novels, her cigarettes and her rap sheet, Glenna was the un-Merrin. It irritated Ig to see her sitting there on the other side of the table, seemed a kind of betrayal to be with her, although whether he was betraying Merrin or himself, he didn’t know. Finally he had to get away - Glenna kept reaching over to stroke his knuckles with one finger, a gesture she meant to be tender but for some reason pissed him off. He went to the men’s room and hid there for twenty minutes. When he returned, he found the booth empty. He sat drinking for an hour before he understood that she was not coming back and that he was not sorry. But at some point in the evening, they had both wound up here  in the same bed, the bed they’d shared for the last three months.

He heard the distant babble of the TV in the next room. Glenna was still in the apartment then, hadn’t left for the salon yet. He would ask her to drive him to the doctor. The brief feeling of relief at the thought of dying had passed and he was already dreading the days and weeks to come: his father struggling not to cry, his mother putting on false cheer, IV drips, treatments, radiation, helpless vomiting, hospital food.

Ig crept into the next room, where Glenna sat on the living-room couch, in a Guns N’ Roses tank-top and faded pyjama bottoms. She was hunched forward, elbows on the coffee table, tucking the last of a doughnut into her mouth with her fingers. In front of her was the box, containing three-day-old supermarket doughnuts, and a two-litre bottle of Diet Coke. She was watching daytime talk TV.

She heard him and glanced his way, eyelids low, gaze disapproving, then returned her stare to the tube. ‘My Best Friend Is a Sociopath!’ was the subject of today’s programme. Flabby rednecks were getting ready to throw chairs at one another.

She hadn’t noticed the horns.

‘I think I’m sick,’ he said.

‘Don’t bitch at me,’ she said. ‘I’m hungover too.’

‘No. I mean . . . look at me. Do I look all right?’ Asking because he had to be sure.

She slowly turned her head towards him again and peered at him from under her eyelashes. She had on last night’s mascara, a little smudged. Glenna had a smooth, pleasantly round face and a smooth, pleasantly curvy body. She could’ve almost been a model, if the job were modelling plus sizes. She outweighed Ig by fifty pounds. It wasn’t that she was grotesquely fat, but that he was absurdly skinny. She liked to fuck him from on top,  and when she put her elbows on his chest, she could push all the air out of him, a thoughtless act of erotic asphyxiation. Ig, who so often struggled for breath, knew every famous person who had ever died of erotic asphyxiation. It was a surprisingly common end for musicians. Kevin Gilbert. Hideto Matsumoto, probably. Michael Hutchence, of course, not someone he wanted to be thinking about at this particular moment. The devil inside.

‘Are you still drunk?’ she asked.

When he didn’t reply, she shook her head and looked back at the television.

That was it, then. If she had seen them, she would’ve come screaming to her feet. But she couldn’t see them because they weren’t there. They existed only in Ig’s mind. Probably if he looked at himself now in a mirror, he wouldn’t see them either. But then Ig spotted a reflection of himself in the window, and the horns were still there. In the window he was a glassy, transparent figure, a demonic ghost.

‘I think I need to go to the doctor,’ he said.

‘You know what I need?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘Another doughnut,’ she said, leaning forward to look into the open box. ‘You think another doughnut would be okay?’

He replied in a flat voice he hardly recognised, ‘What’s stopping you?’

‘I already had one, and I’m not even hungry anymore. I just want to eat it.’ She turned her head and peered up at him, her eyes glittering in a way that suddenly seemed both scared and pleading. ‘I’d like to eat the whole box.’

‘The whole box,’ he repeated.

‘I don’t even want to use my hands. I just want to stick my face in and start eating. I know that’s gross.’ She moved her finger from doughnut to doughnut, counting. ‘Six. Do you  think it would be okay if I ate six more doughnuts?’

It was hard to think past his alarm and the feeling of pressure and weight at his temples. What she had just said made no sense, was another part of the whole unnatural bad-dream morning.

‘If you’re screwing with me, I wish you wouldn’t. I told you, I don’t feel good.’

‘I want another doughnut,’ she said.

‘Go ahead. I don’t care.’

‘Well. Okay. If you think it’s all right,’ she said, and she took a doughnut, pulled it into three pieces, and began to eat, shoving in one chunk after another without swallowing.

Soon the whole doughnut was in her mouth, filling her cheeks. She gagged, softly, then inhaled deeply through her nostrils and began to swallow.

Iggy watched, repelled. He had never seen her do anything like it, hadn’t seen anything like it since junior high, kids grossing out other kids in the cafeteria. When she was done, she took a few panting, uneven breaths, then looked over her shoulder, eyeing him anxiously.

‘I didn’t even like it. My stomach hurts,’ she said. ‘Do you think I should have another one?’

‘Why would you eat another one if your stomach hurts?’

‘’Cause I want to get really fat. Not fat like I am now. Fat enough so you won’t want to have anything to do with me.’ Her tongue came out, and the tip touched her upper lip, a thoughtful, considering gesture. ‘I did something disgusting last night. I want to tell you about it.’

The thought occurred again that none of it was really happening. If he was having some sort of fever dream, though, it was a persistent one, convincing in its fine details. A fly crawled across the TV screen. A car shushed past out on the road. One moment naturally followed the last, in a way that seemed to add up to reality. Ig was a natural at addition. Maths  had been his best subject in school, after ethics, which he didn’t count as a real subject.

‘I don’t think I want to know what you did last night,’ he said.

‘That’s why I want to tell you. To make you sick. To give you a reason to go away. I feel so bad about what you’ve been through and what people say about you, but I can’t stand waking up next to you anymore. I just want you to go, and if I told you what I did, this disgusting thing, then you’d leave and I’d be free again.’

‘What do people say about me?’ he asked. It was a silly question. He already knew.

She shrugged. ‘Things about what you did to Merrin. How you’re like a sick sex pervert and stuff.’

Ig stared at her, transfixed. It fascinated him, the way each thing she said was worse than the one before and how at ease she seemed to be with saying them. Without shame or awkwardness.

‘So what did you want to tell me?’

‘I ran into Lee Tourneau last night after you disappeared on me. You remember Lee and I used to have a thing going, back in high school?’

‘I remember,’ Ig said. Lee and Ig had been friends in another life, but all that was behind Ig now, had died with Merrin. It was difficult to maintain close friendships when you were under suspicion of being a sex murderer.

‘Last night at the Station House, he was sitting in a booth in back, and after you disappeared, he bought me a drink. I haven’t talked to Lee in forever. I forgot how easy he is to talk to. You know Lee, he doesn’t look down on anyone. He was real nice to me. When you didn’t come back after a while, he said we ought to look for you in the parking lot, and if you were gone, he’d drive me home. But then when we were outside, we got kissing kind of hot, like old times, like when we were  together - and I got carried away and went down on him, right there with a couple of guys watching and everything. I haven’t done anything that crazy since I was nineteen and on speed.’

Ig needed help. He needed to get out of the apartment. The air was too close, and his lungs felt tight and pinched.

She was leaning over the box of doughnuts again, her expression placid, as if she had just told him a fact of no particular consequence: that they were out of milk or had lost the hot water again.

‘You think it would be all right to eat one more?’ she asked. ‘My stomach feels better.’

‘Do what you want.’

She turned her head and stared at him, her pale eyes glittering with an unnatural excitement. ‘You mean it?’

‘I don’t give a fuck,’ he said. ‘Pig out.’

She smiled, cheeks dimpling, then bent over the table, taking the box in one hand. She held it in place, shoved her face into it and began to eat. She made noises while she chewed, smacking her lips and breathing strangely. She gagged again, her shoulders hitching, but kept eating, using her free hand to push more doughnut into her mouth, even though her cheeks were already swollen and full. A fly buzzed around her head, agitated.

Ig edged past the couch, heading for the door. She sat up a little, gasping for breath, and rolled her eyes towards him. Her gaze was panicky, and her cheeks and wet mouth were gritted with sugar.

‘Mm,’ she moaned. ‘Mmm.’ Whether she moaned in pleasure or misery, he didn’t know.

The fly landed at the corner of her mouth. He saw it there for a moment - then Glenna’s tongue darted out, and she trapped it with her hand at the same time. When she lowered her hand, the fly was gone. Her jaw worked up and down, grinding everything in her mouth into paste.

Ig opened the door and slid himself out. As he closed the door behind him, she was lowering her face to the box again . . . a diver who had filled her lungs with air and was plunging once more into the depths.
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He drove to the Modern Medical Practice Clinic, where they had a walk-in service. The small waiting room was almost full, and it was too warm, and there was a child screaming. A little girl lay on her back in the centre of the room, producing great howling sobs in between gasps for air. Her mother sat in a chair against the wall and was bent over her, whispering furiously, frantically, a steady stream of threats, imprecations and act-now-before-it’s-too-late offers. Once she tried to grip her daughter’s ankle and the little girl kicked her hand away with a black buckled shoe.

The other people in the waiting room were determinedly ignoring the scene, looking blankly at magazines or at the muted TV in the corner. It was ‘My Best Friend Is a Sociopath!’ here, too. Several of them glanced at Ig as he entered, a few in a hopeful sort of way, fantasising, perhaps, that the little girl’s father had arrived to take her outside and deliver a brutal spanking. But as soon as they saw him, they looked away, knowing in a glance that he wasn’t there to help.

Ig wished he’d brought a hat. He cupped a hand to his forehead, as if to shade his eyes from a bright light, hoping to conceal his horns. If anyone noticed them, however, they gave no sign of it.

At the far end of the room was a window in the wall and a woman sitting at a computer on the other side. The receptionist  had been staring at the mother of the crying child, but when Ig appeared before her, she looked up and her lips twitched, formed a smile.

‘What can I do you for?’ she asked. She was already reaching towards a clipboard with some forms on it.

‘I want a doctor to look at something,’ Ig said, and lifted his hand slightly to reveal the horns.

She narrowed her eyes at them and pursed her lips in a sympathetic moue. ‘Well, that doesn’t look right,’ she said, and swivelled to her computer.

Whatever reaction Ig expected - and he hardly knew what he expected - it wasn’t this. She had reacted to the horns as if he’d shown her a broken finger or a rash - but she had reacted  to them, had seemed to see them . . . only if she’d really seen them, he could not imagine her simply puckering her lips and looking away.

‘I just have to ask you a few questions. Name?’

‘Ignatius Perrish.’

‘Age?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘Do you see a doctor locally?’

‘I haven’t seen a doctor in years.’

She lifted her head and peered at him thoughtfully, frowning again, and he thought he was about to be scolded for not having regular check-ups. The little girl shrieked even more loudly than before and Ig looked back in time to see her bash her mother in the knee with a red plastic fire truck, one of the toys stacked in the corner for kids to play with while waiting. Her mother yanked it out of her hands. The girl dropped onto her back again and began to kick at the air like an overturned cockroach, wailing with renewed fury.

‘I want to tell her to shut that miserable brat up,’ the receptionist remarked, in a sunny, passing-the-time tone of voice. ‘What do you think?’

‘Do you have a pen?’ Ig asked, mouth dry. He held up the clipboard. ‘I’ll go fill these out.’

The receptionist’s shoulders slumped and her smile went out.

‘Sure,’ she said to Ig, and shoved a pen at him.

He turned his back to her and looked down at the forms clipped to the board, but his eyes wouldn’t focus.

She had seen the horns but hadn’t thought them unusual. And then she’d said that thing about the girl who was crying and her helpless mother: I want to tell her to shut that miserable brat up. She had wanted to know if he thought it would be okay. So had Glenna, wondering if it would be all right to stick her face in the box of doughnuts and feed like a pig at the trough.

He looked for a place to sit. There were two empty chairs, one on either side of the mother. As Ig approached, the girl reached deep into her lungs and dredged up a shrill scream that shook the windows and caused some in the waiting area to flinch. Advancing forward into that sound was like moving into a knee-buckling gale.

As Ig sat, the girl’s mother slumped in her chair, swatting herself on the leg with a rolled-up magazine - which was not, Ig felt, what she really wanted to hit with it. The little girl seemed to have exhausted herself with this final cry and now lay on her back with tears running down her red, ugly face. Her mother was red in the face, too. She cast a miserable, eye-rolling glance at Ig. Her gaze seemed to briefly catch on his horns, and then shifted away.

‘Sorry about the ridiculous noise,’ she said, and touched Ig’s hand in a gesture of apology.

And when she did, when her skin brushed his, Ig knew that her name was Allie Letterworth and that for the last four months she’d been sleeping with her golf instructor, meeting him at a motel down the road from the links. Last week they  had fallen asleep after an episode of strenuous fucking and Allie’s cell phone had been off, and so she had missed the increasingly frantic calls from her daughter’s summer day camp, wondering where she was and when she would be by to pick up her little girl. When she finally arrived, two hours late, her daughter was in hysterics, snot boiling from her nose, her bloodshot eyes wild, and Allie had to get her a sixty-dollar Webkinz and a banana split to calm her down and buy her silence; it was the only way to keep Allie’s husband from finding out. If she had known what a drag a kid was going to be, she never would’ve had one.

Ig pulled his hand away from her.

The girl began to grunt and stamp her feet on the floor. Allie Letterworth sighed and leaned towards Ig and said, ‘For what it’s worth, I’d love to kick her right in her spoiled ass, but I’m worried about what all these people would say if I hit her. Do you think—?’

‘No,’ Ig said.

He couldn’t know the things he knew about her but he knew them anyway, the way he knew his cell-phone number or his address. He knew, too, with utter certainty, that Allie Letterworth would not talk about kicking her daughter’s spoiled ass with a total stranger. She had said it like someone talking to herself.

‘No,’ repeated Allie Letterworth, opening her magazine and then letting it fall shut. ‘I guess I can’t do that. I wonder if I ought to get up and go. Just leave her here and drive away. I could stay with Michael, hide from the world, drink gin and fuck all the time. My husband would get me on abandonment, but, like, who cares? Would you want partial custody of that?’

‘Is Michael your golf instructor?’ Ig asked.

She nodded dreamily and smiled at him and said, ‘The funny thing is, I never would’ve signed up for lessons with him if I knew Michael was a nigger. Before Tiger Woods there  weren’t any jigaboos in golf except if they were carrying your clubs - it was one place you could go to get away from them. You know the way most blacks are, always on their cell phones with f-word this and f-word that, and the way they look at white women. But Michael is educated. He talks just like a white person. And it’s true what they say about black dicks. I’ve screwed tons of white guys, and there wasn’t one of ’em who was hung like Michael.’ She wrinkled her nose and said, ‘We call it the five-iron.’

Ig jumped to his feet and walked quickly to the receptionist’s window. He hastily scribbled answers to a few questions and then offered her the clipboard.

Behind him the little girl screamed, ‘No! No, I won’t sit up!’

‘I feel like I have to say something to that girl’s mother,’ said the receptionist, looking past Ig at the woman and her daughter, paying no attention to the clipboard. ‘I know it’s not her fault her daughter is a screechy puke, but I really want to say just one thing.’

Ig looked at the little girl and at Allie Letterworth. Allie was bent over her again, poking her with the rolled-up magazine, hissing at her. Ig returned his gaze to the receptionist.

‘Sure,’ he said, experimentally.

She opened her mouth, then hesitated, gazing anxiously into Ig’s face. ‘Only thing is, I wouldn’t want to start an ugly scene.’

The tips of his horns pulsed with a sudden unpleasant heat. Some part of him was surprised - already, and he hadn’t even had the horns for an hour - that she hadn’t immediately given in when he offered his permission.

‘What do you mean, start one?’ he asked, tugging restlessly at the little goatee he was cultivating, curious now to see if he could make her do it. ‘It’s amazing how people let their kids act these days, isn’t it? When you think about it, you can hardly blame the child if the parent can’t teach them how to act.’

The receptionist smiled: a tough, grateful smile. At the sight of it, he felt another sensation shoot through the horns, an icy thrill.

She stood and glanced past him, to the woman and the little girl. ‘Ma’am?’ she called. ‘Excuse me, ma’am?’

‘Yes?’ said Allie Letterworth, looking up hopefully, probably expecting that her daughter was about to be called to her appointment.

‘I know your daughter is very upset, but if you can’t quiet her down, do you think you could show some fucking consideration to the rest of us and get off your wide ass and take her outside where we won’t all have to listen to her squall?’ asked the receptionist, smiling her plastic, stapled-on smile.

The colour drained out of Allie Letterworth’s face, leaving furious spots glowing on her waxy cheeks. She held her daughter by the wrist. The little girl was pulling to get free, digging her fingernails at Allie’s hand.

‘What?’ Allie asked. ‘What did you say?’

‘My head!’ the receptionist shouted, dropping the smile and tapping furiously at her right temple. ‘Your kid won’t shut up, and my head is going to explode, and—’

‘Fuck you!’ shouted Allie Letterworth, coming to her feet, swaying.

‘—if you had any consideration for anyone else—’

‘Shove it up your ass!’

‘—you’d take that shrieking pig of yours by the hair and drag her the fuck out—’

‘You dried-up twat!’

‘—but oh no, you just sit there diddling yourself—’

‘Come on, Marcy,’ said Allie, yanking at her daughter’s wrist.

‘No!’ said the little girl.

‘I said come on!’ said her mother, dragging her towards the exit.

At the threshold to the street, Allie Letterworth’s daughter wrenched her wrist free from her mother’s grip. She bolted across the room but caught her feet on the fire truck and crashed onto her hands and knees. The girl began to scream once again, her most piercing screams yet, and rolled onto her side, holding a bloody knee. Her mother paid no mind. She threw down her purse and began to yell at the receptionist, and the receptionist hollered shrilly back. Ig’s horns throbbed with a curiously pleasurable feeling of fullness and weight.

Ig was closer to the girl than anyone, and her mother wasn’t coming over. He took her wrist to help her to her feet. When he touched her, he knew that her name was Marcia Letterworth and that she had dumped her breakfast into her mother’s lap on purpose that morning, because her mother was making her go to the doctor to have her warts burned off and she didn’t want to go and it was going to hurt and her mother was mean and stupid. Marcia turned her face up towards his. Her eyes, full of tears, were the clear, intense blue of a blowtorch.

‘I hate Mommy,’ she told Ig. ‘I want to burn her in her bed with matches. I want to burn her all up gone.’




4

[image: 006]


The nurse who took Ig’s weight and blood pressure told him her ex-husband was dating a girl who drove a sporty yellow Saab. The nurse knew where she parked and wanted to go over on her lunch break and put a big long scratch in the side with her car keys. She wanted to leave dog shit in the driver’s seat. Ig sat perfectly still on the exam table, his hands balled into fists, and offered no opinion.

When the nurse removed the blood-pressure cuff, her fingers brushed his bare arm and Ig knew that she had vandalised other people’s cars, many times before: a teacher who’d flunked her for cheating on a test, a friend who had blabbed a secret, her ex-husband’s lawyer, for being her ex-husband’s lawyer. Ig could see her in his head, at the age of twelve, dragging a nail along the side of her father’s black Oldsmobile, gouging an ugly white line that ran the length of his car.

The exam room was too cold, air-conditioner blasting, and Ig was trembling from the chill and his nervousness by the time Dr Renald entered the room. Ig lowered his head to show him the horns. He told the doctor he couldn’t tell what was real and what wasn’t. He said he thought he was having delusions.

‘People keep telling me things,’ Ig said. ‘Awful things. Telling me things they want to do, things no one would ever admit to wanting to do. A little girl just told me she wanted to burn her mother up in her bed. Your nurse told me she wants to ruin  some poor girl’s car. I’m scared. I don’t know what’s happening to me.’

The doctor studied the horns, worry lines furrowed across his brow. ‘Those are horns,’ he said.

‘I know they’re horns.’

Dr Renald shook his head. ‘They look inflamed at the points. Do they hurt?’

‘Like hell.’

‘Ha,’ said the doctor. He rubbed a hand across his mouth. ‘Let me measure them.’ He ran the tape around the circumference, at the base, then measured from temple to point and from tip to tip. He scratched some numbers on his prescription pad. He ran his callused fingertips over them, feeling them, his face attentive, considering, and Ig knew something he didn’t want to know. He knew that Dr Renald had, a few days before, stood in the dark of his bedroom, peering around a curtain and out of his bedroom window, masturbating while he watched his seventeen-year-old daughter’s friends cavorting in the swimming pool.

The doctor stepped back again, his old grey eyes worried. He seemed to be coming to a decision. ‘You know what I want to do?’

‘What?’ Ig asked.

‘I want to grind up some OxyContin and have a little snort. I promised myself I’d never snort any at work, because I think it makes me stupid, but I don’t know if I can wait six more hours.’

It took Ig a moment before he realised that the doctor was waiting for his thoughts on the matter.

‘Can we just talk about these things on my head?’ Ig said.

The doctor’s shoulders sank. He turned his face away and let out a slow, seething breath.

‘Listen,’ Ig said. ‘Please. I need help. Someone has to help me.’

Dr Renald reluctantly looked up at him.

Ig said, ‘I don’t know if this is happening or not. I think I’m going crazy. How come people don’t react more when they see the horns? If I saw someone with horns, I’d piss down my own leg.’ Which, in fact, was exactly what he had done when he first saw himself in the mirror.

‘They’re hard to remember,’ the doctor said. ‘As soon as I look away from you, I forget you have them. I don’t know why.’

‘But you see them now.’

Renald nodded.

‘And you’ve never seen anything like them?’

‘Are you sure I can’t have a little sniff of Oxy?’ the doctor asked. He brightened. ‘I’d share. We could get fucked up together.’

Ig shook his head. ‘Listen, please.’

The doctor made an ugly face but nodded.

‘How come you aren’t calling other doctors in here? How come you aren’t taking this more seriously?’

‘To be honest,’ Renald said, ‘it’s a little hard to concentrate on your problem. I keep thinking about the pills in my briefcase and this girl my daughter hangs out with. Nancy Hughes. God I want her ass. I feel sort of sick when I think about it, though. She’s still in braces.’

‘Please,’ Ig said. ‘I’m asking for your medical opinion - your help. What do I do?’

‘Fucking patients,’ the doctor said. ‘All any of you care about is yourselves.’
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He drove. He didn’t think where, and for a while it didn’t matter. It was enough to be moving.

If there was a place left to Ig that he could call his own, it was this car, his 1972 AMC Gremlin. The apartment belonged to Glenna. She had lived there before him and would continue to live there after they were through with each other, which was apparently now. He had moved back in with his parents for a time, immediately after Merrin was killed, but he’d never felt at home, no longer belonged there. What was left to Ig now was the car, which was a vehicle but also a place of habitation, a space in which much of his life had been lived, good and bad.

The good: making love to Merrin Williams in it, banging his head on the roof and his knee on the gearshift. The rear shocks were stiff and screeched when the car jolted up and down, a sound that would cause Merrin to bite her lip to keep from laughing, even as Ig moved between her legs. The bad: the night Merrin was raped and killed, out by the old foundry, while he’d been sleeping drunk in this car, hating her in his dreams.

The AMC had been a place to hang out when there was nowhere else to go, when there was nothing to do except drive around Gideon, wishing something would happen. Nights when Merrin worked or had to study, Ig would cruise around with his best friend, tall, lean, half-blind Lee Tourneau. They’d  drive down to the sandbar, where sometimes there would be a campfire and people they knew, a couple of trucks parked on the embankment, a cooler full of Coronas. They would sit on the hood of the car and watch the flames reflected in the black, swiftly moving water while sparks from the fire sailed up to vanish into the night. They would talk about bad ways to die - a natural subject for them, parked so close to the Knowles River. Ig said drowning would be worst, and he had personal experience to back it up. The river had swallowed him once, held him under, forced itself down his throat, and it had been Lee Tourneau who swam in to pull him out. Lee said there was lots worse than drowning and that Ig had no imagination. Lee said burning had drowning beat any day of the week, but then he would say that, having had an unfortunate run-in with a burning car. Both of them knew what they knew.

Best of all were nights in the Gremlin with Lee and Merrin both. Lee would accordion himself in the rear - he was courtly by nature and always let Merrin sit with Ig up front - and then lie stretched out, with the back of his hand draped over his brow, Oscar Wilde lounging in despair on his davenport. They’d go to the Paradise Drive-In, drink beer while madmen in hockey masks chased half-naked teenagers, who would fall under the chainsaw to cheers and honking horns. Merrin called these ‘double dates’ - Ig was there with her, and Lee was there with his right hand. For Merrin, half the fun of going out with Ig and Lee was ragging Lee’s ass, but the morning Lee’s mother died, Merrin was the first to his house, to hold him while he wept.

For half an instant, Ig thought of paying a visit to Lee now; he had pulled Ig out of the deep water once, maybe he could again. But then he remembered what Glenna had told him an hour ago, the terrible bad-dream thing she had confessed over doughnuts: I got carried away and went down on him, right there with a couple of guys watching and everything. Ig tried to feel the  things he was supposed to feel, tried to hate them both, but couldn’t even manage low-grade loathing. He had other concerns at the moment. They were growing out of his fucking head.

And anyway: it wasn’t as if Lee were stabbing him in the back, swiping his beloved out from under him. Ig wasn’t in love with Glenna and he didn’t think she was or ever had been in love with him - whereas Lee and Glenna had history, had been sweethearts once upon a very long time ago.

It was still maybe not the sort of thing one friend would do to another, but then Lee and Ig weren’t friends anymore. After Merrin had been killed, Lee Tourneau had casually, without overt cruelty, cut Ig out of his life. There had been some expressions of quiet, sincere sympathy in the days right after Merrin’s body was found, but no promises that Lee would be there for him, no offers to meet. Then, in the weeks and months that followed, Ig noticed he only ever called Lee, not the other way around, and that Lee did not work too hard to hold up his end of a conversation. Lee had always affected a certain emotional disengagement, and so it was possible Ig did not immediately register how fully and completely he’d been dropped. After a while, though, Lee’s routine excuses for not coming over, for not meeting, added up. Ig was maybe not smart about other people, but he’d always been good at maths. Lee was the aide to a New Hampshire congressman and couldn’t have a relationship with the lead suspect in a sex-murder case. There were no fights, no ugly moments between them. Ig understood, let it be over without begrudging him. Lee - poor, wounded, studious, lonely Lee - had a future. Ig didn’t.

Maybe because he’d been thinking of the sandbar, he wound up parked off Knowles Road, at the base of the Old Fair Road Bridge. If he were looking for a place to drown himself, he couldn’t have hunted down a better spot. The sandbar reached a hundred feet into the current before dropping off into deep,  fast, blue water. He could fill his pockets with stones and wade right in. He could also climb onto the bridge and jump; it was high enough. Aim for the rocks instead of the river if he wanted to do the job right. Just the thought of the impact made him wince. He got out and sat against the hood and listened to the hum of trucks high above him, rushing south.

He had been here lots of times. Like the old foundry on Route 17, the sandbar was a destination for people too young to have a destination. He remembered another time down here, with Merrin, and how they had got caught out in the rain and sheltered under the bridge. They were in high school then. Neither of them could drive, and they had no car to run to. They shared a soggy basket of fried clams, sitting up on the weedy cobblestone incline under the bridge. It was so cold they could see their breath, and he held her wet, frozen hands in his.

Ig found a stained, two-day-old newspaper, and when they got bored of not really reading it, Merrin said they should do something inspiring with it. Something that would lift the spirits of everyone everywhere who looked out on the river in the rain. They sprinted up the hill, through the drizzle, to buy birthday candles at the 7-Eleven, and then they ran back. Merrin showed him how to make boats out of the pages of the newspaper, and they lit the candles and put them in and set them off, one by one, into the rain and gathering twilight - a long chain of little flames, gliding serenely through the water-logged darkness.

‘Together we are inspiring,’ she said to him, her cold lips so close to his earlobe that it made him shiver, her breath all clams. She trembled continuously, struggling with a laughing fit. ‘Merrin Williams and Iggy Perrish, making the world a better, more wonderful place, one paper ship at a time.’

She either didn’t notice or pretended not to see the boats filling with rain and sinking less than a hundred yards offshore, the candles in them winking out.

Remembering how it had been, and who he had been when they were together, stopped the frantic, out-of-control whirl of thoughts in his head. Perhaps for the first time all day, Ig found he could take stock, to consider without panic what was happening to him.

He considered again the possibility that he had suffered a break with what was real, that everything he’d experienced over the course of the day had only been imagined. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d confused fantasy with reality, and he knew from experience that he was especially prone to unlikely religious delusions. He had not forgotten the afternoon he spent in the Tree House of the Mind. Hardly a day had passed in eight years that he hadn’t thought about it. Of course, if the tree house had been a fantasy - and that was the only explanation that ever made sense - it had been a shared one. He and Merrin had discovered the place together, and what had happened there was one of the secret silken knots that bound them to each other, a thing to puzzle over when a drive got dull, or in the middle of the night after being woken by a thunderstorm, when neither of them could get back to sleep. ‘I know it’s possible for people to have the same hallucination,’ Merrin said once. ‘I just never saw myself as the type.’

The problem with thinking that his horns were nothing but an especially persistent and frightening delusion, a leap into madness that had been a long time coming, was that he could only deal with the reality in front of him. It did no good to tell himself that it was all in his head if it went on happening anyway. His belief was not required; his disbelief was of no consequence. The horns were always there when he reached up to touch them. Even when he didn’t touch them, he was aware of the sore, sensitive tips sticking out into the cool riverside breeze. They had the convincing and literal solidity of bone.

Lost in his thoughts, Ig didn’t hear the car rolling down the hill until it crunched to a stop behind the Gremlin and the cop  behind the wheel gave the siren a brief whoop. Ig’s heart lunged painfully and he quickly turned. One of the policemen was leaning out of the passenger window of his cruiser.

‘What’s the story, Ig?’ said the cop, who was not just any cop but the one named Sturtz.

Sturtz wore short sleeves that showed off his toned forearms, toasted a golden brown from routine exposure to the sun. It was a tight shirt, and he was a good-looking man. With his windblown blond hair and his eyes hidden behind his mirrored sunglasses he could’ve been on a billboard advertising cigarettes.

His partner, Posada, behind the steering wheel, was trying for the same look but couldn’t carry it off. His build was too slight, his Adam’s apple too prominent. They both had moustaches, but on Posada it was dainty and vaguely comical, the sort of thing that belonged on the face of a French maître d’ in a Cary Grant comedy.

Sturtz grinned. Sturtz was always glad to see him. Ig was never glad to see any cop, but in particular he preferred to avoid Sturtz and Posada, who had, ever since Merrin’s death, made a hobby out of hassling Ig, pulling him over for going five miles above the limit and searching his car, ticketing him for littering, loitering, living.

‘No story. Just standing here,’ Ig said.

‘You been standing there for half an hour,’ Posada called to him as the partners got out of their cruiser. ‘Talking to yourself. The woman lives back that way brought her kids in because you were freaking her out.’

‘Think how freaked out she’d be if she knew who he is,’ Sturtz said. ‘Your friendly neighbourhood sex deviant and murder suspect.’

‘On the bright side, he’s never killed any kids.’

‘Not yet,’ Sturtz said.

‘I’ll go,’ Ig said.

Sturtz said, ‘You’ll stay.’

‘What do you want to do?’ Posada asked Sturtz.

‘I want to run him in for something.’

‘Run him in for what?’

‘I don’t know. Anything. I’d like to plant something on him. Bag of coke. Unregistered gun. Whatever. Too bad we don’t have anything. I really want to fuck with him.’

‘I want to kiss you on the mouth when you talk dirty,’ Posada said.

Sturtz nodded, unperturbed by this admission. That was when Ig remembered the horns. It was starting again, like the doctor and the nurse, like Glenna and Allie Letterworth.

‘What I really want,’ Sturtz said, ‘is to bust him for something and have him put up a struggle. Have an excuse to knock his fucking teeth out of his sorry mouth.’

‘Oh, yeah. I’d like to watch that scene,’ Posada said.

‘Do you guys even know what you’re saying?’ Ig asked.

‘No,’ Posada said.

‘Kind of,’ Sturtz said. He squinted, as if trying to read something printed on a distant sign. ‘We’re talking about whether we ought to bust you just for the fun of it, but I don’t know why.’

‘You don’t know why you want to bust me?’

‘Oh I know why I want to bust you. I mean I don’t know why we’re talking about it. It’s not the kind of thing I usually discuss.’

‘Why do you want to bust me?’

‘Because of that faggot look you’ve always got on your face. That faggot look pisses me off. I’m not a big fan of homos,’ Sturtz told him.

‘And I want to bust you because maybe you’ll struggle and then Sturtz will bend you over the hood of the car to put the cuffs on,’ Posada said. ‘That’ll give me something to beat off over tonight, only I’ll be picturing both of you naked.’

‘So you don’t want to bust me because you think I got away with killing Merrin?’ Ig asked.

Sturtz said, ‘No. I don’t even think you did it. You’re too much of a pussy. You would’ve confessed.’

Posada laughed.

Sturtz said, ‘Put your hands on the roof of the car. I want to poke around. Have a look in the back.’

Ig was glad to turn away from them and stretch his arms out over the roof of the car. He pressed his forehead to the driver’s-side window. The cool of the glass was soothing.

Sturtz made his way around to the hatchback. Posada stood behind Ig.

‘I need his keys,’ Sturtz said.

Ig took his right hand off the roof and went to dig them out of his pocket.

‘Keep your hands on the roof,’ Posada said. ‘I’ll get them. Which pocket?’

‘Right,’ Ig said.

Posada eased his hand into Ig’s front pocket and curled a finger through his keyring. He jangled them out, tossed them to Sturtz. Sturtz clapped his hands around them and popped the hatchback.

‘I’d like to put my hand in your pocket again,’ Posada said. ‘And leave it there. You don’t know how hard it is not to use my position of power to cop a feel. No pun intended. Cop. Ha. I never imagined how much of my job would involve handcuffing fit, half-naked men. I have to admit, I haven’t always been good.’

‘Posada,’ Ig said, ‘you should really let Sturtz know how you feel about him sometime.’ As he said it, the horns throbbed.

‘You think?’ Posada asked. He sounded surprised but curious. ‘Sometimes I’ve thought—but then I think, you know, he’d probably pound the snot out of me.’

‘No way. I bet he’s been waiting for you to do it. Why do you think he leaves the top button of his shirt open like that?’

‘I’ve noticed he never gets that button.’

‘You should just unzip his fly and go down on him. Surprise him. Give him a thrill. He’s probably only waiting on you to make the first move. But don’t do anything until I’m gone, okay? Something like that, you’re going to want your privacy.’

Posada cupped his hands around his mouth and exhaled, sampling the odour of his breath.

‘Hot damn,’ he said. ‘I didn’t brush this morning.’ Then he snapped his fingers. ‘But there’s some Big Red in the glove compartment.’ He turned and hurried over to the cruiser, muttering to himself.

The hatchback slammed. Sturtz made his way to Ig’s side.

‘I wish I had a reason to arrest you. I wish you’d put a hand on me. I could lie and say you touched me. Propositioned me. I’ve always thought you looked more’n half queer, with your swishy walk and those eyes that always look like you’re going to start crying. I can’t believe Merrin Williams ever let you in her jeans. Whoever raped her probably gave her the first good fuck of her life.’

Ig felt as if he had swallowed a coal and it was stuck halfway down, behind his chest.

‘What would you do,’ Ig asked, ‘if a guy touched you?’

‘I’d shove my nightstick up his asshole. Ask Mr Homo how he likes that.’ Sturtz considered a moment, then said, ‘Unless I was drunk. Then I’d probably let him blow me.’ He paused another second before asking, in a hopeful sort of voice, ‘Are you going to touch me so I can shove my—?’

‘No,’ Ig said. ‘But I think you’re right about the gays, Sturtz. You’ve got to draw the line. You let Mr Homo get away with touching you, they’ll think you’re a homo, too.’

‘I know I’m right. I don’t need you to tell me. We’re done here. Go on. I don’t want to find you hanging around under the bridge anymore. Got me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Actually, I do want to find you hanging around here. With  drugs in your glove compartment. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay. Long as we got that straight. Now beat it.’ Sturtz dropped Ig’s car keys in the gravel.

Ig waited for him to walk away before he bent and collected them and climbed behind the wheel of the Gremlin. He took a last glance at the cruiser in the rearview mirror. By then Sturtz was sitting in the passenger seat holding a clipboard in both hands and frowning down at it, trying to decide what to write. Posada was turned sideways in the seat so he was facing his partner and was looking at the other man with a mix of yearning and greed. As Ig pulled away, Posada licked his lips, then lowered his head, ducking under the dash and out of sight.
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He had gone down to the river to work out a plan, but for all the thinking he had done, Ig was as mixed up now as he’d been an hour ago. He thought of his parents and even got as far as driving a couple of blocks in the direction of their house. But then he nervously jerked the wheel, turning the car off course and down a side road. He needed help but didn’t think they’d be able to give him any. It unnerved him to think about what they might offer him instead . . . what secret desires they might share. What if his mother harboured an urge to fuck little boys? What if his father did!

And anyway, it had been different between them in the time since Merrin died. It hurt them to see what had happened to him in the aftermath of her murder. They didn’t want to know about how he was living, had never once been inside Glenna’s place. Glenna asked why they never had a meal together, and insinuated that Ig was ashamed to be with her, which he was. It hurt them, too, the shadow he had cast over them, because it was a well-known fact in town that Ig had raped and murdered Merrin Williams and got away with it because his rich and connected parents had pulled strings, called in favours and twisted arms to interfere with the investigation.

His father had been a small-time celebrity for a while. He had played with Sinatra and Dean Martin, was on their records. He had cut records of his own, for Blue Tone, in the late sixties  and early seventies, four of them, and had scored a Top 100 hit with a dreamy, cool-cat instrumental called ‘Fishin’ with Pogo’. He married a Vegas showgirl, played himself on TV variety shows and in a handful of movies, and finally resettled in New Hampshire so Ig’s mom could be close to her family. Later he became a celebrity professor at Berklee College of Music who sat in on occasion with the Boston Pops.

Ig had always liked to listen to his father, to watch him while he played. It was almost wrong to say his father played. It often seemed the other way around: that the horn was playing him. The way his cheeks swelled out, then caved in as if he were being inhaled into it, the way the golden keys seemed to grab his fingers like little magnets snatching at iron filings, causing them to leap and dance in unexpected, startling fits. The way he shut his eyes and bent his head and twisted back and forth at the hips, as if his torso were an auger, screwing its way deeper and deeper into the centre of his being, pulling the music up from somewhere in the pit of his belly.

Ig’s older brother had gone into the family line of work with a vengeance. Terence was on TV every night, star of his own music-and-comedy late-night show, Hothouse, which had come out of nowhere to mop the floor with the other late, late guys. Terry played horn in apparently death-defying situations, had done ‘Ring of Fire’ in a ring of fire with Alan Jackson, had played ‘High & Dry’ with Norah Jones, the two of them in a tank filling with water. It hadn’t sounded good, but it was great TV. Terry was making it hand over fist these days.

He had his own way of playing, too, different from their father. His chest strained so hard his shirt looked as if at any moment it would pop a button. His eyes bulged from his sockets so he looked perpetually surprised. He jerked back and forth at the waist like a metronome. His face glistened with happiness, and sometimes it sounded as if his horn were screaming with laughter. He had inherited their father’s most precious gift: the  more he practised at a thing, the less practised it sounded and the more natural and unexpected and lively it became.

Ig had hated to listen to his brother play when they were teenagers and would make up any excuse to avoid going with his parents to Terry’s performances. He got indigestion from jealousy, couldn’t sleep the night before Terry put on a big show at the school or, later, at local clubs. He had hated especially to be with Merrin watching Terry perform, could hardly stand to see the delight in her face, to see her in thrall to his music. When she swayed to Terry’s swing music, Ig imagined his brother reaching for her hips with invisible hands. He was over that now, though. He had been over it for a long time; in fact the only part of his day he enjoyed now was watching Hothouse  when Terry played.

Ig would’ve played, too, but for his asthma. He could never capture enough air in his chest to make the horn wail that way. He knew that his father wanted him to play, but when Ig pushed himself, he ran out of oxygen and his chest grew sickeningly tight and a darkness rose up at the edge of his vision. He had occasionally pushed himself until he fainted.

When it was clear he wasn’t getting anywhere with the trumpet, Ig had tried piano, but it had gone badly. The teacher, a friend of his father’s, was a drunk with bloodshot eyes who stank of pipe smoke and who would leave Ig to practise some hopelessly complex piece on his own while he went into the next room to nap. After that, Ig’s mother had suggested bass, but by then Ig wasn’t interested in mastering an instrument. He was interested in Merrin. Once he was in love with her, he didn’t need his family’s horns anymore.

He was going to have to see them sometime: his father and his mother, and Terry, too. With Hothouse on summer hiatus, his brother had come in on the red-eye. He was in town for their grandmother’s eightieth birthday tomorrow. It was Terry’s first time back to Gideon since Merrin had died, and he wasn’t  staying long, was going back the day after tomorrow. Ig didn’t blame him for wanting a quick getaway. The scandal had come just as the show was taking off and it could’ve cost him everything; it said something about Terry that he would return to Gideon at all, a place where he would be at risk of being photographed with his sex-murderer brother, a picture that would be worth a grand at least to the Enquirer. But then, Terry had never believed that Ig was guilty of anything. Terry had been Ig’s loudest and angriest defender, at a time when the network would’ve preferred him to issue a terse ‘No comment’ and move on.

Ig could avoid them for now, but sooner or later he would have to risk facing them. Maybe, he thought, it would be different with his family. Maybe they would be immune to him, and their secrets would stay secrets. They loved him, and he loved them. Love had to count for something. Maybe he could learn to control it, to turn it off, whatever ‘it’ was. Maybe the horns would go away. They had come without warning, why shouldn’t they go the same way?

He pushed a hand back through his limp, thinning hair - thinning at twenty-six! - then squeezed his head between his palms. He hated the frantic scurry of his thoughts, how desperately one idea chased after another. His fingertips brushed the horns and he cried out in fright. It was on his lips to say,  God, please God, make them go away . . . but then he caught himself and said nothing.

A crawly sensation worked its way up his forearms. If he was a devil now, could he still speak of God? Would lightning strike him, shatter him in a white flash? Would he burn?

‘God,’ he whispered.

Nothing happened.

‘God, God, God,’ he said. He cocked his head, listening, waiting for some response.

‘Please, God, make them go away. I’m sorry if I did  something to piss you off last night. I was drunk. I was angry,’ Ig said.

He held a breath, lifted his eyes, looked at himself in the rearview mirror. There were the horns. He was getting used to the sight of them now. They were becoming a part of his face. This thought caused him to shiver with revulsion.

At the edge of his vision, slipping past on his right, he saw a blaze of white and yanked the wheel, pulling up to the kerb. Ig had been driving without thinking, paying no mind to where he was and with no idea where he was going. He had arrived, without meaning to, at the Sacred Heart of Mary, where he’d gone with his family to church for more than two-thirds of his life, and where he’d seen Merrin Williams for the first time.

He stared at the Sacred Heart with a dry mouth. He hadn’t been in there, or in any other church, since Merrin was killed, had not wanted to be part of a crowd, to be stared at by other parishioners. Nor had he wanted to get right with God; he felt God needed to get right with him.

Maybe if he walked in there and prayed to God, the horns would go away. Or maybe - maybe Father Mould would know what to do. Ig had an idea then. Father Mould might be immune to the influence of the horns. If anyone could resist the power of them, Ig thought, wouldn’t it be a man of the cloth? He had God on his side, and the protection of God’s house. Maybe an exorcism could be arranged. Father Mould had to know people he could contact about something like that. A sprinkle of holy water and a few Our Fathers and Ig might be right back to normal.

He left the Gremlin at the kerb and walked up the concrete path to the Sacred Heart. He was reaching for the door when he caught himself, drew his hand back. What if, when he touched the latch, his hand began to burn? What if he couldn’t go in? he wondered. What if when he tried to step through the door, some black force repelled him, threw him back on his ass?  He saw himself staggering through the nave, smoke boiling from under his shirt collar, his eyes bulging from their sockets like a character’s in a cartoon, imagined suffocation and lacerating pain.

He forced himself to reach out and take the latch. One leaf of the door opened to his hand - a hand that did not burn, or sting, or feel any pain at all. He looked into the dimness of the nave, out over the rows of dark-varnished pews. The place smelled of seasoned wood and old hymnals with sun-worn leather covers and brittle pages. He had always liked the smell and was surprised to find he still liked it now, that the odour didn’t cause him to choke.

Ig stepped through the door. He spread his arms and waited. He looked down the length of one arm, then the other, watching to see if any smoke would come trickling out of his shirt cuffs. None did. He lifted a hand to the horn at his right temple. It was still there. He expected them to tingle, to pulse, something - but there was nothing. The church was a cavern of silence and darkness, lit only by the pastel glow of the stained-glass windows. Mary at her son’s feet as He died on the cross. John baptising Jesus in the river.

He thought he should approach the altar, kneel there, and plead with God for a break. He felt a prayer forming on his lips: Please, God, if You make the horns go away, I’ll always serve You, I’ll come back to church, I’ll be a priest, I’ll spread the Word, I’ll spread the Word in hot Third World countries where everyone has leprosy, if anyone has leprosy anymore, just please, make them go away, make me who I was again. He didn’t get around to saying it, though. Before he took a step, he heard a gentle clang of iron on iron and turned his head.

He was still in the entrance to the atrium, and there was a door to his left, slightly ajar, which looked into a staircase. There was a little gym down there, available to the parishioners for various functions. Iron banged softly again. Ig touched the  door, and as it eased back, opening wider, a trickle of country music spilled out.

‘Hello?’ he called, standing in the doorway.

Another ding of iron, and a breathless gasp.

‘Yes?’ called Father Mould. ‘Who is it?’

‘Ig Perrish, sir.’

A moment of silence followed. It lasted a little too long.

Father Mould said, ‘Come on down and see me.’

Ig went down the stairs.

At the far end of the basement, a bank of fluorescent lights shone down on a puffy floor mat, some giant inflatable balls, a balance beam - equipment for a kids’ tumbling class. Here by the stairwell, though, some of the lights were out and it was darker. Arranged along the walls was a circuit of cardiovascular machines. Close to the foot of the stairs was a weight bench, Father Mould stretched out on his back upon it.

Forty years before, Mould had been a wingman for Syracuse and afterwards a marine, served a tour of duty in the Iron Triangle, and he still had the mass and overwhelming physical presence of a hockey player, the self-assured authority of a soldier. He was slow on his feet, hugged people when they amused him, and was lovable in the way of a gentle old St Bernard who likes to sleep on the furniture even though he knows he isn’t supposed to. He was dressed in a grey warm-up suit and ancient beat-up Adidas. His cross hung from one end of the weight bar, swinging softly as he dropped the bar and then ponderously raised it again.

Sister Bennett stood behind the bench. She was built a little like a hockey player herself, with broad shoulders and a heavy, mannish face, her short, curly hair held back by a violet sweat-band. She wore a purple tracksuit that matched. Sister Bennett had taught an ethics class at St Jude’s and liked to draw flow charts on the chalkboard, showing how certain decisions led inexorably to salvation (a rectangle she filled with fat, puffy  clouds) or inexorably to hell (a box filled with flames).

Ig’s brother, Terry, had mocked her relentlessly, drawing flow charts of his own, for the amusement of his classmates, showing how, after a variety of grotesque lesbian encounters, Sister Bennett would wind up arriving in hell herself, where she would be only too glad to indulge in disturbing sexual practices with the devil. These had made Terry the hit of the St Jude’s cafeteria - an early taste of celebrity. It had also been his first brush with notoriety, as he’d eventually been ratted out (by an anonymous tipster, whose identity was unknown to this day). Terry had been invited to Father Mould’s office. Their meeting took place behind closed doors, but that was not enough to muffle the sound of his wooden paddle striking Terry’s ass or, after the twentieth stroke, Terry’s cries. Everyone in school heard. The sounds carried through the vents of the outdated heating system to every classroom. Ig had writhed in his chair, in agony for Terry. He had eventually stuck his fingers into his ears so he wouldn’t have to hear. Terry was not allowed to perform at the year-end recital - for which he’d been practising for months - and was flunked in ethics.

Father Mould sat up, wiping his face with a towel. It was darkest there at the foot of the steps, and the thought crossed Ig’s mind that Father Mould genuinely couldn’t see the horns.

‘Hello, Father,’ Ig said.

‘Ignatius. Seems like it’s been forever. Where have you been keeping yourself?’

‘I’ve got a place downtown,’ Ig said, his voice hoarsening with emotion. He had been unprepared for Father Mould’s solicitous tone, his easy, avuncular affection. ‘It isn’t far, really. I keep meaning to stop in, but—’

‘Ig? Are you all right?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening to me. It’s my head. Look at my head, Father.’

Ig stepped forward and bowed slightly, leaning into the  light. He could see the shadow of his head on the swept cement floor, the horns a pair of small pointed hooks sticking out from his temples. He was afraid almost to see Father Mould’s reaction and glanced at him shyly. The ghost of a polite smile remained on Father Mould’s face. His brow furrowed in thought as he studied the horns with a kind of glassy bewilderment.

‘I was drunk last night, and I did terrible things,’ Ig said. ‘And when I woke up, I was like this, and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what I’m becoming. I thought you could tell me what to do.’

Father Mould stared for another long moment, open-mouthed, baffled. ‘Well, kiddo,’ he said at last. ‘You want me to tell you what to do? I think you ought to go home and hang yourself. That’d probably be the best thing for you, for your family - really, for everyone. There’s rope in the storeroom behind the church. I’d go get it for you if I thought that would point you in the right direction.’

‘Why—?’ Ig started, and then had to clear his throat before he went on, ‘Why do you want me to kill myself?’

‘Because you killed Merrin Williams and your daddy’s big-shot Jew lawyer got you off. Sweet little Merrin Williams. I had a lot of affection for her. Not much of a rack, but she did have one fine little ass. You should’ve gone to jail. I wanted you to go to jail. Sister, spot me.’ He stretched out on his back for another set of reps.

‘But, Father,’ Ig said, ‘I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill her.’

‘Oh, you big kidder,’ said Father Mould as he put his hands on the bar above him. Sister Bennett settled into position at the head of the bench press. ‘Everyone knows you did it. You might as well kill yourself. You’re going to hell anyway.’

‘I’m there already.’

Father Mould grunted as he lowered the bar to his chest and heaved it up again. Ig noticed Sister Bennett staring at him.

‘I wouldn’t blame you for killing yourself,’ she said without preamble. ‘Most days I’m ready to commit suicide by lunchtime. I hate how people look at me. The lesbian jokes they make about me behind my back. I could use that rope in the shed if you don’t want it.’

Father Mould shoved the bar up with a gasp. ‘I think about Merrin Williams all the time. Usually when I’m balling her mother. Her ma does a lot of work for me here in the church these days, you know. Most of it on her hands and knees.’ He grinned at the thought. ‘Poor woman. We pray together most every day. Usually for you to die.’

‘You . . . you took a vow of chastity,’ Ig said.

‘Chastity shmastity. I figure God is just glad I keep it in my pants around the altar boys. Way I see it, the lady needs comfort from someone, and she sure isn’t going to get any from that four-eyed sad sack she’s married to. Not the right kind of comfort anyway.’

Sister Bennett said, ‘I want to be someone different. I want to run away. I want someone to like me. Did you ever like me, Iggy?’

Ig swallowed. ‘Well . . . I guess. Somewhat.’

‘I want to sleep with someone,’ Sister Bennett continued, as if he hadn’t said anything. ‘I want someone to hold me in bed at night. I don’t care whether it’s a man or a woman. I don’t care. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I can write cheques for the church. Sometimes I want to empty the account and run away with the money. Sometimes I want to do that so bad.’

‘I’m surprised,’ Father Mould said, ‘that no one in this town has stepped up to make an example out of you for what you did to Merrin Williams. Give you a taste of what you gave her. You’d think some concerned citizens would pay you a visit some night, take you for a relaxing tour of the countryside. Right back to that tree where you killed Merrin and string you up  from it. If you won’t do the decent thing and hang yourself, then that’d be the next-best thing.’

Ig was surprised to find himself relaxing, unbunching his fists, breathing more steadily. Father Mould wobbled with the bench press. Sister Bennett caught the bar and settled it in its cradle with a clank.

Ig lifted his gaze to her and said, ‘What’s stopping you?’

‘From what?’ she asked.

‘From taking the money and leaving.’

‘God,’ she said. ‘I love God.’

‘What’s He ever done for you?’ Ig asked her. ‘Does He make it hurt less - when people laugh at you behind your back? Or more - because for His sake you’re all alone in the world? How old are you?’

‘Sixty-one.’

‘Sixty-one is old. It’s almost too late. Almost. Can you wait even one more day?’

She touched her throat, her eyes wide and alarmed. Then she said, ‘I’d better go,’ and turned and hurried past him to the stairs.

Father Mould hardly seemed aware she was going. He was sitting up now, wrists resting on his knees.

‘Were you done lifting?’ Ig asked him.

‘One more rep to go.’

‘Let me spot you,’ Ig said, and came around behind the bench.

As he handed Father Mould the bar, Ig’s fingers brushed his knuckles and he saw that when Mould was twenty, he and a few other guys on the hockey team had pulled ski masks over their faces and driven after a car full of Nation of Islam kids who had come up from New York City to speak at Syracuse about civil rights. Mould and his friends forced the kids off the road and chased them into the woods with baseball bats. They caught the slowest of them and shattered his legs in eight  different places. It was two years before the kid walked again without the help of a walker.

‘You and Merrin’s mother - have you really been praying for me to die?’

‘More or less,’ Father Mould said. ‘To be honest, most of the time when she’s calling to God, she’s riding my dick.’

‘Do you know why He hasn’t struck me down?’ Ig asked. ‘Do you know why God hasn’t answered your prayers?’

‘Why?’

‘Because there is no God. Your prayers are whispers to an empty room.’

Father Mould lifted the bar again - with great effort - and lowered it and said, ‘Bullshit.’

‘It’s all a lie. There’s never been anyone there. You’re the one who ought to use that rope in the shed.’

‘No,’ Father Mould said, ‘you can’t make me do that. I don’t want to die. I love my life.’

So. He couldn’t make people do anything they didn’t already want to do. Ig had wondered if this might not be the case.

Father Mould made a face and grunted but couldn’t lift the bar again. Ig turned from the weight bench and started towards the stairs.

‘Hey,’ Father Mould said, ‘need some help here.’

Ig put his hands in his pockets and began to whistle ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’. For the first time all morning he felt good. Father Mould gasped and struggled behind him, but Ig did not look back as he climbed the steps.

Sister Bennett passed Iggy as he stepped into the atrium. She was wearing red slacks and a sleeveless shirt with daisies on it and she had her hair up. She startled at the sight of him and almost dropped her purse.

‘Are you off?’ Ig asked her.

‘I . . . I don’t have a car,’ she said. ‘I want to take the church car, but I’m scared of getting caught.’

‘You’re cleaning out the local account. What’s a car matter?’

She stared at him for a moment, then leaned forward and kissed Ig at the corner of his mouth. At the touch of her lips, Ig knew about the awful lie she had told her mother when she was nine, and about the terrible day she had impulsively kissed one of her students, a pretty sixteen-year-old named Britt, and about the private, despairing surrender of her spiritual beliefs. He saw these things and understood and did not care.

‘God bless you,’ Sister Bennett said.

Ig had to laugh.
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There was nothing left for him but to go home and see his parents. He pointed the car towards their house and drove.

The silence of the car made him restless. He tried the radio, but it was worse than the quiet, jangled his nerves. His parents lived fifteen minutes outside of town, which gave him too much time to think. He had not been so unsure what to expect of them since the night he’d spent in jail, brought in for questioning about Merrin’s rape and murder.
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