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For Pop’s. Hopefully, the fish are always biting.
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The death of Beverly Gilbert’s grandfather, the family patriarch and her favorite person in the world, shook Beverly to the core. It came as no surprise. He had been diagnosed with brain cancer and given only months to live before his passing. Yet, surprised was exactly how she felt.

The mind was a fickle muscle. The idea of death was frightening in its mystery and terrifying in its totality, but it was just an idea. Life then came along and tossed more ideas on top of it like soil on a coffin lid until—like bodies in a cemetery—it was out of sight and eventually out of mind.

When the idea became a reality, it triggered an entirely different set of emotions. The sudden realization that death was no longer a hypothetical, metaphorical anomaly was shocking even to adults. To a sixteen-year-old girl whose life was just beginning, the open-handed stinging slap of mortality was a substantial shock to the system.

Beverly wasn’t one to mope, no matter how much sadness she carried in her heart. She used the sorrow of losing her grandfather and the inspiring attitude of his hospice nurse, Corrie Ward, to choose a career path.

Beverly wanted to be a hospice nurse, care for the sick and dying, and provide some comfort in their final days. 

The sixteen-year-old Beverly, mind made up, set the plan into motion, and never wavered in her conviction.

————— 
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Twenty-two-year-old Beverly started her new journey as an RN for Days of Solace Hospice three weeks after graduating from nursing school. The first two months were on-the-job training. She shadowed Loraine Shuler, a veteran nurse, assisting with patient care, learning how to document, and understanding the state and federal regulations for patient care and rights. It was a lot to digest, but Beverly loved it. After years of endless tests and the infinite monotony of school, practicing what was preached was refreshing. 

The third month with Days of Solace saw Beverly flying solo. Her heavy patient load exceeded the state caseload requirements, but she met the challenge head-on. The company’s transgressions grew slowly from there. 

Within six months, Beverly realized Days of Solace was a shady organization. In less than a year with the company, she knew they were guilty of Medicare fraud, forgery, and other illegal offenses. Her boss, Pauline Creed, was the chief instigator, demanding the nurses commit crimes while inventing creative excuses for the illicit behavior. The emotional toll of such treachery was taxing. The medical profession existed to care for the sick and dying. It was the reason Beverly became a nurse. Being instructed to break the law, and watching other nurses commit crimes at the behest of the director, was deflating. She felt like it was all a waste of energy. 

Rather than give up on her dream, Beverly decided to make a change. She searched job listings while perfecting her resume. Her best friend Alicia, an Emergency Department nurse, began to politic on her behalf for a position in the ED.

Before she gave her notice to Days of Solace, Beverly met Margaret Hamilton. She would wish she had quit sooner.

Beverly received orders to admit Margaret Hamilton, 72, of 9099 Old Camden Road, Bishopville, South Carolina. Doctors gave Margaret four to six weeks to live three months ago thanks to stage four metastatic breast cancer. Treatments, surgery, and good old-fashioned toughness delayed the inevitable, but her body had finally given up, refusing to fight any longer.  

The GPS app on her phone led Beverly to a gravel driveway. She turned her Toyota RAV4 off of Old Camden Road and followed a narrow path that carved its way through a dense wall of bald cypress, eastern hemlock, and longleaf pine. Tiny stone pebbles cracked and popped beneath the tires of the SUV. A trail of dust drifted on the sweet country air in the wake of her passage. Birds chirped and whistled summer harmonies. A deer, barely visible through the tree trunks, raised its head in alarm and disappeared like a ghost. Two squirrels skittered across the road in front of her, one playfully chasing the other. They scurried up a tree and vanished in the dense foliage. It was a scene out of a rom-com. 

Half a mile further and the rom-com turned into a horror flick.

The woods opened to expose an expansive property also suffering from a sickness. This cancer was time and neglect. The yard was waist-high weeds. The bushes around the house were overgrown and full of poison ivy and sumac. Weeds and briars ran riot in the flowerbeds. The mansion, no doubt once stately and proud, was now hunched and forlorn. Four cracked and peeling columns the size of giants stood sentry to the manor’s entrance. The roof was sagging like stretched flesh. Shingles were missing, and a tattered blue tarp covered a small section like a bandage over an open wound. The shutters hung crooked, defeated by the relentless pull of gravity. Tendrils of Virginia creeper snaked up the corners of the house and disappeared into various cracks and crevices. Behind and to the left of the house was a derelict barn, its roof collapsed from a fallen tree limb. A rusted tractor and a car on blocks lay beneath the rubble. 

Beverly parked next to the rusted hulk of a vintage Cadillac, another relic of past glory years. She retrieved her bag from the back seat, draped a stethoscope around her neck, and headed for the front door. The South Carolina humidity was like a fur coat, enveloping her in sweaty, claustrophobic arms. Perspiration trickled down her back as she mounted the stairs. The porch was massive and floored with decking boards thirty years past their prime. Meaty blankets of spiderwebs decorated the corners of the windows and immense door frame. Beverly tapped a brass knocker against a metal plate. Something soft touched her leg, and she hopped in surprise. A one-eyed black cat purred like a weed-eater and rubbed against the legs of her scrubs. She was pushing the mangy, scabious critter away with her foot when the door opened.

She jerked to a halt and took in the gentleman standing in the doorway. He was a replica of the house. Hunched, tired, aging, and menacing. His white hair only grew on the sides of his head, above and around his ears. The top was bald and spotted. His face was creased with fissures half an inch deep. His eyes were bloodshot, but the pupils were all fire. He wore wrinkled, moth-eaten blue dress pants and a dirty white dress shirt with half the loops empty—a few circles were occupied by a button in the wrong hole. Filthy house slippers donned his sockless feet.

“Who are you?” the old man asked with vocal cords that sounded like a cracked muffler.

“I am Beverly,” she said unevenly, intimidated by the mean old bastard. “I’m a nurse for Days of Solace, and I’m here to visit with Margaret Hamilton. Is she your wife?” 

He scowled at her for a minute or two, the silent head-to-toe assessment eerie and uncomfortable. Finally, he grunted and headed back into the house. Beverly waited a moment before entering. 

“Close the door behind you,” he barked. “We don’t live in a barn, ya know.”

Beverly hurried inside the foyer and closed the hefty slab of door. 

She found herself in a time warp. Every stick of visible furniture was antique and dusted with smut. The foyer was dim. The only light shone from antique wall-mounted sconces. Dust motes floated about the stale, dry air like gnats. Beverly marveled at the height of the three-story ceilings. Soot-clotted strands of cobwebs draped from the ceiling corners like a tapestry. Discolored teardrop pendants hung from an elderly chandelier like earrings, the glass eyelets tinkling as they swayed to and fro. The millwork was ornate, the baseboards broad in height, the colonial-styled door-casings timeless. The floor was a faded and scarred wide-planked stained oak hardwood. The feeble boards grunted with her every step, announcing her passage down the corridor. The walls were covered in cracked flowery wallpaper, the seams coming unglued in tired curls. Large painted portraits of long-dead family members lined the walls without rhyme or reason. Beverly could feel their disapproving hand-painted eyes gazing down upon her as she passed.

The main hallway ran like a ruler from the foyer to the back door. All the house rooms were to the right and left of the corridor. The doors of those rooms were closed, hindering Beverly from getting a feel for the rest of the house. The old man had stopped at a door midway the length of the corridor. He awaited Beverly with a scowl of impatience. 

“She’s in there,” he snarled.

Beverly nodded and opened the door, noting with alarm that slide locks were screwed to the outside of the door. She patted her pocket to be sure her cell phone was not forgotten. Satisfied, Beverly entered the dark room and jumped when the door banged shut behind her. She listened for any indication that the slide latches were employed, but the old fart was not that stupid. She shuffled forward, her eyes adjusting to the lack of light. To her left was a titanic four-post bed. Like everything else in the house, the bed was antique. Mounds of pillows were piled at the headboard, and a meek and skeletal figure was propped on those pillows. Her hair was thin and wispy, the bone-white scalp visible through the grey strands. Her cheekbones were like knife blades cutting into her pale, age-spotted flesh. Her eyes—which stared at Beverly attentively—were sunken and rimmed with dark circles. The rest of her frail body was hidden beneath a heavy comforter. 

“Mrs. Hamilton,” Beverly said softly from a few feet away. “I am Beverly. I work for Days of Solace. Your doctor referred you to us for hospice services. Do you understand what hospice services are?”

“Yes,” Margaret said. Her voice defied logic. Beverly was expecting weak and feeble. Instead, it was clear and concise. “I’ve had several friends who were on it over the years. And please call me Margaret.”

“Sorry to hear about your friends,” Beverly said. “I’m going to check your blood pressure and listen to your heart and lungs. Is that okay?”

“Of course,” Margaret answered, easing herself higher on the wall of pillows. Her arms shook from exertion.

“It’s okay, Margaret. You’re good right where you are.” Beverly removed the blood pressure cuff and wrapped it around Margaret’s scrawny bicep. She pumped the rubber ball while pressing a stethoscope in the crease of her arm.

“Okay,” Beverly said, removing the cuff. “A little low, but that is normal in these cases. Do you mind if I listen to your heart and lungs now?” Beverly helped Margaret to a sitting position. Margaret’s ribs poked through her onion-paper skin. Her spine was a street of knobby bones. Beverly placed the stethoscope midway down her back on the left side. “Can you breathe in deep for me? Exhale slowly.”

Margaret followed the instructions perfectly and without complaint as Beverly slid the stethoscope from side to side. Beverly moved to her chest to listen to her heart. 

“Your heart rate is slightly elevated. Are you having any shortness of breath or chest pain?” 

“No, I think I’m breathing okay.”

Beverly packed the medical tools away. “That’s good to hear. Your lungs are rattling a bit. But that’s normal for where we are. We’ll keep an eye on it.”

“Okay,” Margaret said as she settled back into the comfort of her memory foam.

Beverly retrieved her laptop and opened a consent form. “Margaret, this form gives us permission to treat you and bill your insurance company. Would you sign it for me? Right there on the screen is good.”

Margaret signed the form, her trembling hand unable to perform more than an illegible scrawl.

“Do you mind if I document my assessment here? It should only take a few minutes.”

“Of course. I'll enjoy the company. Grab that chair in the corner and pull it up. Vern hardly comes in here anymore.”

“How long have you two been married?” Beverly asked, sliding the chair closer to the bed. She began typing, clicking, and going through the charts to document the visit.

“Sixty years,” Margaret said proudly. 

Beverly stopped typing and looked at the dying woman. “Wow. That’s incredible. Do you have children?”

“We had children. Two. Our boy Gentry died over twenty years ago in a motorcycle accident. He was sitting at a red light and POW. Died instantly. Never knew what hit him. The driver never touched the brake. Charged with DUI and vehicular manslaughter. He’s been a free man for over seven years. My son is dead forever, and the man who killed him didn’t even serve fifteen years in jail. Some justice system we have.” She sighed. “Our daughter Janine died five years ago. Suicide.”

Again, Beverly stopped typing to look at the woman. Margaret stared blankly toward the thick burgundy curtains draped over the windows, hiding this poor lady’s heartbreak from the world. Margaret told the story of her daughter. Her voice dripped with sorrow like wax from a melting candle. Beverly was entranced. She typed not a word.

“Janine was a vivacious and energetic child. Her willpower was legendarily steely. Janine was a leader and people either gravitated towards her iron magnetism or was repelled by her strength. She cared not either way. She had the type of personality where she was okay alone or content in a group. As a teenager, she got caught up with the wrong people. Her willpower and stubbornness kept her from hearing the life lessons Vern and I preached. She was convinced that her life was hers, and she had to go her own way. The first arrest came at sixteen. Underage drinking. The second arrest came less than six months later. DUI. She got pregnant at seventeen. She lost the baby after shooting heroin, drinking, and smoking marijuana for the entire pregnancy. She went to college but dropped out after a semester. 

“But then she moved in with a new boyfriend, a rehabbing addict. For a short time, Janine got off drugs, started working, and stabilized her life. We were thrilled, hopeful she had finally matured. It lasted a year. We went to visit and found Janine and Johnny passed out on the floor with needles sticking out of their arms. They had pissed and shat themselves while unconscious. Turned out, Johnny was not unconscious. He was dead. A brief stint in rehab did nothing to curb Janine’s appetite for the illegal substances. She snuck out of the rehab unit and took a taxi to her drug dealer's house, shooting up on the front porch. She lived on the streets, consumed by the itch of her addiction.

“She sold her body for money,” Margaret said flatly. “Janine chose a fix over food. I guess she felt hopeless, lonely, and lost. She was discovered dead in the woods when some of the other homeless people in her camp heard the gunshot. No one knew she had a gun. 

“She was in horrible shape. She had no teeth. Only weighed sixty-five pounds. Most of her hair was missing. She had been such a beautiful child. It broke our hearts that she looked like that. It was so bad we cremated her. She had the world's glory spread out before her, and she chose to die a homeless, drug-addicted prostitute. I miss her. Even with all she put me through, I miss her dearly. I guess that’s the mother in me. The blind love only a mother could know.”

Beverly blinked and released her tight grip on the laptop. “I am so very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Margaret said and closed her eyes. Beverly watched a single tear slide down her cheek and disappear in the crease of a wrinkle.

Beverly sighed and finished the documentation. Margaret was sleeping when she left. In the hallway, Vern materialized like a wraith from somewhere. 

“You know where the door is,” he growled, pointing a shaking, yellowed finger toward the foyer.

“I do. Thank you.”

Beverly sat in her car and inhaled clean oxygen. She was relieved to be out of that house. A disconcerting vibe existed inside the unpleasant place that scraped her nerves like a chisel. Negative visual stimuli existed, but an underlying sense of the forbidden was palpable. Beverly shook from a cold prickle along her neck. She looked at the house as she slid the gear shift into Reverse and was shocked to find the creepy old man, Vern, scowling at her through a grime-frosted window. She watched him in the rearview until she could no longer see the house. He never moved.

—————
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Beverly returned the next day. Vern led her to the room and vaporized like a distant memory. 

Margaret awoke when Beverly began checking her vitals. 

“You’re back,” Margaret whispered with a croak. She looked and sounded more haggard than the day before.

“I am,” Beverly answered with a smile. “Did you rest last night?”

“Off and on. I was in a good deal of pain. I have messed myself. Vern refuses to clean me.”

Wonderful. “Okay. I will clean you up. How bad is the pain on a scale of one to ten?”

“Eight.”

“The doctor has ordered pain medication for you. Would you like to try some morphine to help with the pain?”

“That would be great.”

Beverly used a dropper to orally distribute the pain medication to Margaret.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Margaret was silent as Beverly rolled back the comforter and sheets. The dizzying redolence of feces and urine smacked her in the nose like a tire iron. Beverly’s eyes watered, and she choked back a burning surge of bile. Margaret turned her head to hide her shame. 

Beverly detached her thoughts from the bodily waste caked-on Margaret’s pale white bumpy buttocks and cleaned her patient as if she were a newborn. She helped Margaret into a wheelchair found parked in the shadows of a far corner. While Margaret observed from the wheelchair, her face a grimacing mask of pain, Beverly removed the soiled sheets and replaced them with clean linens from an oak armoire in the bedroom. Beverly clumsily lifted Margaret’s fragile body and placed her back in bed. She fluffed and arranged the pillows to Margaret’s liking and pulled the blankets back up to her chin.

Margaret’s eyes slid shut. Beverly thought she had gone to sleep, but she spoke, her speech slow and slurred as the morphine took effect. “I was prom queen. It was so long ago I hardly remember it. I see fragments of that little girl. Standing in front of the mirror, admiring herself. Excited and scared. Hoping Herman Foster would kiss her. Thinking she would let him touch her breasts and maybe touch elsewhere. The life she went on to live was amazing. 

“I lived in France, Italy, Canada, Hawaii.” Margaret shifted beneath the covers. “My father was a Foreign Service Officer for the US State Department. We traveled a lot. I met Vern in Hawaii. He was in the Air Force stationed at Pearl Harbor. Of course, the attacks had happened about twenty years prior, but the scars were still visible. The Air Force was still running response and emergency drills just in case. He walked into the bar, twenty-one years old, ramrod straight, handsome as hell in his uniform. I had turned twenty-one that very day and was there with friends to have my first official drink. It was love at first sight, if you can believe it. I looked at him, he looked at me, and it was all over. We commandeered a corner booth and talked and danced to the band until the bar closed. 

“We made love that night outside under the stars in the harbor, the Pacific Ocean lapping at the shore. It was the most perfect night of my life. The stars were bright and winked at me lying there in the dew-coated grass as if to tell me I had made a sound decision. We were married on the beach three weeks later and lived in Hawaii until he retired from the military in 1980. By then, we had a son and a daughter. Vern was from Charleston, South Carolina, and wanted to return to the east coast. We bought this house and land and have been here since.”

“You have lived a wonderful life,” Beverly said, checking Margaret’s blood pressure.

“This house is haunted,” Margaret said suddenly.

Beverly started. “Haunted?”

Margaret’s eyes were wet, the lids drooping as the morphine tugged them down like window shades. “My son and daughter roam the halls. They visit me sometimes. We have great conversations. I hate when they leave.”

Beverly shuddered. Time to go. “I will be back tomorrow, Margaret. I will have the pharmacy deliver some fentanyl patches and morphine. I will explain to Vern how to apply them. Okay? You have my number. Call if you need anything.”

Beverly described the medication process to Vern, who looked like he was contemplating chopping her up with a dull, rusty hatchet. She was unsure if he understood—he never said anything—but she left hoping. 

—————
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The next day she discovered Margaret to be in considerably worse shape. Vern had administered the medication as prescribed, but she was still in pain. She winced when lifted to sitting. Her lungs crackled like dried parchment. The heartbeat was a racehorse.

“How are you feeling, Margaret?” Beverly asked, knowing the answer.

“Like I’m dying,” she said dryly. “But at least Janine came to see me last night. Lifted my spirits.”

“She did, huh?”

“It was nice. I just wish she would wear a hat or a toboggan.”

“Why does she need to wear a hat?” Beverly asked and instantly regretted it.

“To hide the hole in the top of her head. The skin and bone stick out around the hole, and it is quite frightening.”

Beverly tried to ignore the banter but found it impossible. 

“She told me that it’s cold and black there. Said she misses the warmth of a fire. She told me that I am close to joining her, but she doesn’t want me to. She said I would not like it there. She said it’s like being locked in a freezing dungeon in the infinite darkness. She wants me to fight. And she asked me to ask you a question.”

“And that is?”

“Will you help me?” Margaret said, looking at Beverly sadly. “That’s what she asked. It’s okay. I know you can’t. I tried to explain that to her, but she was adamant that you cure me and save me from the suffering. 

“It’s okay. I’m ready to go when it’s time. I have tried to be a good person throughout my lifetime. I’ve never stolen. I’ve never cheated. I have told lies, but small ones. I’ve never killed anyone. Do you think that there are different tiers of Heaven or Hell? Surely, someone who raped a child would not be seen as a sinner on the same level as a fibbing wife and mother and relegated to the same level of damnation. Do you think?”

“I have never thought of it like that. But you make a valid point.”

“I have not spent my life attending church, reading the Bible, praying for forgiveness, but I believe in God and the Devil. I believe I will go to Heaven, and I am ready when He calls me up.”

“Margaret, you are doing great. It’s not your time yet.” It was a lie. It was very much her time. She might have a couple more days, but more likely a day or less. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Try to rest.”

Beverly went to dinner that night with Alicia, consumed a few adult beverages, and learned all about Alicia’s new boyfriend, Danny, the Radiologist. The two met in the hospital cafeteria, exchanged numbers, stalked each other on social media, and decided to go on a date. A month later, and now they practically lived together. 

Beverly was happy for Alicia, even if envious of her friend. Alicia was feeling loved and reciprocating the emotion. Beverly was in a full-time relationship with the dying and their grieving families. Alicia went home from dinner to a snuggle with a warm body. Beverly went home alone to a cold bed. 

The body came later.

She awoke in the night to a ringing phone. She recognized the number and knew the reason for the call.

“Hello?”

“She’s gone,” came Vern’s gruff, afflicted voice. He hung up before Beverly could say anything.

“Damn,” Beverly said. She kicked the covers off and traded silk pajamas for scrubs.

Beverly wiped the sleep from her eyes as she made the thirty-minute drive to the Hamilton house. The sky was overcast as a fleet of dark grey clouds slid along the atmospheric currents. The moon hid behind the opaque coverage like a scared child. The night was so dark she missed the gravel drive on the first pass and had to backtrack to locate the entrance. The driveway was supernaturally black. The house sat in the cleared field past the trees like a tomb. No lights glowed, appearing abandoned. The Cadillac was the only suggestion of habitation. Rain began to pelt the windshield as Beverly parked in her usual spot.

Beverly rapped her knuckles against the face of the door. It creaked open. A breath of stale air sighed through the crack as though the house had exhaled. Beverly stepped into the foyer and hurried to close the door, remembering Vern’s stern warning. The wall sconces were barely lit but provided enough glow for Beverly to make out shapes and objects. 

“Hello?” Beverly called just above a whisper. 

There was no reply. All was quiet save the rain beating on the tired roof, the drip of a leak somewhere, and an old house’s natural creaks and groans. 

Beverly waited a moment longer before heading to Margaret’s room. She entered through the closed door and was surprised to see candles burning on the nightstands on each side of the bed, the dancing flames wiggling on the walls and high ceiling like a shadow play. The next shock was Vern standing at the foot of Margaret’s bed like a ferryman, here to shuttle her soul across the river to a world without end. He was unmoving, staring at Margaret. 

“Vern? Are you okay?”

Vern ignored her.

WTF. “Vern, I have to check her, then call the coroner. Okay?”

Beverly wondered if Vern was hearing her. She stepped to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He jumped in surprise and ran out of the room, slamming the door after his exit.

For an old man, he sure is fast, she thought as she removed items from her bag.

Margaret was dead. Beverly made the prognosis before touching her. Her face was white, her lips turning purple. Her thin hair was spread out across her pillow like the feathers of a peacock. The flowered comforter was pulled up to her chin. She was peaceful in repose, no longer in pain, no longer haunted by dead children. Beverly slipped a stethoscope under the blanket, pushing it across cold flesh. No pulse. Beverly tugged Margaret’s arm from beneath the heavy layers of blankets, placed two fingers on her wrist, and got the third surprise of the night. There was a tattoo on the delicate pallid flesh of Margaret’s wrist. Beverly wracked her brain to recall if she had noticed a tattoo when conducting her previous examinations and could not remember seeing one. She was not a tattoo aficionado, but to her untrained eyes, the tattoo looked fresh. The ink was a dark black, not faded with time. She ran her fingers across the design as if attempting to read braille, and, yes, the flesh was raised. The tattoo was odd. It was of a shape that Beverly had never seen. It was like a fancy earring shaped like a cross with a loop at the top rather than the upright bar. 

Beverly lifted the blanket to retrieve her left arm and found another tattoo. This design was not the same. It resembled a rocket ship, except the lines that made the shape were unbroken.

Beverly wasn’t sure what the tattoos meant. Perhaps it was some kind of a religious ritual the two of them practiced for peace in the next life. Maybe it was Vern's way of saying goodbye. 

Whatever. Beverly wanted to be done with this creep show and get home.

Beverly removed her cell phone and discovered a lack of service. She left the room, held the phone out, and searched for a signal. She found it in the yard. 

After three calls, the coroner answered. “Yeah?” he said, making no attempt to hide his contempt for the caller.

“Hey, Pete, it’s Beverly Gilbert with Days of Solace. I have a deceased patient.” She gave him the name and address and returned to Margaret’s bedside to wait for Pete to arrive. Vern was nowhere in sight.

Beverly slid the chair over next to the bed and tugged her Kindle out of a nursing bag. Reading would help pass the time. She opened it to a bookmarked page and settled into Sun Down Motel by Simone St. James. After a few pages, she decided it was not the best choice of titles under the circumstances. She was creeped out enough in this old mansion with a dead corpse for company. She did not need the help of a book about ghosts to frighten her more. She went to her Library and chose a romance instead. Nothing scary there. 

She was four pages deep into Nicholas Sparks’ Safe Haven when Margaret’s hand fell from beneath the blanket, her knuckles rapping against the wooden nightstand like a mallet. Beverly jumped. Her teeth clicked as she bit off a scream before it could flutter from her throat. She detained a panicked breath in her lungs like a prisoner and watched the body. 

The still remained. 

Of course, Beverly thought sourly. She’s dead.

She exhaled through her nose to calm her nerves. This was only the second body she had sat with, and while the first was weird, this one would be a Hall-of-Famer. 

Beverly grabbed the Kindle from the floor where she had accidentally dropped it. Just as she was sinking into the story, getting comfy with the prose, another knock from the opposite side of the bed startled her. Beverly threw the Kindle on the nightstand and scampered around the bedposts to find Margaret’s other arm dangling. 

There is nothing to be concerned about, Beverly thought. You didn’t push the arms all the way back under the covers. The school instructors said corpses move. Don’t wig out on me.

Beverly was not wigging out. Yet. Instructors said many things during her years in nursing school, but How to Watch a Dead Body Move and Be Okay with It had not been covered in the course curriculum. Besides, she pushed the arms fully underneath the blanket snugly. She tucked the fabric even. She was sure of it. 

Beverly left the arm dangling and returned to her chair. She was tired and still a little buzzed from the drinks during dinner. 

She put the Kindle away—no reading tonight—and retrieved her nail kit. Beverly began filing her nails, trying anything to keep moving, to stay alert. 

Beverly jerked awake as she began to doze off. The room was almost pitch black. The candle on the closest nightstand still burned, but the flame on the opposing nightstand was out. Margaret’s arms were still hanging off the bed, thank goodness. She would wig out if the arms had tucked themselves back in. As Beverly’s eyes scanned over Margaret, she saw that Margaret’s eyes and mouth were open. She leaped from her chair, knocking it to the floor. The crash was tremendous in the room’s silence, but Beverly hardly noticed. Gooseflesh rippled along her arms and neck like ocean waves at high tide. Her heart thumped like a rabbit’s feet, blood pulsing in her ears. Her lungs pleaded for more oxygen, and she tried to accommodate with gulping inhalations. She told herself this was normal. The instructors had explained why weird things happen to dead bodies: the blood settles and congeals, the muscles tighten, eyes pop open, and limbs move. 

Just calm down, her practical side soothed.

“Can you help her?” a female whispered in Beverly’s ear. Beverly screamed and whirled on the speaker. She found nothing but a dark empty corner. A frigid draft of air passed over her, ruffling the fine hairs on her arms and neck, prickling her scalp, and slipped through the cotton fabric of her scrubs. A foul potpourri of disinfectant and diarrhea passed with the gust. 

Beverly retrieved the candle from the nightstand and searched the room’s perimeter for the speaker. The only two occupants of the room were Margaret and herself.  

Margaret is dead. And the dead don’t speak.

Beverly lifted the fallen chair back to upright. She returned the candle to the nightstand and checked on Margaret. She screamed and slammed back against the wall behind her. 

Margaret was sitting up in bed, her milk-hazed eyes staring straight ahead, mouth agape. She was naked, her bone-white flesh wrinkled and pasty, two dark pink scars on her chest, the remnants of her surgery. Her body was covered in weird tattoos, the black ink in stark contrast to the paleness of her skin. 

Beverly whimpered.

Margaret rose from the bed. Slowly. Her knees popped like firecrackers. Her bare feet slapped the hardwood floor like wet rags. A mucus-thick moan escaped her dead lungs and open mouth as she stepped closer to Beverly.

Beverly wanted to move but her feet were nailed to the floor. Her legs were stiff and her mouth was a desert. Beverly was sure she would have a heart attack and die right here in this psycho house. She prayed for death to whisk her away before the thing touched her. When Margaret’s cold, dead fingers swiped her cheek, the paralysis broke. She hurled herself to the door, relieved she was free from this hell and never would she again be a nurse. A hairdresser, perhaps.

The door was locked. 

She twisted the knob frantically, pushed with her shoulder, and hammered the wood with her fist. The door rattled in the frame but refused to open.

“LET ME OUT OF HERE!” Beverly screamed at the top of her lungs. “LET ME OUT!”

A muffled response: “Sorry, young lady,” Vern said. “We need you. Margaret needs you.”

“What?” Beverly asked, baffled. Her mind searched its database for relevant information but could make no sense of the ridiculous statement. Before she could think of a response, a hand possessing uncanny strength clamped onto her shoulder. Beverly instinctively elbowed Margaret in the face. The corpse stumbled backward, regained her balance, and came again. 

Beverly continued to yank crazily on the door handle without success. She sprinted to one of the windows, threw open the thick burgundy blackout curtains, and slapped the window panes with her hand. The glass refused to break. She needed a weapon with weight, but Margaret blocked her path to the chair. Beverly scrambled across the bed, grabbed the chair, and smashed it over Margaret’s head. The dead woman crumpled to the floor, rolled face down, and patiently climbed to her feet. Beverly raised the broken remains of the chair above her head, intent on breaking the glass and escaping. An apparition floated in front of the window, blocking Beverly’s flight. Beverly had never seen a photo of Janine, but she recognized the tell-tale signs of a gunshot to the head. 

The phantom hovering in front of her was the dead daughter.

—Janine came to see me last night—

“Will you help her?” The ghost wore a sadistic toothless smile. “She needs your help. She needs your blood.”

Beverly was weak with fear. The chair shook like it weighed hundreds of pounds as she held it above her head. Focused on Janine, she failed to notice Margaret advancing. The dead woman grabbed her by the hair and yanked her down. Beverly landed on her back, the broken chair flying from her shocked grip. Margaret dropped on top of her and lowered her ghastly face as if to kiss. Beverly punched and slapped the corpse. Margaret’s yawning mouth continued to force its way down. Beverly managed to plug a manicured fingernail into one eye. She shoved the thumb into the soft tissue with as much force as she could muster. There was a POP as the nail punctured the sclera and the choroid. An opaque fluid gushed from the eye socket, dripping in Beverly’s shrieking mouth. Beverly spit in disgust but continued clawing. She wrapped her fingers around the slippery, mushy bulb and snatched. The eyeball plopped from the socket, the nerves dangling from the back like electrical wires. Margaret was unfazed. Her mouth opened wider, tongue darting from her eager mouth.

“Mother,” came the voice of a male. His speech was not clear. Mother was not properly enunciated. It sounded like he said Muva.

Beverly discovered a figure standing above her. He was in his late twenties. One side of his face was gone. She could see his teeth and tongue, the nasal passage. Only one eye remained. The one eye was trained on Margaret, who had halted her attack. She stared at him, her features failing to demonstrate acknowledgment, but she paused nonetheless.

“No, brother,” said Janine, gliding toward her sibling. “Mother must live.”

Gentry ignored her. “Muva,” he said again. He held out a hand. Margaret remained unmoving.

There was a commotion outside the room. The door burst open, and Pete barged in with Vern chasing close behind. Vern brandished a knife and stabbed Pete in the shoulder. Pete cried out in pain and whirled on the old man. A straight right to the jaw and Vern folded like a lawn chair. 

Beverly used the distraction to throw Margaret off her. She vaulted to her feet and darted past Pete. A warning to the coroner was warranted, but a patent terror was in control of her every function. She jumped behind the wheel of her Toyota, stomped the gas pedal, and fired gravel at the house like bullets. Only when she was a safe distance away did she pull over, drop her forehead on the steering wheel, and weep.

Beverly arrived home, took a hot shower, and climbed into bed. She shivered even though her room was not cold. 

And sleep? Forget about it. Sleep was a luxury she would never enjoy again. 

Five minutes after her head settled on the pillow, Beverly was out.

A chilling touch, a caress of the cheek, a moan. Beverly screamed herself awake. She was sitting on the floor in the corner, her knees drawn to her chest. She wondered how she got there, but her cell phone's beckoning vibration on the floor beside the bed cut the contemplation short. She crawled to it. The screen identified Pete Carlton as the caller.

“Pete? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. You okay?”

“Yes. I am so sorry I left you. I have never been so scared in my life.”

“I completely understand. Listen, I only have a minute, so listen and don’t ask questions. Several deputies will be at your house in a few minutes. Go with them. They will bring you here. The detectives want to ask a few questions. No big deal, they just want to button this up. Follow my lead, okay? I will be there with you. Gotta go.”

When the doorbell chimed, Beverly was sitting on the floor, rewinding the conversation for playback. She opened the door in underwear and t-shirt with no bra, not giving a shit about the smirking stares she got from the two officers. They explained she was wanted downtown to talk about last night. She dressed, pulled her hair into a ponytail, and took a ride.

Pete and a detective were waiting when she entered the interrogation room. Pete was wearing an arm sling, but he hugged her as though they were best friends. Beverly shook the detective's hand and took a seat.

“Beverly, thanks for coming down,” the detective said as if she had a choice. “I am Detective Brown. I was called last night by Pete to the Hamilton residence. I understand you were there until Pete arrived to pronounce the body deceased but left after his arrival. I imagine you don’t know a lot but just need to get your take on things.”

“Okay.” She was trying hard not to look at Pete. “What would you like to know?”

“Vern Hamilton stabbed Pete after you left. We allege that he was mad that Pete came to take the body away. Did you see Vern act aggressively or see him as a threat?”

Beverly was unsure what story Pete had relayed to the detective, but she had enough common sense to play along. 

—Follow my lead—

“Yes, I did. Vern was rude and yelled at me. I assume he had locks on the bedroom door to lock Margaret in the room. He was acting weird when I arrived to determine that Mrs. Hamilton had passed before calling Pete.” Beverly looked at Pete. He gave an imperceptible nod. Doing good, kid. “Where is Mr. Hamilton?”

“He is currently being held in the Psych Ward at McNeil Memorial. He claims that he tattooed Mrs. Hamilton with ritualistic symbols and brought her back to life. She was to drink the blood of a virgin to gain immortality. He said you were the virgin, and you got away. Crazy, huh?”

Beverly resisted the urge to look at Pete. “Total batshit.”

“I don’t even know why we called you down here, Ms. Gilbert. I think this looks pretty open and shut. I apologize for the inconvenience.” Detective Brown shook her hand again, as well as Pete’s, and showed them out. “Do you need a ride, Ms. Gilbert?”

“I got it.” Pete waved him off.

Beverly was quiet for the first five minutes of the drive before she said, “What in the living dead was that about?”

Pete giggled, then laughed until he was hunched over. Beverly couldn’t help but smile at him. The levity was nice.

“That was common sense,” Pete said when he regained composure.

“Common sense? How?”

“I have been a coroner for twenty years. I know the Mayor, the Chief of Police, the detectives, the sheriff’s deputies, the Judges, the bailiffs, the highway patrolmen, and every other member of law enforcement in this town. I am about as respected as I could ever hope to be. Still, if I were to say that a dead woman came back to life and attacked you because her grieving husband placed a ritual spell on her so that she could live forever, I would be in a padded closet next to Hamilton. And if you backed me up, you would be in a room next to us.”

“But her moving around would corroborate our story.”

“She tried to attack me when you left. I had to defend myself. I used the knife Hamilton used to stab me and stabbed her. She kept coming until I decapitated her.”

Beverly groaned. “Why would decapitation stop her?”

“I think because of a tattoo on the back of her head, just below the hairline. It connected her body to her mind, I guess. When I separated her head from the body, the connection was severed—pardon the pun—and she died.”

“What did you tell the police when they came?”

“She was bagged and in my truck. I lowered the zipper down just enough to show her face, gave them a quick view, zipped it back up, and hauled her away. She’s been cremated. Case closed.”

“Did you see anything else weird?” Beverly wanted to be more specific but resisted the urge to tell him about the dead children.

“You mean more bizarre than the walking corpse? No. Why?”

“Just wondering. I was so scared I don’t know half of what I saw. I feel like I am in a nightmare that will not end,” Beverly said, shaking her head. “I have to quit my job now. I can never see another dead body, let alone sit with one while I wait on you to get there.”

“I have worked the most brutal death scenes you could ever imagine. I have seen the death of infants, fried corpses of victims who were burned alive, motorcycle fatalities, beheadings, suicide by firearm, you name it. But I have never seen a dead body get up and walk. How do I top that? I am retiring tomorrow because now my biggest fear is discovering an answer to that question.”

Pete parked in the slot in front of Beverly’s apartment. “Take care,” he said as she got out. 

“You, too.” She stopped short of closing the truck door and looked at Pete curiously. “What will you do after you retire?”

Pete thought for a second. “Go fishing. You?”

“I’m thinking of being a hairdresser.” 

“You know, funeral homes out-source cosmetics for high-profile clients. I play golf with all the directors. I could put in a good word for you.”

“That is not funny,” Beverly said, smiling.

Pete laughed, threw the truck in reverse, and backed out. “It’s a little funny,” he said to her out the window.

Beverly crawled back into bed and watched mindless television. She was preoccupied with the extraordinary events from last night and the upcoming decision to quit nursing. She would have to move in with her parents while getting back on her feet. Not the most ideal situation but not the worst either. 

The cell phone rang, pulling her from her reverie. The phone screen was blank. She considered not answering, but the detective told her he would be in touch. Maybe he forgot to relay some information to her before she left.

“Hello,” Beverly answered.

“Will you help her?” 
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Wendy Jones listened to the doctor speak but failed to follow all the words. His voice droned in her ears like a mosquito; monotonous, irritating. She held Curt’s hand, needing the safety and strength contained within his grip. Wendy heard Curt ask a question. She wasn’t sure what he said. The doctor answered, his tone sympathetic and soft. Curt ushered her up by the elbow, gently pushing her out the door. He guided her down the glossy corridor, past the busy receptionist counter, and outside into the suffocating humidity. The heat baked the tears from her eyes. She sobbed as Curt propped her up and moved her forward. She fell into the blistering leather passenger seat, all strength drained from her legs. Curt started the car and turned the air conditioning on full blast.
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