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      “Todd Keisling is a born storyteller, drawing the reader into artfully constructed narratives that scout the darker end of the literary spectrum with skill and bravado. A pleasure to read, his stories linger well after the last page has been turned. Excellent stuff.” —John Langan, author of The Fisherman

      

      “Todd Keisling is already a mainstay of modern horror, and this book proves why. A wildly original and unsettling tale, The Sundowner’s Dance is an unforgettable journey of grief, cosmic horror, and making the most of the time we’ve got left. Pick up a copy of this book immediately.” —Gwendolyn Kiste, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Reluctant Immortals and The Haunting of Velkwood

      

      “Filled with anxiety, anguish, and grief, Cold, Black & Infinite tips, bends, and spins reality. This is Keisling at his best.” —Cynthia Pelayo, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of Loteria and The Shoemaker’s Magician

      

      “Keisling writes in the shadows, his words like that first long drag on a cigarette after work. I couldn’t help coming back for more, and before I knew it, that one story, that one cigarette, turned into the whole pack.” —Stephanie M. Wytovich, author of The Eighth

      

      “The author has a keen, lucid understanding of suffering, which lends each plot-line extra heft and depth. These stories contain tenderly and humanely rendered characters who are drawn towards various forms of uncanny annihilation. After reading this excellent collection, I’m eagerly awaiting whatever Keisling produces next.” —Jon Padgett, author of The Secret of Ventriloquism

      

      “Todd Keisling’s The Sundowner’s Dance is a harrowing work of cosmic horror that masterfully inhabits a dark territory somewhere between John Langan and Bentley Little. Highly recommended.” —Brian Keene, author of The Rising

      

      “Keisling is a cosmic cartographer forging through the darkest depths of our nightmares. He is a bard of the abyss, a voice from the void, and the horrors he’s charted within this unforgettable collection will change the literary map for generations to come.” —Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

      

      “Cold, Black & Infinite is a compelling cocktail of American folklore, gothic hauntings, and urban myth, served up with Keisling’s consummate flair and garnished with a swirl of blood. Resounds with everyday terror.” —Lee Murray, four-time Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of Grotesque: Monster Stories

      

      “Devil’s Creek is the kind of book you have to read with your lights on. Hell, make sure your neighbors have their lights on too!” —S. A. Cosby, New York Times bestselling author of Razorblade Tears and Blacktop Wasteland

      

      “Make no mistake. This is no imitation. This is original, fierce, and explosive writing [...] Keisling is a master storyteller.” —Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

      

      “You’re not going to hear me say this too often because it’s pretty rare for a book to really scare me enough to lose sleep or be afraid to walk around in my house after dark, so listen carefully: This book scared me.” —Sadie Hartmann, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of 101 Horror Books to Read Before You Die

      

      “The Sundowner’s Dance weaves a compelling tale that explores the depths of human resilience when faced with mortality. Keisling’s masterful storytelling choreographs grief, acceptance, and the unyielding spirit of life into a cosmic horror ballad for the ages.” —Amanda Headlee, author of Madness and Greatness Can Share the Same Face

      

      “Reading The Sundowner’s Dance is a bit like casting a spell to ward off existential dread despite the greatest terrors of the novel evoking this very thing; the beauty and hopefulness at the core of the story refuse to be stamped out by either the wrath of an alien invader or the ravages of age. It’s Todd Keisling at his absolute finest: dark, unflinching, visceral, and innovative. His pitch-perfect prose and masterful storytelling will leave you, quite literally, breathless.” —Christa Carmen, Bram Stoker Award®-winning and Shirley Jackson Award-nominated author of The Daughters of Block Island

      

      “Keisling’s finest tackles grief and aging in a way that compels you through the darkness. The Sundowner’s Dance cements his status as the future of the genre.” —Robert P. Ottone, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of The Triangle
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            FOREWORD

          

          MERCEDES M. YARDLEY

        

      

    

    
      Well, reader. Aren’t you in for a delightfully disturbing ride?

      I first met Todd Keisling years ago on a rather uncomfortable broadcast. We were being interviewed about a book we were in. The interviewees eventually banded together to form our own online series, Awkward Conversations with Geeky Writers. Todd is our host.

      He’s gloriously deadpan. His sense of humor is wicked and dry. Nothing gets past him, and when he laughs, it’s the most splendid thing. It’s like watching a mountain weep. There’s a sense of awe in seeing a force of nature moved.

      He’s the slow, creeping thing that is older than his years. He’s the Green Man in the old fairytales that presents you with the bag of gold that never empties, or tells you how to defeat the monster. How does he have this knowledge? It’s never revealed, but he simply knows. He’s somehow privy to more than we are, understands things on a deeper level than most. It’s a blessing and a curse for him.

      You’ll see that in this book. You’ll read tales that will move you, will frighten you, and will literally take your breath away. Todd Keisling exposes our wants, wonders, and fears in this collection. There’s the desire for acceptance in “House of Nettle and Thorn,” and the loneliness in my personal favorite, “The Otherland Express.” There’s tongue-in-cheek humor in the soul-crushing story “Human Resources.” You’ll see old men who dance with the dead, the gorgeous horrors of space, and the disquiet that comes when you see a strange figure outside. These stories are unsettling. They’re spun of everyday experiences and then infused with something else, something primitive and frightening and wondrous. There’s a clean elegance to the written word that is so very much at the heart of Todd’s work. The deeper emotions are uncovered with clever care. Even when there is bloodstained infection, it’s conveyed with refinement. You’ll want to wipe your filthy paws on your pants and then sit with a glass of wine. How can such a thing be?

      The short stories are ugly little things of beauty, but then there’s something more. Again, this is typical of Todd’s fiction. Fathoms below the surface of the story, things breathe and writhe.

      Let me introduce you to one of the most thrilling, most brilliantly paced takes on the King in Yellow mythos I have ever read: “The Final Reconciliation.” This novella will catch your attention from the second Aidan reveals his fingernail-sized scars and won’t let you go until you close the book and stare at the wall. The characters are fictitious, yes, but they’re so very real. You’ll be able to hear the beats of the music and be swept up in the delicious madness. The chapters themselves are presented as music tracks and that lends to an even more immersive experience. I wouldn’t be surprised to find Todd himself standing behind you, strumming a guitar while you read. That’s the type of personal and unsettling touch I’ve grown to expect from him. Most people look for monsters in their closet. After reading this collection, you’ll imagine Todd tucked away behind your clean clothes, working diligently on his new book. This visual is equally comforting and terrifying.

      I’m honored to write a foreword to a body of quality work that I found deeply enriching. Enjoy this now while Todd is still a relative newcomer to the scene. He won’t remain our unknown gem for long. Soon his name will be everywhere and we’ll have the pleasure of being readers, friends, and fans who knew him while he was still a secret treasure.

      

      
        
        Mercedes M. Yardley

        March 1st, 2017

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A MAN IN YOUR GARDEN

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a man in your garden. You’re sure of it. You thought you saw him as you stumbled your way to the bathroom. What was it that made you look out the window? It’s dark, raining, and the streetlight illuminates a billion water droplets across your corner of the block. Why would you dare look out on a night like this? No matter—you’ve looked already, and there’s a man out there. You’re sure of it.

      You pause and look back at the window, trying to peer through the hazy stupor of a late night with friends, a late night at the bottom of not one bottle, but several. You look out, but now you can’t see anything because you’ve changed placement. The dim hallway nightlight casts a reflective glow, but rather than try to find that magic place where you can see outside, you tell yourself it was your imagination, a phantom conjured from the tomb of sleep, given life by the bourbon soaking into your liver. You tell yourself it’s just the booze whispering its wealth of dark secrets. It’s just the curtain of sleep pulled oh so sharply away from your eyelids. All those ghosts summoned from the murky sludge of your mind.

      So maybe there’s nothing out there in your garden. No man. No phantoms. No monsters. It’s just you standing foolishly here at your window with a screaming bladder, so you do what you clumsily climbed out of bed to do. You wander into the bathroom and piss for a thousand years. Outside, the rain falls in heavy gusts, pattering against the glass of the tiny window over the toilet, and here in the dark, as you drain the last of your evening with friends, those beads of water look like bright, unblinking eyes. Millions of them, all staring back at you as they wriggle and slide across the glass like little slugs.

      From outside, you’re a pale face hidden in shadow, blanketed by a storm that rages forever. You’re a lonely soul in a big, empty house. You went out with friends, hoping to return home with a warm body to keep you company for the night, the week, forever. Instead, you returned home alone, and now there’s a man in your garden⁠—

      But there isn’t. You tell yourself it was all a dream, that you were half-asleep as you stumble-walked down the hall. The shape was a trick of light and shadow, nothing more.

      Awake now, your bladder quieted and empty, you decide that maybe you should eat something to soak up all that booze. Drinking always gave you an appetite, and though you know that you’ll pay for it in the morning, the prospect of rummaging through your refrigerator is too enticing to pass up. You walk by the window again, refusing to look out this time because there is no man in the garden. And why would there be, anyway? It’s just an old garden, one left by the previous owner, and you don’t have a green thumb. You were going to tear up the old trellis and build a patio under the pergola. Maybe put one of those giant propane grills there instead of all those dead, withered plants.

      So no, there’s no one in the garden. No giant, hulking shape of a man, his neck as thick as a log, with arms tattooed like the fellow you pissed off at the bar while you were out with your friends. You’re certain he wasn’t there in your garden, looking up at you, the rain flattening his cropped, black hair. No, he wasn’t there. Of course not. He was still at the bar, laughing and having a raucous good time, while your friends dragged you away.

      Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was the guy you knew in college. The one whose tires you slashed because he slept with your girlfriend. He was big, too, just like the guy at the bar tonight. He never did figure out it was you. Not that it matters, really. That was fifteen years ago, and you haven’t thought about him in nearly as long. You tell yourself you’ve lost your mind, shaking your head and snorting at your paranoia as you stumble downstairs to your tiny kitchen.

      You stand at the sink and look outside, and⁠—

      Christ, there is a man in your garden. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, built like a garbage truck, and could probably lift one too. He’s got a clown mask over his face and an axe in his hand. He looks just like something from your nightmares. Not any recent nightmares, either, but the one from your childhood, when you were still in elementary school and your stepfather let you stay up late to watch that slasher film on TV. You can’t remember if the film actually had any axe-wielding clowns, but you remember the nightmare, you remember the hulking monstrosity dragging the axe down the mirrored hallway of a funhouse, laughing hysterically while your legs refused to function, your bones suddenly gelatinous, rubbery, unable to support your body. You remember the teeth, the notch in the axe blade, the bloody red nose, the teeth, the piercing white eyes, you remember the teeth—the teeth.

      Blinking, you realize you’ve been staring at the old trellis in your garden, and your throat is parched. You turn to the sink, reach into your cupboard, and fill a glass. You drink, washing down the metallic taste in the back of your mouth. Staring outside into the storm, you think the trellis doesn’t look anything like that nightmare. You think, maybe, it looks more like a creature from one of your favorite horror novels. One of the slimy, slithery things with arms like ropes and snakes for a face, born from an ageless chasm beyond the scope of human understanding. A thing indescribable yet standing eight feet tall right there, right there, in your dying garden, its feet coiled with dead foliage.

      A thing so indescribable, so impossible, it infects time and space. You think, maybe, it infects perception as well because you realize you’re still standing at the sink, the water is still running, and there is nothing out in your dead garden except the old trellis, husks jutting across the failed flowerbed, withered old hands slick with rain and clutching for the sky to pull it down around you.

      You blink, roll your eyes, and tell yourself to stop. You take another drink and shut off the faucet. The water gurgles as it rolls down the drain, and you reach for a towel to wipe your mouth. As you do, lightning shatters the sky, illuminating the entirety of your backyard, and there, standing not under your trellis but just beyond it at the edge of your garden, is the darkened shape of a person. Male or female, you can’t tell, but it doesn’t matter because there is someone in your garden. Your heart climbs into your throat and pulses so hard you can barely breathe. The shape is there, it’s standing right there, and what is that in its hand? You can’t tell, but it’s certainly holding something, beckoning to you from beyond the safety of your home, daring you to step across the threshold into its domain.

      This impossible phantom, this formless beast, it wants you to come outside. To come and play. And somehow, beyond all manner of reason, you decide you’re going to. Never mind the games your imagination is playing with your head. Never mind the itchy fear lurking at the back of your throat, pushing you away from the backdoor and toward your phone to call the police, the fire department, the National Guard. No, dammit, it’s time you make a stand and confront this intruder. How dare they climb your fence and trespass on your property. No, you’ll show them. You’ll make them sorry that they ever set foot in your domain.

      Heart racing, your mind still clouded from the booze of a night with friends that seems as though it happened years ago, you step into a pair of flip-flops, grab the flashlight from the top of the refrigerator, and head out into the storm.

      Rain beats at your face, punishing you for even thinking about stepping into the night, but you push on, into the garden. Grass and mud seep between your naked toes as you follow a pale beam across the yard toward the phantom shape. It’s still there, refusing to move, defiant even now as you approach.

      You clear your throat and raise the flashlight. The beam is filled with sheets of rain, each one a universe of tiny stars falling to earth in unison, and beyond the light is the shape, the intruder, standing before you.

      As you prepare to speak, you realize you haven’t thought this far ahead. What can you say? What should you say? So you blurt out the first thing to come to mind: Can I help you?

      The intruding shadow says nothing, and for the first time, you realize your flashlight isn’t illuminating its features. It’s a void in the shape of a person, holding something in its blank hand. You raise your free hand to shield your eyes from the rain and discover you’re shaking. Even on a warm summer night like this, you’re freezing in the rain.

      The shadow says nothing. You take another step. You say: You need to leave!

      Another step. Another. You’re nearly face to face with the shadow—and you realize it’s just that. A shadow. There is no shape. No monster. No beast and no evil clown dredged from your nightmares.

      Relieved, feeling extremely stupid, you chuckle to yourself and catch your breath. It’s the booze. Of course it is. Why else would you be out in a storm like this, walking through the garden in the middle of the night?

      Just before you turn, something catches your eye. A glint of light caught in the naked beam of the flashlight. Something metallic at your feet. You reach down and pick up the hatchet. There’s a notch in the blade. You can’t remember owning a hatchet, and even if you did, you wouldn’t leave it lying in the grass to rust in the rain.

      Confused, you turn back toward your house, and your heart stops. Upstairs in the window. A pale face pressed against the glass. Looking down at you.

      Standing in the garden, you peer up at the intruder, wondering why they would dare look out on a night like this. You wonder what makes them think they can break into your house.

      How dare they break into your home and trespass on your property. No, you’ll show them. You’ll make them sorry they ever set foot in your domain.

      You frown, tributaries of rain running down the contours of your pale face.

      It’s a good thing you found this axe.
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            SHOW ME WHERE THE WATERS FILL YOUR GRAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain’s come again, and this time Jonathan is ready. He’s spent weeks preparing for this moment, days and nights glued to the fancy thin television his son bought him last year for Christmas, endless hours watching the pretty young lady on the weather station. He’s learned to tune out the commercials and advertisements. Though his body is withered and spent, Jonathan Crosby’s mind is still sharp. He still has his wits, knows how to define right from wrong, and determine safety from danger. He’s cognizant of his choices and fully aware of their repercussions.

      So today, when the weather alert buzzes across the screen in a thick red band, bisecting the pretty girl talking about the non-stop rains in the northeast, Jonathan doesn’t pay attention. He doesn’t have to. He knows he’s in danger. The promise of doom and rainfall is what he’s been waiting for all summer long.
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        * * *

      

      Last time the waters along the river rose high enough, he was still submerged in a different kind of mire. Glenda’s passing had filled his head with the worst kind of depression, the sort that seeped down into the roots of the heart and stayed there. She’d been gone less than a week, and he’d spent the following days in a kind of stupor, wandering the rooms of their house, noting the lack of color, the absence of warmth. His joints sang together in a chorus of misery, a funerary ode to the moisture in the air.

      The rains had started the day after they buried her and did not stop for a full week. Insult to injury, he supposed. When the world lost a soul like Glenda, he figured that shedding a few tears was to be expected. God knew he’d wept for days; why shouldn’t the world? Her absence had left an aching void in his life, an open wound of the spirit that would never truly heal. A wound that was always at risk of being pried open by the most innocent of queries from friends and strangers.

      “How are you today, Jon?” was the most common. Their neighbor, Sarah, was the most recent perpetrator of such an infraction. Of course she was only making idle chatter. Of course her heart was in the right place. But oh, the pain, how it seeped back into that wound, festering with a different kind of infection that would take weeks to cleanse. Sarah didn’t know any better. She was half his age, with a family of four to tend to, and wouldn’t learn the agony of losing a spouse for some years yet. Lying to her was one of the hardest things he’d done that day, next to getting out of bed and wandering outside for the mail.

      Those early days, he kept to himself as much as possible, a heartbroken hermit locked away in a cave of perpetual melancholy. Although Glenda was entombed just a few miles down the road, their house had become her memorial, and he was its caretaker. He forced himself to pick up her routines, dusting the mantle and framed photos hung on the walls, feeding their pet guppies in the aquarium, and making the weekly grocery trip every Tuesday morning.

      A few weeks after the funeral, Sarah’s husband, Donald, invited Jonathan over for dinner and beers. Jonathan acquiesced, mainly to stem the tide of their incessant requests, and over the course of the evening proceeded to drink a number of Donald’s brews. By the time the sun had set, Jonathan was two sheets to the wind, as Glenda would say, and confessed to Donald that he was just biding his time.

      “For what?” Donald asked.

      “For the rains,” Jonathan slurred. “Ain’t you ever heard that old saying?”

      Donald shook his head and finished off his beer. He crinkled the can in his fist. “What sayin’s that, Jon?”

      “Sorry, Don. I forget you didn’t grow up here.” Jonathan sloshed the last gulp of beer in the can, made to take that last drink, and then thought better of it. “This whole area’s in a floodplain. When I was just a boy, the gang down at Miller’s Bar where my daddy used to while away his evenings, they’d always joke around with me ‘n say that you know it’s rainin’ rough when your grandma comes to visit.”

      “That’s kinda grim for a joke, ain’t it?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “Those were different times. We weren’t as sensitive to things then. Anyways, the first time I heard it, I asked my daddy what it meant, and he told me that the flood of aught-nine caused all the coffins to rise. Took ‘em weeks to round up and sort out all the caskets.”

      Donald uttered a low chuckle that gave way to a belch. He excused himself and frowned as he put the pieces together. “So when you say you’re waitin’ for the rains… Aw, shit, Jon, I’m sorry.”

      “Nah, no need for that, Don. It’s just the beer talkin’.”

      But it wasn’t. Jonathan thought it was, but when the rains came again, they made a liar out of him.

      To tell the truth, Jonathan hadn’t given much thought to that old joke in decades. Not until the storms that followed Glenda’s funeral. He was standing on his back porch and watching the world fall down in thick white sheets when the warning buzzed across his TV. The steady drum of raindrops on the porch roof masked the harsh buzz, and Jonathan almost didn’t hear it. When he turned back and looked through the window at the red band on the screen, he sighed and shook his head. After four days of rain, the weather station’s announcement was obvious: water levels were rising.

      He closed his eyes and listened to the rapid beat of rain overhead. God’s playing the drums again. Glenda always said that. Now that she was gone, he’d grown conscious of the way her words haunted his lexicon. She was a part of him even in speech, living on as a linguistic phantom that could not be exorcised. Not that he wanted her to be. Painful though it was, Jonathan took comfort in knowing she was still there somewhere, living on in his words. He need only speak to bring her back to him, if only for a fleeting moment.

      “God’s playing drums again,” he whispered. “Signalin’ your arrival to His kingdom, darlin’. I hope you’re having a hell of a party.”

      He wondered if that was true. Sure, he was raised in church, but in his adult years, he’d wandered off the path. All that fire and brimstone didn’t suit him—there was enough of it on the nightly news—and besides, he’d rather enjoy his time instead of dwelling on his transgressions. He and Glenda saw eye to eye on that matter, so they’d lived their lives the best they could. Now, though, Jonathan’s imagination ran wild with possibilities. Was she watching him from heaven? Was she really up there, sitting on a cloud and laughing at every little thing he did while he waited his turn to shuffle off this coil?

      A slow, cold sensation slithered into his gut, carrying with it an alternate thought. What if she isn’t up there? he wondered. What if she isn’t anywhere? What if she’s just gone? What if…

      “Stop it,” he told himself. The truth was, he had no way of knowing, and he was better off not dwelling on it. Easier said than done, maybe, but he didn’t have much of a choice but to try.

      He locked away those troubling thoughts and leaned forward against the porch railing, watching the churning waters of the river slowly surge and creep over their banks. Most folks would’ve found the rising waters to be cause for concern, but not Jonathan. He and Glenda had lived in their home for over thirty years before she passed, and not once in that time had the waters ever reached their foundation. The rising tide would break at the foot of his driveway, just like it had all the other years.

      He watched until late evening when, in the failing light, he saw the river had crept high enough over the bank to kiss the edge of the road. By that point, the winds had picked up, slapping the branches from one of Glenda’s dogwoods against the siding and reminding him that they needed trimming. He’d forgotten to do that this year, preoccupied with his wife’s illness.

      It’ll keep until the storm passes, he thought, listening to the steady clap of limbs and pitter-patter of rain. Maybe tomorrow. Couple days at most. His vigil concluded, Jonathan turned away from the porch railing and retreated into his house.

      Satisfied, his joints aching from the damp air, Jonathan curled up on the sofa and took his evening deluge of prescription pills. Cholesterol, arthritis (one for inflammation, one for pain), thyroid, and the latest to join an all-star cast: anxiety. He’d kept this last one a secret from Glenda in the final months of her life. She was already down on herself; he didn’t want to burden her with his stress. “Just something to take the edge off,” he’d told his doctor. “Until this ride is over.”

      The ride had ended, but Jonathan was still hanging on. He liked being leveled out. The pills made the nights a bit easier to bear.

      He washed them down with a mug of cold coffee, lowered the volume on the TV, and wrapped one of Glenda’s handmade blankets around him. He hadn’t slept in their bed since she’d passed, couldn’t bring himself to do so. Sleeping there seemed wrong somehow, as if the act might disturb some sacred oath he’d sealed with her in her passing. That if they could not lie there together in union, so shall the bed remain cold and empty, a monument to the time they spent together as husband and wife. And beneath that sense of marital duty, Jonathan supposed it just hurt too goddamn much.

      Another weather update buzzed from the television, but he didn’t bother reading it. Instead, he reclined on the sofa, closed his eyes, and listened to God play drums.
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        * * *

      

      He waits at the bottom of the stairs, dressed in his Sunday best while reports of a perfect storm creep into the foyer. “Seek higher ground,” they say. “If you need assistance⁠—”

      But Jonathan tunes out the meteorologist, focusing instead on his silver cufflinks. They’re miniature books, a gift from Glenda on his thirtieth birthday.

      “Because you love reading,” she’d said, “and because you lost your old pair.”

      Jonathan traces his thumb across the smooth rectangle and smiles. The last time he wore them was at her funeral. The same as his suit, as a matter of fact, and for a moment, he wonders if his attire isn’t appropriate for the occasion. After all, a three-piece suit and tie isn’t practical when dealing with rising floodwaters, but he reminds himself that today is special. Concessions must be made in the face of extraordinary situations.

      Elsewhere, the pretty weather lady says to expect another surge of rainfall by noon, with no signs of slowing down by nightfall.

      He checks his watch.

      Jonathan smiles. Not long now.
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        * * *

      

      Three slow knocks woke him from his sleep. The first knock was loud enough to rouse him from his slumber—a troubled sleep of dark dreams filled with lily pads and koi fish and a cluster of small hands lurking beneath the surface. The second knock pulled him through the twilit veil of sleep into a world of consciousness.

      Jonathan opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. The room was filled with the bluish light of dawn, the sun just a promise beyond the horizon. Had he dreamed those two knocks? Could they have been the rain? He held his breath and waited, listening. The rain had stopped, the winds finally quieted, and the earth was still around him.

      Just a dream, he thought, and closed his eyes.

      The third knock came at last. Jonathan sat up, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and squinted at his watch. Not even 5 A.M. Who the hell could it be at this hour?

      He climbed to his feet, ignoring the fire in his joints and the urge to take his pills. They could wait. This stranger at the door, however, could not. Someone knocking on his door at this hour would have a good reason. They could be hurt. They might need help.

      As he stumbled across the living room to the foyer, his mind raced with possibilities of who it might be or what might be wrong. He thought of his neighbors, Sarah and Donald and their two little ones. Had the waters risen too high in the night? His house’s foundation sat at a slightly higher elevation, only by a few inches, but those inches could make all the difference in a flood.

      Jonathan resisted the urge to peek out the window. Instead, he twisted the deadbolt and opened the door.

      The floodwaters crested just beyond the edge of his driveway and were already receding, a dark oily border illuminated in the dawn by a pale streetlight overhead. The water, however, was not what held his attention.

      The woman in his driveway wore a sapphire evening gown with jewels sewn into the trim. She shimmered when she moved, the jewels reflecting the light overhead, enhancing the curls of wet, silvery hair draped over her shoulders. The hem of her gown fell at an angle just below her knees, revealing pale legs that had danced the nights away in their younger days. Her bare feet slapped across the water as she approached his doorstep.

      “I was wondering if you’d answer, love.”

      Jonathan’s knees gave out, and he collapsed at the threshold. “Glenda…” Words failed him, their syllables like dry air through empty cornhusks. “Why…h-how…?”

      Glenda Crosby tiptoed along the pavement of their driveway. A slow trickle of water followed behind her, an inky black umbilicus stretching back to the ebbing tide below the drive. The longer he watched, the less Jonathan could tell which direction the water flowed. The dark stream followed her footsteps, surging forward in time to her movement, his queen marching along a wet carpet of foam and errant leaves caught in the tumult of the night’s storm.

      She paused where the sidewalk met the driveway. The water stretched thin, barely more than a trickle at that distance. Her safety rope would let her go no farther; he would have to meet her halfway.

      Jonathan remained on his knees, befuddled by what he was seeing, his eyes encased in tears. How was this possible? How could she be standing here when she was buried over in Morningside? Was this a dream? A phantom? Any possible answers were swept away in the maelstrom raging within his head, his heart.

      “Don’t weep, my darling.”

      Now that she was closer, he could hear the lilt in her voice, a gentle rise in pitch that might accompany a tickle in one’s throat. The sound of talking when water’s gone down the wrong pipe. His mind flashed with the image of a gutter spout clogged with twigs and acorns, and he cleared his own throat instinctively. His mouth filled with phlegm, but he resisted the urge to spit it out. Grimacing, he swallowed back the filth.

      “Glenda,” he said finally, bracing himself against the doorframe before climbing to his feet. His knees sang together in a chorus of damp agony. “This can’t be. I watched the life go out of you. I watched them put you in the ground, for Christ’s sake.”

      A smile spread across her damp, pale face. She held out her arms. “And yet here I am, my darling. Come to me.”

      He took one step across the threshold onto the sidewalk but couldn’t bring himself to take another. No, he reminded himself, everything is wrong about this. Glenda’s dead and buried, Jon. She can’t be here.

      She lowered her head and peered up at him. That look made his heart flutter. Her bedroom gaze. He’d teased her about it for years, when they were still young and virile. Even after their son grew up and moved out, she still gave him the stare from time to time. “I’m yours,” it told him. “And you’re mine.”

      Staring into her sapphire eyes, Jonathan felt compelled to join her. And why not? The one thing he’d desired most—to be with Glenda once again—had been granted to him. He’d won some sort of cosmic lottery, the recipient of a gifted miracle of nature. His wife, once deceased, now stood mere feet away from him, awaiting his embrace. How he’d longed for her, to hear her voice again, to hold her hand. All the nights he’d slept without her, even before her passing, raced back to him in that moment. Every night without her touch was another quiet reassurance from reality, a coarse blanket pulled over him that was too scratchy, too short to truly bring him any comfort. He feared those nights would define the rest of his life. One lonely evening of depression would bleed into the next, counting down to the day that he, too, would wither and fade away into the great big nothing beyond.

      But now, somehow, beyond all hope and reason, here she was again. And she was waiting for him. Beckoning for him. Yearning.

      “Come to me,” she said. “Dance with me one last time.”

      And he wanted to. God, how he wanted to, his aching knees be damned. He took one step across the threshold, and then another.

      Glenda turned away and gazed up at the side of their home. She smiled faintly. “You forgot to trim the dogwood again, love.”

      Jonathan choked back a humorless laugh. There was nothing funny about her statement; quite the contrary, her words all but confirmed that what he saw before him was truly happening. Only Glenda would give him grief about those damn branches. His heart climbed into his throat. “Is it really you?”

      She looked back at him, reached out, and took his hand. Her skin was wet, cold, and touching her gave him goosebumps.

      “Dance with me,” she whispered, and leaned in to kiss him.
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        * * *

      

      He’s drifted off to sleep when Donald pounds on the door. The sound startles him so bad he bumps his head against the staircase banister. Dark, muted colors explode before his eyes as he clamors to regain his composure, pressing his hand against the back of his skull to dull the pain.

      “Jon? You in there, old man?”

      Old man. He hates when Donald calls him that, even if the name is apropos. Grimacing, with one hand clasped to his head, Jonathan staggers forward and opens the door. Donald peers up at him from beneath his poncho’s hood. The rain’s coming down so hard he can barely hear his neighbor’s voice.

      “Didn’t you hear the emergency siren? The whole neighborhood’s being evacuated. We gotta go.” Donald pauses, confused by the old man’s attire, and for a moment, there is a flash of understanding on his face. Jonathan can see the young man’s epiphany through the downpour, tinged with a hint of sadness. He thinks I’ve gone senile.

      “Yeah, I heard it,” Jonathan says. “You get your family out of here. I’m staying. Go on.”

      He’s about to close the door, but Donald holds out his hand to stop him, and for a moment, Jonathan sees red. He sees himself slamming the door in his neighbor’s face. He wants to growl and shout and tell Donald to mind his business, but the anger is displaced in an instant as the shrill horn of Donald’s SUV tears through the storm.

      “Don’t make me leave you here, Jon.” Donald turns back and waves to his family in their vehicle. It’s time to go. Past time, really. Jonathan can see the water is almost to the edge of his driveway. Just like last time, he thinks, and struggles to contain his smile.

      “You aren’t leaving me. This is my choice, Donald. Go take care of your family. It’s your duty.”

      Jonathan makes to close the door, and this time Donald slams his palm against the barrier to stop him.

      “She isn’t coming back, Jon. Your duty is to keep living. So help me⁠—”

      Donald doesn’t finish his sentence. He’s stunned into silence by the barrel of Jonathan’s revolver, held a mere six inches from his face. Jonathan keeps his head, maintaining an even tone and a poker face to match. He clears his throat, licks his lips, and speaks steadily: “I know what my duty is, young man. Now I’m giving you until the count of three to get the fuck off my doorstep. One. Two.”

      He doesn’t get to three. Donald steps back with his hands held out, either in defeat or confusion, Jonathan will never know. He opens his mouth to speak but thinks better of it, offering Jonathan one more glance before turning away and sloshing back across the yard.

      Jonathan watches long enough to see Donald climb into his SUV and drive his family to safety. He places the revolver—a gift from his daddy, many moons ago—back into his pocket, and reminds himself to load it. Glancing up at the dark clouds overhead and the sheets of rain pouring down from them, Jonathan smiles. Soon, now.

      Soon, he can do his duty too.
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        * * *

      

      Glenda led him down the driveway toward the waterline, her damp hand slick in his, their fingers entwined in a lover’s knot.

      “Dance with me,” she said again, and this time he didn’t protest. He was so lost in her eyes and her leaking smile that he didn’t notice when she stepped onto the surface of the churning waves. Sickly yellow foam collected around the tops of her pale feet as she walked, and Jonathan had taken three steps with her before he realized that he, too, was suspended above the surface. Another miracle, he thought dreamily, but the act of walking on water was nowhere near as fantastic as Glenda’s reappearance.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, Jonathan supposed this was a dream. This was the only way it all made sense. People didn’t come back from the dead. Not since Jesus, by his count, had anyone truly come back from the dead. Glenda had been in the ground for six days at that point, twice as long as their savior, and he suspected that if they were to walk the waters all the way to her grave, they would find the headstone undisturbed.

      Because this was a dream, he reasoned. Because this wasn’t really happening.

      Glenda pirouetted on the water, her soaked dress flapping behind her like a limp tail. She came to rest before him and laughed. Water trickled down from the corners of her mouth.

      “Do you remember the steps? One-two-three?”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back, and took her other hand in his. “I remember enough, I think.”

      Years ago, in the months leading up to their wedding, Jonathan took a series of dancing classes with Glenda. He was never a fan of dancing, had never had the rhythm for it, really, but Glenda insisted he learn the basics for their wedding. “I want to dance with my husband,” she told him with her bedroom eyes, and how could he say no to that? He took those lessons and learned enough to get by, but he never did feel comfortable enough to say he enjoyed dancing. The night of their wedding, he stepped on her feet twice, but she just laughed at his embarrassment, slowly turning in time to Etta James singing ‘At Last’.

      “I can’t fault you,” she later said, after they’d made love in their hotel room. “I’ve seen you try to drive a stick shift. You’re not much better at that, either.”

      She was right. Jonathan never did have much rhythm, but after her passing, he would’ve learned to tango if it meant being with her another day.

      Later, Jonathan supposed the miracle of her resurrection wasn’t the only miracle God handed out that day. For the first time since their wedding night, Jonathan danced again. He only stepped on her feet once, but he didn’t care, and she didn’t seem to mind. They had no audience in the dawn. There was only them and the flood, the detritus from the road and ditches, and a low breeze roiling the waters beyond the tree line.

      She led him in the dance, the water spilling over the feet as they moved in counts of three. Jonathan tried not to question the logic of walking on water—after all, he was dancing upon the surface with his deceased wife. Instead, he tried to enjoy the moment and privilege to be with her once again, no matter how fleeting it was. If he was meant to wake from this dream soon, then he would enjoy it for as long as he could even if he knew the memories would haunt him for years to come. The worst dreams always did.

      They danced along the surface, first across the road to the river and then along the shoreline. Glenda kept time for them both, humming a tune he didn’t recognize. Every now and then, the air in her throat would catch, punctuating her song with a seeping gurgle of water and phlegm. Jonathan didn’t mind the noise. He’d spent nearly a year listening to her hack up the remains of her lungs after the chemotherapy had done its damage. She was choked on the water, was all. Why wouldn’t she be? Her grave was no doubt flooded.

      A low fog creeped along the surface of the water, silhouetted against fragments of morning light poking through the canopy of gray clouds. Those thin sunbeams fell upon both of them, and in that moment, Jonathan saw the faint trickle of water dribbling from the corner of her lips, down the side of her cheek. When she leaned in close to him to put her chin on his shoulder, he glimpsed something else slipping out of her mouth: a black, viscous sludge.

      Embalming fluid, maybe. He wasn’t sure what else they pumped into her body at the mortuary. An assortment of chemicals for preservation, perhaps. Who was he to judge the finer intricacies of coming back to life?

      But something about that thick, licorice blackness made a part of him grow cold. Glenda sensed his unease, pulling back long enough to look him in the eye.

      “Is something wrong, my darling?”

      “Nothing, dear.” He looked away, already knowing that she knew better, but too ashamed to say anything on the contrary. “Hold on to me. Don’t ever let go.”

      Glenda smiled, tightened her grip on him. “Never.” She leaned in, put her chin on his shoulder once more, and he felt himself go ten degrees colder. The whole world around them had dropped in temperature. Jonathan peered out over the surface of the river at the rolling fog bank. Glenda was leading them right for it.

      Later, after he’d collapsed on the doorstep of his home, Jonathan would recall that it was the fog that woke him from her spell and made him realize he wasn’t dreaming. The cold moisture in the air made his knees scream. Until the drop in temperature, he hadn’t noticed their stark agony; he’d been too lost in Glenda’s emergence to think of much else. Now, though, the cold was what sobered him up, and he gasped at the sudden jolt of pain shooting down his legs.

      He was about to ask if they could stop and sit for a spell when Glenda spoke: “We’re almost there, my darling. Not far now.”

      “Where are we going?” he grimaced.

      “To my grave. Where the waters are waiting.”

      The mere thought of that empty hole in the ground made him shiver. His whole body quaked, and she squeezed closer to him, yet her body offered no warmth. She was soaked through to the bone, her pruning skin like congealing fat on an old hunk of meat left out to spoil. In a warmer climate, Jonathan was certain that flies would’ve accompanied their dark, impossible dance across the surface of the flooded river.

      “I… Glenda, honey, I need to rest a moment. My knees—you know how bad they get.”

      “Shhh,” she said. “I’m so cold there in the deep, my darling. When the waters fill my grave, I get so cold. Won’t you keep me warm?”

      Her voice was almost apologetic, as if she could not help herself despite what came next.

      Jonathan turned for the shore and tried to pull away from her grip but found he couldn’t. Her pruned fingers clasped around him like handcuffs, and when he met her gaze again, her blue eyes did not greet him.

      Black slime leaked from her sockets, mingling with a twin stream gushing out her nose. The skin around her face sagged, and for one horrifying moment, Jonathan realized that this thing was wearing his darling Glenda’s face as a mask. He screamed, a hoarse cry for help that sounded too thin, too distant for anyone to hear.

      The cold fog inched closer, threatening to envelop them. Jonathan pulled once more, resisting his late wife’s grip.

      “Keep us warm in the deep,” the Glenda-thing gurgled at him. Flecks of that blackened ichor spotted his cheeks. Jonathan struggled to find his footing and brace himself against her, only to find that he had no footing to gain. He was slowly sinking into the depths of the river, the freezing waters thick, gelatinous, a sudden bog in the middle of a churning stream.

      A sandbar, he thought. Just get out of this mess, Jon. Just⁠—

      He looked down. What he saw aged him by a decade, maybe more. His heart paused for a full beat before painfully chugging to catch up with itself.

      Hands.

      Dozens—no, hundreds of bloated hands reached up from the depths of the river, their fingers entwined with the tendrils of the looming fogbank. They clamored for him, gripping his shoes, pulling at his pant legs, dragging him down to the dark depths of the floodwaters inch by cold, agonizing inch.

      He twisted around, back to the Glenda-thing to make a desperate plea for his life, and discovered that her form was collapsing into itself. Her face dripped like warm wax, slowly melting into a dark blob that sank into her torso. Within seconds she was nothing more than a puddle of the black ooze, oily and dispersing into the roiling waters before him.

      “No,” he cried as the hands slowly pulled him down. “No, Glenda, no!”

      Jonathan struggled against them, fighting against the pain singing in his knees to lift one leg. Just one. Just enough to break free.

      One-two-three, he thought, only he heard Glenda’s voice in his head. You remember how to count, don’t you, darling? Keep the rhythm. There’s nothing to it.

      He leaned forward, clenched his teeth, and flailed his arms into the water, pulling himself against the current. Still the hands pulled, yanking and pinching at him, pulling at his groin, his thighs, seeking any piece of him that could be held, gripped, and dragged down to them. For an instant, he speculated what might be at the other end of those bloated limbs, but the impossible things that stretched out from his imagination made him go numb. Instead, he focused his efforts on freeing himself and swimming to safety.

      Jonathan slowly lifted one leg, crying out in pain as the tendons around his swollen knees flared and sang a tune. As he did, he pulled one arm toward him, then the other. He kicked his other leg, pushing off the cluster of hands beneath the surface. Still they gripped him, but less so, and slowly—one-two-three, that’s it darling, keep your rhythm—moment by moment, Jonathan freed himself from their pull.

      One of his shoes came off in their grip. A disappointed sigh breathed across the water’s surface. The hands pulled his second shoe free from his foot, and he shot forward into the current. A cold wave slapped his face, stealing his breath for a precious second. You’re free, darling. Keep going. One-two-three.

      Jonathan swam. He swam harder and faster than he’d ever done before, his weak knees be damned, his old heart racing so hard he feared he might die of an attack right there in the river. Wouldn’t that be something, he thought idly, to drown after all this?

      But no such thing happened that day. Jonathan reached the shore, collapsing at the foot of his flooded driveway in time to watch the sun break through the overcast sky. The fog on the river had dispersed by then, and though the temperature had risen a few steady degrees, he found he could not keep warm. Out there on the water, he glimpsed a cluster of darkened, bloated hands for just a moment before their fingers slipped slowly beneath the waves.

      Somewhere beneath the surface, he knew, Glenda was there. For the second time in his life, he’d lost his wife, and when the realization struck him, Jonathan Crosby turned away from the river and sobbed.
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan waits at the foot of his stairs, ruminating on that bizarre morning after the flood four years ago. He runs his hand over the curves of the revolver. Every day since, he’s watched the weather, waiting for the moment when the weather is right.

      Every night since, he’s suffered from dreams of drowning, of Glenda returning to drag him down to the cold stillness of her grave. He can’t bring himself to visit her anymore. The last time he went to the cemetery was after the flood, to make sure she was still there and that her casket hadn’t floated to the surface. It hadn’t, of course. Deep down, he knew that thing that led him out to the water wasn’t his wife, but the promise of her return—oh, it’s too much to bear now. He prefers not to dwell on such things.

      Instead, Jonathan passes his time watching the weather. He waits for a day just like today, when the rains will not let up. He waits for the conditions to be right. And when the sky opens up to let loose the furies of heaven, he remains steadfast in his resolve.

      After he turns Donald away, the waters continue to rise, reaching record heights by mid-afternoon.

      He doesn’t know what she really was, or why he was chosen to be her prey. He wonders if maybe there’s more to that story his daddy told him about the flood of aught-nine, but he will never know. Daddy’s long gone, for decades now, and all that’s left is speculation on Jonathan’s part.

      So Jonathan waits. He sits at the foot of his stairs and watches the floodwaters rise high enough to trickle under the doorway. He looks at the revolver in his hand, runs his thumb along the length of the barrel, and wonders if she really was Glenda. And if she was, can he do what he needs to do? Can he do his duty and put his wife to rest?

      He waits, and the waters stream into his home.

      He waits. There’s a knock at the door. One-two-three.

      He smiles.

      The rain’s come again, and this time Jonathan is ready.
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