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      The young man from the pharmacy delivered Betty's medications early in the afternoon. Betty liked him very much. He reminded her of her nephew, Darryl, whom she rarely saw these days. It was a warm May day, and Betty sat out on the front porch talking with the young man for several minutes. She didn't know how old he was, as age was something that had become extremely difficult for her to gauge in her later years. But she figured he was probably in his twenties, as he was old enough to drive and old enough to have respect for his elders. The two of them talked about the weather mostly, and then Betty gave him a quarter tip before he left.

      After sitting on the porch, enjoying the warmth of the day for another few minutes, Betty finally went back into the drab, dreary old house. She took her medications into her bedroom, setting them and her pill counter out on the bed so she could divide them up for the coming week. As she did, she glanced at the old dusty radio sitting on the dresser. She hadn't played it in years, but now thought a little soft music might be nice as she prepared her meds. She switched on the radio, a loud buzz drowning out the tinny, distant sound of music. She turned the knob, searching for something soft that would come in a little clearer. There was mostly just static on the old radio, and she briefly wondered if it would work at all. As she was turning, she heard a frail voice emerge from within the static.

      “Betty,” the voice said.

      It took her a moment to register what she'd heard, and by the time she did, she'd already passed the station where she'd heard it. She knew it wasn't possible that the radio was speaking directly to her, but she turned the knob back slowly, finally settling on the channel once again.

      It was faint, but it was there.

      “Betty.”

      The voice was familiar, but she couldn't immediately identify it.

      “Betty,” the voice said again. “Betty, my dear, is that you?”

      Now Betty recognized it.

      It was her dead husband, Bill. It couldn't possibly be, but she knew it was.

      “Betty, my dear …”

      “Yes?” she managed.

      “That is you, isn't it?” the voice said.

      She gulped. “Yes, it's me.”

      “It's Bill.”

      “I know who you are,” said Betty. “We were married for sixty-one years.”

      “I love you, Betty.”

      She felt herself tearing up. “I love you, too, Bill.”

      “How are you? How have you been, my dear?”

      “Alone,” she said. “I've been alone.”

      “I'm sorry, Betty,” he said, sadness filling his frail voice.

      “I've missed you these last few years.”

      “I've missed you, too.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” asked Betty.

      “Anything, my dear.”

      “Where are you?”

      Bill laughed happily. “I guess this is heaven. I don't know for sure. Nobody tells you. But it's beautiful here; bright, stunning colors like a Van Gogh painting. It's so relaxed. And best of all, there's no pain.”

      “You're not in pain anymore?”

      “Oh, no,” said Bill. “I feel wonderful.”

      “But you're dead.”

      “I am, aren't I?” He chuckled again.

      “Can you see me?” Betty asked. “Do you watch over me?”

      “No, dear, I can't see you.”

      “How are we speaking now? How does this work?”

      “I don't know,” said Bill. “They don't tell you anything here.”

      “Are there others there?”

      “Oh, yes, lots of others.”

      “Are they happy, too?”

      “Everyone is happy here.”

      “Are there people there that you know—from before?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Like who? Who's there?”

      “Michael's here, Betty.”

      Betty’s mind turned to her dead son, drowned at the age of ten, and she started to cry.

      “He … is?” she asked, her voice cracking.

      “Yes, Betty. He's here and he's wonderful.”

      “Is he still ten?”

      “No,” Bill said. “Everyone here is an adult. You should see the man he's become.”

      “Really?”

      “My brother Sam is here, and…”

      “My sister, Theresa?”

      “She's here, too, Betty. We're all just waiting for you.”

      “You are?”

      She felt her heart soar just a bit.

      “We think about you all the time.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course,” said Bill. “You're my baby girl.”

      Betty was choked up and couldn't speak.

      “You okay, Betty, my dear?”

      “It's just a lot for me to take in,” she said.

      Bill said, “I'm sure it is. Give it some time, old girl. Give it time.”

      “It's so good to hear your voice.”

      “It's terrific hearing your voice, too.”

      “I miss you so much.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      There was a long silence, and Betty tried to regain her composure. She tried to look at this objectively. Was she losing her mind? She was talking to her long-dead husband through an AM radio. It just wasn't possible.

      But it was.

      “Betty?”

      “Yes, Bill?”

      “I've got to go.”

      “But you just got here. I've waited so long to talk to you.”

      “It's gonna be okay, Betty.”

      “Will you be back?”

      “Oh, yes,” Bill said. “Now that I've got you again, I'll never let you go.”

      Betty said, “I love you, Bill.” Saying the words felt so familiar on her tongue.

      “I love you, too.”

      “Goodbye.”

      “Until next time, my love.”

      And Bill was gone, leaving only static behind.

      

      Betty didn't know how to process all this. She felt she had to be losing her mind. Every minute that passed without her hearing Bill's voice, she became more and more certain she was having a nervous breakdown.

      She knelt down next to her bed and she prayed to God for answers.

      Finally, she arose and went to the phone. She dialed it, the radio static still crackling behind her.

      “Hello?” answered Terry, her minister.

      “Terry?”

      “Yes?”

      “Terry, this is Betty Buckley. I have a problem.”

      “Okay, I'll help in any way I can, Sister Betty.”

      “Thank you in advance.”

      “What seems to be the problem?”

      Betty said, “It's Bill.”

      “Bill?” Terry asked, weighing the name. “Your husband, Bill?”

      “One and the same.”

      “What about him, Betty?”

      “He's talking to me.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the phone and then Terry said, “Our loved ones speak to us in a variety of ways from beyond the gates of heaven. How exactly is Bill speaking to you, Betty?”

      “I know how this is gonna sound,” Betty said. “But I'm hearing his voice.”

      “His voice?”

      “On my radio.”

      “Uh,” said Terry. “How so?”

      “He speaks to me.”

      “What does he say?”

      “He tells me he loves me,” said Betty. “And that he's in heaven with our son, Michael. And my sister. And his brother.”

      Silence again. “I'll tell you what: how about I come over there and listen to the radio with you? Do you think he'll talk to me?”

      “I don't see why not,” Betty said. “But he's not there all the time.”

      “How many times have you heard him?”

      “Only once so far.”

      “How do you know he'll be back?”

      Betty said, “Because he told me so..”

      

      Betty waited thirty-five minutes for Terry to arrive at her house. She led him into her dreary old bedroom and asked him to sit on the bed. She walked over and switched on the radio, hunkering down over it.

      All they heard was static.

      Terry looked at her, trying to conceal the expression which said she was pathetic.

      “Maybe if we wait for a few minutes he'll show up,” said Betty.

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      “I wonder if it's the right station.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He didn't say if he would always be on the same station. I mean, he was on that one then, but who knows about next time?”

      Terry looked concerned. “So, they have a radio station in heaven?”

      “I don't think so. I mean, I don't know.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      “I don't think he was at a radio station or anything. I think he was just talking to me from heaven, and it was coming out of my radio.”

      “Could he hear you?” asked Terry. “Did you try to talk back?”

      “Oh, yes, we had quite a conversation.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Just that he missed me. And he said that he loved me.”

      “Of course.”

      “And like I said, he told me Michael was there, too.”

      “Right.”

      “He said heaven was bright with pretty colors, like a Vincent Van Gogh painting.”

      “Van Gogh, huh?”

      “And he said there's no pain where he's at.”

      “Why, that does sound nice,” he said, clearly humoring her.

      “I promise you Bill was here, on this radio.”

      “I believe you.”

      She made a face. “You do?”

      He said he did, but she saw through it.

      “Do you still think he's gonna come and talk to me?” asked Terry.

      “I don't know. I promise you, he was here.”

      “I believe you.”

      “He said he loved me.” She started to sob again.

      Terry put his arm around her shoulder. “Why don't you and I pray about this?”

      They prayed, the sound of radio static still filling the room. Terry's prayer sounded simultaneously concerned and condescending, but Betty thought maybe she was reading too much into it. When Terry was finished with the prayer, he looked at her, holding her frail hands in his own.

      “What do you think happened here?” she asked.

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

      “Do you honestly believe Bill was here, talking through my radio?”

      “I don't know what exactly I believe,” said Terry. “But I do believe that you believe it, and that's enough for me. It sounds like it was a very sweet conversation. Real or imagined, do you know what most people would give to have one last conversation with their dearly departed?”

      Betty frowned. She hoped it wouldn't be her last conversation with Bill.

      

      Later that evening, as Betty was watching Wheel of Fortune, the phone rang. She answered it, and it was her daughter, Kelly.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “I, uh, talked with your minister.”

      Betty didn't like that one bit. She had trusted Terry, and he had betrayed that trust.

      “He called you, did he?” asked Betty.

      “He's worried about you.”

      Betty said nothing.

      “I'm worried about you, Mom.”

      “There's no need for anyone to worry about me.”

      “He said you're talking to Dad. On an AM radio.”

      “This is none of your business, Kelly. If I had wanted to share this with you, I would have called you myself.”

      “This isn't normal, Mom.”

      Betty questioned her sanity again. Was she losing her mind? Was everyone else correct? She didn't know the answer, but she wasn't about to just give in and let them lock her away in some damned old folks home.

      “I'm telling you, I'm fine,” Betty said.

      “I don't know what to think about this.”

      “What does Terry think?”

      “He's worried.”

      “He thinks I'm crazy, doesn't he?”

      “He's just worried about you,” Kelly said. “We're all worried about you.”

      “No need to worry about me. You need to worry about yourself.”

      Kelly sighed. “What does that mean?”

      “You and Ted split up every six months. That's what it means. Maybe you need to worry more about your own problems and less about mine.”

      “That's not fair, Mom.”

      “Then don't you call me, trying to figure out if I'm crazy,” said Betty. “I'm still the mother here, not you. You don't get to question me.”

      “But, Mom.”

      “What?”

      “Dad's dead.”

      “Don't you think I know that?” Betty asked. “I'm the one who has to live here day in and day out, alone, without him. I'm fully aware that your father is dead.”

      “But Terry said you're talking to him.”

      “And he talks to me,” said Betty. “So what? What business is it of yours?”

      “Dead people don't talk, Mom. They don't. Dad can't talk to anyone.”

      Betty became flustered. “You think I'm crazy, don't you?”

      “I don't think you're crazy, but I am worried,” Kelly said. “It's just… It's not normal.”

      “Let me ask you something. Do you realize what nerve you and Terry have for doubting this? Both of you believe in God, you believe in heaven, you believe that anything is possible. But this…”

      “It's not possible.”

      “Why?” Betty said. “Terry said that with God all things are possible. So why can't he wrap his mind around this? He won't even entertain the possibility that I'm telling the truth. This is…”

      “What?”

      “Bullshit,” blurted Betty.

      Betty never cursed, and the colorful language surprised them both.

      “I taught high school for nearly forty years,” Betty said. “I was above reproach. No one ever questioned my mental state. I was teaching before you were born. I was teaching before that twit Terry was born.”

      “He's just worried, Mom.”

      “He's a hypocrite.”

      “He didn't mean—”

      Betty prepared her next words carefully. “He's a hypocrite, and so are you, my dear.” And she hung up the telephone and unplugged its cord from the wall.

      

      That night, Betty lay in bed in the darkness, listening to the empty static on the radio. She thought about how Terry had betrayed her, had possibly even betrayed his own faith in God, and about how Kelly had the nerve to question her mental faculties.

      And finally, late that night, Betty drifted off to sleep.

      She was awakened just after three by the sound of Bill talking to her through the static.

      “Betty,” he said.

      She sat up, startled. Had she heard something? She tried to clear her mind, to figure out where she was.

      “Betty,” said Bill again. “Are you there, my dear?”

      “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “I'm here, Bill.”

      “Are you in bed?”

      “Yes, Bill.”

      “Fine. I've got some time. Just lay back and we can talk in bed like we used to—back when I was still alive … before I got sick.”

      Betty felt simultaneously overcome with joy and sorrow, and she started to cry again.

      “Are you crying, Betty?”

      She sniffled, but said nothing.

      “You are, aren't you?” asked Bill. “Don't cry, old girl. I'm here now.”

      “Are you?”

      “What do you mean? Of course I'm here.”

      “But are you really here?”

      “Of course I'm really here, my dear.”

      “But Terry … I … I told Terry …”

      “The preacher man?”

      “Yes, Terry the preacher.”

      “You told him about talking to me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You shouldn't have done that, old girl.”

      “Why?” asked Betty.

      “Because he won't be able to hear me,” said Bill. “And he won't believe you.”

      “It's a shame.”

      “What?”

      “A man of God who doesn't believe in miracles.”

      “Betty, it isn't just that preacher. No one is gonna believe you, dear.”

      “I guess you're right.”

      “Did you tell anyone else?”

      “Kelly knows.”

      “Our Kelly?” asked Bill.

      “Yeah.”

      “And what does she say?”

      “She thinks I'm a crazy old nut. She thinks I need to be locked away in a nursing home.”

      “She said that?” asked Bill, irritation in his voice.

      “No, she didn't come right out and say it, but I know her. That's what's coming next.”

      Bill said, “No girl of mine is ever gonna be locked away in one of those places. Not if I have anything to do with it.”

      Betty didn't understand. “What do you mean?”

      “I can help you.”

      “How?”

      “Do as I say, old girl.”

      “Okay. I can do that.”

      “Unplug the radio.”

      “Unplug the radio?”

      “Yes.”

      “But how will I talk to you?” Betty asked.

      “Don't worry about it. We'll still be able to talk.”

      “How?”

      “I don't know how it works, but we will. That's all I know.”

      “Okay.”

      Betty stood up, switched on the lamp next to the bed, and walked over to the radio. She unplugged it.

      “You still there, Bill?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, now what?” asked Betty.

      “Wrap the cord around the radio and carry it out into the garage.”

      “Into the garage?”

      “Just do it, my dear.”

      Betty wrapped up the cord and carried the radio through the dark house, through the kitchen, and out into the hot garage.

      “Now what, Bill?”

      “Get into the car and sit the radio down in the passenger's seat.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I'm sure,” Bill said. “I'm here now, and everything's gonna be okay.”

      Betty sobbed again. “You promise?”

      “I promise, old girl.”

      “Okay.”

      Betty climbed into the old car and sat the radio in the passenger's seat.

      She asked, “Now what?”

      “Close the door.”

      She pulled the car door closed.

      “Now start the car and roll down the windows,” said Bill.

      “Start the car?” Betty asked. “Bill, it's the middle of the night.”

      “I know what time it is.”

      Betty looked at the keys dangling from the ignition. “Start the car?”

      “Right.”

      Betty turned the key and started the car. The radio came on, country music spilling out, and she switched it off.

      “Roll down the windows,” said Bill.

      She looked at the radio, unsure.

      “You trust me, don't you?”

      “Of course I trust you,” said Betty.

      She rolled down the electric windows.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Recline your seat.”

      “What for?”

      “We're just gonna sit here and talk while the car runs.”

      Betty thought about it for a moment. “Are you saying what I think you're saying, Bill?”

      “I miss you, my dear,” he said. “We all miss you.”

      Betty reclined the seat and laid back, her eyelids feeling heavy.

      “What do you want to talk about?” she asked.

      “You just close your eyes, pretty girl,” Bill said. “I'll sing you to sleep, like I did when we first married.”

      She looked at the radio with momentary unease. She thought about what Bill was asking, and finally gave in. She laid her head back against the seat and closed her eyes.

      Bill started to sing her a lullaby.

      She clenched her eyes shut and listened.

      And she went to sleep to the sound of her husband's soothing voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DINNER GUESTS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was just after two in the morning when the idea first came to Troy. To his knowledge, he had never had a craving for something he'd never actually tasted before, but now he did. He was curled up on the leather sectional, inhaling plumes of smoke through his bong—the fancy red one he'd gotten during Spring Break that one year when he had hooked up with that Puerto Rican girl who liked it in the ass—and watching Plan 9 from Outer Space. This is when the craving struck.“What would human flesh taste like?” Maybe it was the weed, maybe it was just the relaxed state of mind he was in, but the thought didn't seem the least bit gross to him.

      He wondered if human flesh would taste salty. He figured it probably would, basing this on his once or twice licking his own arm as a dumbass kid. He remembered that tasting salty.

      Troy supposed these thoughts were coming to him as a result of a recent conversation he'd had with his best friend Chunk. In that discussion, Chunk had talked about all the different kinds of meat that taste like chicken: frog legs, snake, alligator, bear. “They all taste like chicken.”

      To this Troy had asked, “Then why not just eat chicken?”

      Chunk didn't have a good response for this, but Troy supposed it was the thrill of eating something exotic. Well, he thought, human flesh was pretty fucking exotic. Almost no one ate that—at least not in Tulsa, where Troy lived. And if they did consume human flesh, no one was really going around bragging about it. After all, no one would understand such a thing and, on top of that, he was pretty sure it was illegal.

      So yeah, he thought, what would human flesh taste like? Would it be salty? How would one go about eating it? Would you slice it thinly and eat it on Ritz crackers with little quarters of pepperjack cheese? Or would you put it on Wonder Bread and make a grilled flesh-and-cheese sandwich? All of this begged the question of what condiments might taste best with human flesh. He didn't know exactly why, but Troy had a suspicion that deli mustard might be the way to go.

      But what if you put strands of human flesh in the trusty old Foreman Grill? That could be good, especially if you seasoned it right. Maybe a little bit of seasoning salt, a few drops of Louisiana hot sauce…

      Troy licked his lips, finding he had a real desire for human flesh. It occurred to him that this was strange—not because he would be eating a person, but because he generally didn't like to try new foods. But flesh sounded really good to him.

      Troy got up and grabbed his socks. Formerly white, they had turned pink when he'd thrown them in the wash with a red towel. He held the socks up to his nose and sniffed them to make sure they weren't too odorous to wear. After all, he'd been wearing them for a few days now. He figured he could get another day or so out of them, so he pulled them on his feet. He then put on his raggedy old sneakers.

      It was time to go hunting so he could satisfy this crazy craving. When he stepped outside his front door, he was surprised to discover that it was still warm at this ungodly hour. Then he realized he hadn't left his house at all the previous day. Instead, he had passed the time playing video games, watching TV, and smoking pot. Well, there were worse ways to spend a day, he thought.

      So, where would he find a person he could eat at this time of night? And if he did find someone, he then had to get them back to his house, so he couldn't really venture too far. He walked a few blocks in the darkness, but encountered no one. Finally, he opted to just return home. He was really in the mood to eat someone, but this was turning into a big pain in the ass. It was just too much effort. He would have to wait until the following day to capture someone and drag them home. It was at this moment that he wondered how Jeffrey Dahmer had managed this. Hmmm, he thought. He would have to do a Google search and see what he could find out.

      When he got home, he found Chunk inside the house, eating the last of his Chocolate Brownie Fudge ice cream with a plastic fork and sitting there watching Plan 9.

      “Dammit, Chunk,” he said. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Chunk looked at him dully. “I'm eating ice cream.” He thought for a moment and then added, “It's pretty good, too.”

      Annoyed, Troy said, “I know it's good. I'm the one who bought it.”

      Chunk nodded. “So, what's going on?”

      Troy looked at him. “It annoys me when you just come into my house without knocking.”

      “How do you know I didn't knock?” asked Chunk. “Maybe I did. You weren't here.”

      Fucking Chunk. He was right, but still … fucking Chunk.

      Troy plunked himself down in the old Lazy Boy and stared blankly at the TV as a thought came to him—what if he just ate Chunk? That could work. Doing this would accomplish two things simultaneously: he wouldn't have to put up with Chunk's stupid shenanigans anymore, and he'd have a person he could eat right here in his living room, making the whole process a lot easier. It seemed like a pretty logical solution.

      But the question was, did he really want to eat Chunk? Chunk didn't bathe properly. Troy wasn't sure he would taste all that good. But hell, he thought, animals don't bathe either and we still eat them. Maybe Chunk would taste okay once he washed the meat under the faucet. And if the meat was gamey, he could just smother it in steak sauce and the problem would be solved.

      And it would really cut down on the cost of groceries. Troy didn't eat much—mostly microwave burritos and PB&Js, but even that cost money. Troy could now see no real reason why he shouldn't kill Chunk and eat him as leftovers for the next week or so. Sure, Chunk was a big dude, but Troy had a deep freeze where he could store the meat. Right now it was filled with old, long-forgotten packages of deer meat he'd been given years before, which was now covered with a thick layer of ice. But that stuff could be disposed of easily enough.

      So now came the million dollar question: how would he do it? He didn't like the word “murder”, so he preferred to think of it as “taking care of” Chunk. But how should he go about it? Troy had never killed a person before, so this was a foreign concept to him. He'd never intentionally killed an animal before. One time he accidentally ran over someone's Labrador Retriever, but that had been a mistake and he'd felt like shit. There had been no malice there.

      Malice, he thought. Was there malice in his wanting to murder Chunk? He turned this over in his mind for a moment and then decided there was not. After all, it wasn't like he hated the guy or something—he just wanted to eat him. Who could fault a guy for that?

      But he needed to figure out a way to do it without making a big mess. And then a method came to him.

      He stood up, causing Chunk to look at him.

      “Chunk, could you do me a favor and come with me to the kitchen for a moment?”

      Chunk didn't hesitate. “Sure thing, boss.”

      Troy made his way through the dirty-clothes-strewn living room and into the kitchen, switching on the light when he got there.

      Chunk followed closely behind. “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

      Troy motioned towards the sink. “I need you to put your head down over the sink.” Most people, having any sort of intelligence whatsoever, would ask why Troy needed them to do this at three in the morning. But not Chunk. He just did as he'd been instructed, never once stopping to consider the reasoning behind the request.

      “Now what?” asked Chunk, his head down over the sink.

      Troy was rifling through the drawers beside the sink, looking for his ball peen hammer. Coming across a steel meat hammer, he considered using it. But no, he wanted the ball peen hammer. That really would be best. So he continued looking.

      “What you lookin' for?”

      “I'm trying to find my hammer,” said Troy, still searching.

      “What kind of hammer?”

      “The ball peen hammer.”

      “Oh,” said Chunk dully. He thought for a moment and said, “Hammer time,” laughing at his own joke.

      “Yes,” Troy said noncommittally. When he came to the third drawer, he finally located the hammer. “Aha!” he said, pulling it out.

      Chunk was grinning like an idiot, still feeling pleased about the unfunny joke he'd made. “What now?”

      Troy turned to face him, the hammer down at his side. “Hammer time,” he said. He then mustered all the strength he had and brought the hammer swooping up and then down on Chunk's rotund head. When the hammer struck the skull, it made a sickening thunk sound. Chunk immediately stood upright and started thrashing around.

      Shit. The strike had failed to kill Chunk, who was now flailing around with his hand on his head, blood seeping and spraying everywhere. Troy raised the hammer back behind him and brought it swooping down hard onto Chunk's head a second time, accidentally striking Chunk's fingers. Chunk staggered back, really wailing now.

      Dammit, Troy thought. He hadn't anticipated any of this. The fucker wouldn't die. But then Chunk always had been a pain in the ass.

      Troy pulled the hammer back a third time and brought it down hard against Chunk's bloody, battered head. Again there was that grotesque thunk sound, and Chunk staggered back against the counter, blood going everywhere.

      Now he had him. Chunk wasn't dead yet, but he was no longer here with him. He was conscious, but not by much, and he clearly had no idea where he was or what was happening. Troy struck him in the head a fourth time, finally bringing the big bastard down to the tile floor.

      Troy looked at all the blood covering the walls, the sink, the counter, the floor, and the hammer. Fucking Chunk, he thought. He'd made a much bigger mess than he'd expected. “You'd better taste good,” he muttered angrily.

      Troy felt overwhelmed, unsure where to begin. What should he do first? Cut up Chunk's body and relocate it to the deep freeze or begin cleaning the kitchen? He stood there for a minute, considering his options. Then, finally, he dragged Chunk's heavy ass through the house, leaving a thick trail of blood on the green shag carpet, and into the bathroom. It took him a few minutes to do it, but finally Troy managed to get the corpse into the bathtub where he could cut it up later.

      He went back to the kitchen. He got out the limited amount of cleaning supplies he owned and squatted down to the floor, wiping up Chunk's blood as best he could. He'd never really been very good at this kind of thing, but he kept at it for a good long time, until he was finally convinced that the kitchen could get no cleaner.

      Exhausted, he went to the fridge and took out a cold bottle of beer. He twisted it open and downed the thing in three long swigs. Damn, he thought, killing someone really takes the energy right out of you. He went to the utility room and rummaged through the overhead cabinets until he located the old handsaw. He wasn't really sure why he had a handsaw in the first place, but he'd seen it up there a time or two, pretty sure it was something the house's former residents had left behind. Maybe they had used it for the same purpose.

      Troy walked back through the living room, following the trail of blood on the carpet, and went to the bathroom.

      

      Several days had passed before Chunk's brother, Rich, came by to visit. Hearing the knock on the front door, Troy left the frying pan where he had strips of Chunk's flesh frying. He answered the door and found Rich standing there, smoking a cigarette. He said, “Come on in.”

      Rich flicked his cigarette off the porch and followed him inside.

      “Have a seat,” Troy offered, motioning towards the sectional. “You can watch Wheel of Fortune here for a minute while I finish up supper. I don't want it to burn.”

      Rich nodded. “Sure thing.”

      Making his way back to the kitchen, Troy turned and asked, “Have you eaten yet? I could make you some, no problem.”

      Rich smiled. “I haven't eaten, but don't worry about me. I don't wanna invite myself to dinner.”

      “No, you wouldn't be. I'm asking—would you like me to fix you a plate?”

      “Since you put it that way, sure,” said Rich, turning back towards Wheel of Fortune. “What are you making anyway? It smells good.”

      “Venison. It'll be ready in about five minutes.”

      Troy returned to the kitchen, happy to find that Chunk hadn't burned up yet. He pulled some more of the meat out of the fridge and placed it in the frying pan. He then proceeded to prepare sandwiches with Chunk meat, spicy barbecue sauce, and sliced cheese.

      A few minutes passed and finally Troy was finished. He placed sandwiches for each of them on separate paper plates, garnishing them with potato chips. He carried the plates out into the living room, where Rich was attentively watching Wheel of Fortune.

      Rich looked up as Troy handed him the plate. “Dinner is served, my good man.”

      Rich smiled gratefully. “I just came by to see how you were doing with it all. With, you know … Chunk's disappearance.”

      Troy nodded, putting on a good show. “I'm not gonna lie,” he said. “It's been really difficult.”

      “I can imagine. You and Chunk have been best friends for a long time.”

      “Twenty years, if you can believe that.”

      “I'm sure he'll turn up eventually,” Rich said, taking a bite of his sandwich. He chewed for a moment before saying, “This is really good. What kind of barbecue sauce is this?”

      “Store brand. I don't get too fancy.”

      Rich stopped eating for a minute and piled some of the potato chips onto his sandwich. He then went back to eating the thing. He looked up, talking through a mouthful of food and said, “I'm sure Chunk'll turn up. I'm sure he's still around here somewhere.”

      Troy grinned. “He's probably even closer than you would think.”

      Rich nodded in agreement and went about scarfing down his brother's flesh.
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      His Rachel had been gone almost two years now, and James still couldn't wrap his head around it. Every morning when he awoke, he turned, expecting to see her lying on the pillow next to him. And every morning was the same; the pillow was empty and the horrible reality would then set in. Rachel was gone, and he would never see her again.

      But that wasn't entirely the truth. He saw her everywhere. He saw her at the supermarket. He saw her driving by in cars. He saw her walking in the middle of large throngs of people on the sidewalk. But mostly he saw her in his dreams. There she would come to him as if she were still alive, and he would hold her hand and kiss her once more as though there was still a sunny tomorrow.

      But there were no more sunny tomorrows in James' life. Not anymore. Now there were only overcast and rainy days, a constant reminder of all he had lost. Not that he had to be reminded. Rachel was all he thought about. In fact, he probably thought about her more today than he had just following her death.

      Every day, weather be damned, he went and visited Rachel's grave, flowers in hand. And every day he cleared away the leaves and debris, the flowers from yesterday's visit, and propped up the new bundle of orchids to honor her.

      One day he was making his daily walk to the flower shop when a store selling adult movies caught his eye. He walked past it every day, but he'd never paid it any mind. Despite his mourning, James still had normal male urges. He didn't own a computer and was interested in obtaining a couple of smut magazines to help satisfy his cravings. He walked inside, the bell over the door ringing as he did. He didn't consider himself a prude, but he was still somewhat shocked by the plethora of dildos and outlandish sexual devices which lined the store. He looked around at them with more than a small bit of curiosity. He eyeballed the devices, amazed by how many there were.

      That was when he noticed a sign which read: CUSTOM SEX DOLLS MADE HERE with a smaller sign beneath that read MADE TO HER EXACT SPECIFICATIONS. Somewhere deep down inside this piqued his interest, although he didn't know why.

      James made his way up to the man behind the counter, and said awkwardly, “I was wondering about the custom-made sex dolls.”

      The man's face lit up. “Would you like to see some?”

      James nodded.

      The man led him through an open doorway in the back of the store. They walked through a hallway adorned with posters of adult movie stars, some of them autographed. James thought the floor felt sticky, but figured that was probably his imagination. The man led him to a big room filled with ultra-realistic sex dolls. These were not the simple inflatable women he had imagined. These dolls were beautiful. There was a doll made to look just like Marilyn Monroe; there was a Scarlett Johansson; a Sarah Palin; and so on. Most of the dolls just looked like normal, beautiful women.

      “What are they made of?” James asked.

      “Silicone.”

      “Who makes them?”

      The man said, “Kyle, but he's not here today.”

      “The dolls are made to the exact specifications of real women?”

      The man nodded. “We got a very detailed questionnaire you have to fill out when you order one. It asks questions like areola size, pubic hair length, height of the woman, foot size, things like that.”

      James asked, “Could a guy just give you some photographs of the woman he wanted the doll to resemble?”

      “Oh, Kyle will want those, too. But you still gotta fill out the questionnaire.”

      James stared at one of the dolls, unable to believe how realistic it looked. “The hair looks so real.”

      “Yeah, they've got real human hair,” the man said, grinning. “Up top and down below, too.”

      “How much does something like this cost?”

      “It varies, but the average one costs about $6,000, give or take.”

      “That's pretty steep,” James said.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/songs-of-the-dead-main-file-1.jpg






