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			Dedication

			 

			For Gabriel, a spirit unsubdued.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			Something happened on the way to this collection. The Realm of Tiny Giants and Found by the Road charted a course from flash fiction contests to Medium.com publications, with a few side trips. Manifest Secrets turns those side trips into major destinations.

			One such destination: the NYC Midnight short story competitions. No less than five of these tales—“The  Foretelling,” “Keep Out Signs,” “Worstseller,” “Seth,” and “Hot Ice”—were written for them. “The  Foretelling” and “Hot Ice” placed in the top five of my sections. The others, although not garnering such honors, all received significant praise from the judges. I think you’ll enjoy them all. And “Seth” is a special story to me, based in Lehman family history.

			A second destination arose from an invitation to lead a creative writing workshop in February, 2022 at Maryland Institute College of Arts. The workshop was an outreach event in conjunction with an art exhibition curated and presented by students in MICA’s Exhibition Development Seminar. We used art from their exhibition as writing prompts. At that time, I was focused on finishing my novel A Day for Bones. Short stories being off my radar, I prepared with literary stretches using prompts from the Art Institute of Chicago’s website. The result was a unique set of short stories, most of which are included here: “Beta Read,” “Stick Men,” “Five,” “The Memory Bag,” “The Jukebox,” and “Taxman.” For the workshop, I wrote a story based on artist Leo Sewell’s sculpture “Grasshopper.” (Another of his sculptures was in the exhibition. “Grasshopper,” alas, was not.) That story bears my favorite title from this collection: “Do Steampunk Orthopterans Swim?” 

			Not every destination worked out. “The Fisherman that Got Away” and “Unstuck,” were the start of a planned series on Medium called “Too Tall Tales.” Unfortunately, after three stories (one of which was too weak to include here), the series stalled. Oh, well. Still, those two make a fun pair.

			As before, there are side-trips here, too, stories that came to me out of the blue. Most I’ll just let you read, but I’d like to call out three.

			First: “The Sculpture” was inspired by “The Temptation of Harringay” by H. G. Wells, which I discovered in one of my father’s old science fiction books. In Wells’ story, a figure painted by a mediocre artist comes to life and offers the artist the ability to create masterpieces in exchange for his soul. It was such a good story that my mind seized upon it and twisted it into something…different. As they say, imitation is the sincerest form of flattery!

			Second: “Miraculous Morgan,” which began with alliteration. I noticed that Morgan is both a first and last name, so I created a woman named Morgan Morgan and dropped her in Miami. And made her magical. Well, miraculous, actually, to avoid a legal issue. (Turns out, Magic Morgan is a real-life professional magician, although he’s a he.) True, there must be many Morgans in Miami, but that’s okay. My Morgan is unique. When you meet her, you’ll see.

			And third, the most moving moment of this journey,  “Chicory.” “Chicory” isn’t a story but a poem, the only poem I’ve written since high school. Looking out my front door on Father’s Day 2023, I spotted some chicory blooming pale blue at the edge of the road. Kathleen often said our anniversary was approaching when the chicory bloomed. She first noticed this in June 1977, shortly before our wedding. She passed away June 27, 2022, one week after our 45th anniversary. Seeing those flowers three days before our 46th, it felt as though she’d planted them for me. 

			And so, the poem spilled out.

		

	
		
			The Foretelling

			 

			“It’s a fraud, Magnolia.” Heather’s words blew across the group of girls on the common, a cold wind chasing off the high summer heat. “It’s for little kids, not for adults.”

			Magnolia blushed. She turned twelve a week from today, leaving childhood behind. Henceforth, she would be a woman. Her mother had come to town to purchase supplies for the celebration while Magnolia issued personal invitations to friends and important acquaintances. A dozen girls, mostly younger than she, crowded around, inquiring, speculating, teasing. She felt dizzy. Her quiet voice got lost in the din. 

			And then Heather arrived and took charge, as always. Now fourteen, she set her hands to her hips the way mothers did when scolding. With long, golden curls and more figure than the others, she radiated authority. “At my Foretelling, we expected something special. I’ll be mayor someday, after all. But—”

			“Girls can’t be mayor!” Violet objected. Only ten, Violet was the daughter of a moneylender, the richest man in the town. Like her father, she feared no one, not even Heather. 

			Heather looked down her nose at Violet. “If girls can be queen, they can be mayor.” 

			Violet pouted while Heather turned back to Magnolia. 

			A slight child, Magnolia felt even smaller under Heather’s gaze. Her father wasn’t rich like Violet’s, wasn’t an influential merchant like Heather’s. He was a farmer, honest and hard-working but as lowly as the land. Magnolia’s passage to womanhood wouldn’t be marked by the lavish celebration Heather had received. Family, friends, and food, yes, but country-fashion. No fawning town elders, no paid musicians, no elaborate confections. There would be but one similarity.

			The Foretelling. 

			As evening crept over the land and the guests dispersed, the Toymaker would arrive to test Magnolia and bestow a gift that was outwardly a toy but inwardly a portent. Magnolia would shrink under the old woman’s gaze even as she shrank under Heather’s. To children, the Toymaker was a generous fairy, showering them with gifts and laughter, but in the Foretelling she became witch and augur. She looked into your soul and charted your destiny. She had done so for centuries. Magnolia didn’t know how the Toymaker could be so ancient, but that’s what everyone said.

			Heather resumed her theme. “She gave me a doll. A stupid, ordinary doll. It wasn’t magic. It didn’t even look clever. I was so mad, I called her a hideous hag. She couldn’t do a thing about it, either, because Father was standing right there, and he thought so, too. He was as angry as I.”

			The girls all sucked in their breaths. Magnolia thought Heather foolish to speak to the Toymaker so. She, certainly, would never do such a thing. But then, she couldn’t even ask Heather what the doll meant. It must have meant something. 

			“Don’t hope for much, Magnolia,” Heather said. “You’re destined to marry a farmer. You don’t need the Toymaker to tell you that.” She laughed. “But if she gives you a pitchfork, jab her for me.” 

			Magnolia looked at her feet. “I couldn’t,” she said. If only she had Heather’s strength, Heather’s boldness, the Toymaker wouldn’t dare humiliate her.

			Heather gave her a look of pity. “Probably not,” she said. “Just remember, whatever that beldam says is a lie. Don’t let her fool you.”

			 

			 Heather’s prediction stuck with Magnolia for days. She had never thought much about the future. She knew only the farm, her chores, the crops, the animals. Her mother taught her to cook and sew, and her father taught her planting and harvesting and haying. From her older brother Cypress, she learned names of birds and footprints of rabbits, foxes and more. Marriage and children always seemed distant. Yet she supposed Heather was right. Heather was fourteen, after all, and knew so much of the world. She was clever and strong and might indeed be mayor someday. But for Magnolia, someday looked much like the past.

			Two days before her birthday, Magnolia was helping fill apple, cherry, and mince pies and pinch the crusts when she wondered what the Foretelling had been like for her mother. Strange to think, Mother had once been a girl, had once turned twelve and stood before the Toymaker. Almost before she knew she was doing it, she asked about it.

			Mother checked the oven and came to the table. She brushed a splash of flour from the edge and smiled. “I was scared stiff. But it wasn’t half as bad as I feared. Most things aren’t.”

			“What did the Toymaker give you?”

			“A set of blocks.”

			“Just blocks?”

			“Just blocks.”

			“Why?”

			Mother picked up the cherry pie and slid it into the oven. Returning to the table, she pushed the other two close together. “These look very much alike, don’t they? But on the inside, they’re different.”

			Pointing, Magnolia said, “That’s apple, that’s mince.”

			“You made them. But before they’re cut, how will our guests know which is which?”

			“By smell.”

			“You can’t see into a person’s heart and mind. Sometimes you don’t even know your own heart or mind. But there are signs. The Toymaker reads them and gives a gift that helps you know yourself.”

			“Heather said she got an ordinary doll. She said the Toymaker’s a fraud.”

			Mother brushed her hands on her apron and tousled Magnolia’s hair. “Heather thinks she knows everything. She never looked inside herself.”

			Magnolia didn’t think that answered anything. “What did the blocks mean?”

			“What do you do with blocks?”

			“Build.”

			“There you go.”

			“What did you build with them?”

			“My life.” When Magnolia scrunched up her face in confusion and not a little disgust, Mother laughed. “You wouldn’t understand. You didn’t know me when I was twelve, and it would take too long to tell. Let’s just say the Toymaker gave me a push in the right direction.”

			It must be an adult thing. After she turned twelve and was an adult herself, maybe then Magnolia would understand. She supposed she could wait two more days. 

			“They weren’t ordinary blocks,” Mother added. “They glowed sometimes, like a rainbow.”

			Magnolia gasped. “They were magic blocks?”

			“I guess. They only ever glowed for me, when nobody was around.”

			“Why?”

			“Now, how would I know that?” Mother got a faraway look and stared out the window. “In fact, they only glowed when I forgot about them.”

			“I know!” Magnolia said, suddenly excited. “So you wouldn’t forget what they meant!”

			“Clever young lady, aren’t you?” Mother winked at her, and Magnolia felt she had just passed a test.

			 

			Her day came. After breakfast, Mother presented Magnolia with a handmade white cotton dress embroidered with roses. Putting it on, Magnolia gaped at her image in her full-length mirror. She never imagined she could look so beautiful. Outside, her father led a cadre of uncles and cousins pitching a great tent and setting up tables and chairs while her mother and aunts prepared the food. 

			The guests flowed in at midday. Talk and laughter filled the air. People sure could be noisy! Magnolia circulated among them with a glazed smile on her lips. Adults congratulated, cousins and friends teased. Cypress pointed out all the eligible young bachelors in attendance and ranked their suitability as husbands for her. 

			Midafternoon, a storm blew in, and in a rush everyone shunted food and dishes inside. The house could barely contain the throng. Magnolia slipped to the side of the living room and stared out the window at the waves of rain. The house grew hot and noise throbbed in her head.

			Her father came to her side and put his arm about her shoulders. “Why the long face?”

			She shrugged. 

			“This won’t last. Once it blows over, we’ll go outside again.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Magic.”

			Magnolia smiled at his teasing, but she wished the day would just end. She’d collected good wishes and blessings from everyone. Now food and talk consumed them, and she had been forgotten. 

			“It’ll be over before you know it,” Father said. “I was sick of my twelfth birthday as soon as the first guest arrived.” He nudged her. “Know what your grandfather used to say?”

			Magnolia shook her head.

			“Glad to see company come, glad to see company go.”

			She laughed a little, but the guests were only the half of it. “There’s the Foretelling still.”

			“There is that. But at least that will be quiet.”

			“What did the Toymaker give you?”

			He took her hand. “Come on, I’ll show you.” Worming their way through the crowd, he led her into the back of the house to the mudroom, where he pointed to a storm glass mounted on the wall. A plain glass tube three quarters filled with clear liquid, it was backed by a square of dark wood. It had hung there all Magnolia’s life, so she seldom noticed it. Now, as she watched, the liquid turned pale green.

			“See? Everything will be fine now.” Father pointed out the window. The rain had stopped. Rainbows flashed in the droplets dripping from the trees as they caught fleeting rays of sunshine peeking through the dispersing clouds. 

			Something in his voice told Magnolia he meant more than the weather. “Does it tell the future?”

			“Not exactly.”

			She thought for a moment. “It tells you if you’re going the right way.”

			“Brains were never your problem,” he said with an impish grin.

			“What is my problem?”

			Mother appeared in the doorway. “Come on, you two. We’re moving back outside. Help me get this mob out of my kitchen.” 

			Father motioned Magnolia forward. “Mind those white shoes,” he said. “It’ll be muddy out there.”

			 

			Afternoon gave way to evening. The food was reduced to crumbs. People began to take their leave, and gradually a measure of quiet returned to the farm. Magnolia collapsed in a chair under the tent and watched the near-full moon rise in the east. Of a sudden, the few remaining guests rushed through hasty farewells and vanished. Wondering why, Magnolia watched them go. Against the flow, a dark figure picked its way up the lane toward the house.

			Mother came to Magnolia’s side and whispered, “It’s time.”

			Magnolia rose, trembling. She could scarce breathe as the figure drew near and nearer until it resolved into an old woman with silver hair and hands as wrinkled as dried fruit. Wearing an unremarkable green dress, she stopped a pace away and looked into Magnolia’s eyes with an intensity hard to meet. Magnolia did her best not to shrink though she wanted to hide.

			“Please,” Mother said, “sit. Rest.”

			“Thank you,” the Toymaker said, “but I’m not tired. Not tonight.” She fluttered her hand to dismiss her hostess. With a quick glance at Magnolia, Mother withdrew to the house. A moment later, she and her husband looked out the kitchen window, apprehensive. 

			“You need privacy,” the Toymaker said. “Let’s walk.” She hooked her arm through Magnolia’s, and they walked side-by-side down the lane toward the fields. The ground was wet from the rain, and Magnolia’s white shoes gathered up mud.

			“Ask me something,” the Toymaker said once they were out of sight of the house.

			Magnolia knew she was to be tested. Was this it? What if she asked the wrong question, a stupid question, a question offensive to the Toymaker?

			The Toymaker put up a hand and stopped. She cocked her head as though listening for something in the field. “No,” she finally said. “There are no wrong questions. Go on. Ask me something.”

			A hundred questions flooded Magnolia’s mind. Who was this woman? Was she really as old as people said? Why was it hers to usher children through the door to adulthood? Could she really do magic? But when she finally spoke, it wasn’t a deep question, wasn’t a question any sensible person would have asked.

			“What’s your name?”

			The Toymaker laughed. She had a laugh like the ringing of bells or the rising of the sun. “You know, I’ve quite forgotten! Nobody’s called me by name for such a long time.”

			Magnolia thought that sad. 

			The Toymaker leaned to Magnolia’s ear and whispered, “Call me Lily.” She straightened and nodded. “Go on, give it a try.”

			It seemed impertinent, but she’d been invited, so she said, “Hello, Lily.”

			“Hello, Magnolia. Ask me another question.” They began to walk again.

			“What’s it like, being grown up?”

			“Very good. That’s a question almost nobody asks. Not even grownups ask it very often. It will be hard, Magnolia, but not without its rewards. Ask another.” 

			“Will Heather be mayor someday?”

			“Does it matter?”

			Magnolia tried to imagine Heather as mayor. She couldn’t. She knew nothing about running a town, so she couldn’t imagine the difference Heather might make. Certainly, Magnolia’s life wouldn’t change much out here on the farm. “I guess not,” she said. “Except maybe to Heather.”

			Lily laughed. 

			Emboldened, Magnolia asked another question, and another, and another, questions about being a woman and marriage and far-off towns and kings and queens and the stars overhead. She felt a thrill of amazement at her newfound courage here in the gathering dark with just the two of them speaking of such things. The Toymaker never uttered more than a sentence in answer, but it seemed to Magnolia her words both unraveled and deepened the mystery of the world.

			As they spoke, Lily steered them back toward the house. They approached the golden lights shining from the windows and came to the front porch. The Toymaker reached into a deep pocket at her hip and drew something out. She presented it to Magnolia as though giving a gift of gold to a queen. “For you, young woman.”

			Magnolia held it up in the light shining through the front door window. It was a doll, a rather plain-looking rag doll with hair the color of Magnolia’s and an unsmiling mouth. She imagined Heather’s doll had been much the same. She felt a vague disappointment, but she didn’t believe the Toymaker gave idle gifts. “What does it mean?” she asked. 

			“What do you think it means?”

			“Heather said…”

			“Shhh.” Lily touched a finger to Magnolia’s lips. “Heather must walk her path. You must walk yours. Now tell me. What do you think it means?”

			Magnolia considered the doll again. It was so plain, it could be anyone she might imagine. “I think it means possibility.”

			Lily touched a finger to the doll’s hair, then touched Magnolia’s. “Clearly, I needn’t tell you to be clever,” she said. “But never be afraid.” Without warning, she became shadow and flew like a hawk into the night. 

			Magnolia smiled after her and hugged her doll. When she looked at it again, the doll was smiling, too.

		

	
		
			Keep Out Signs

			 

			A light chop danced over the face of the Chesapeake. Wave peaks sparkled in the morning sun while darkness swirled in the troughs like entrances to the underworld. At the helm of his cargo boat, Chuck Boyd amused himself with that image. Water postmen, unlike their landbound colleagues, both delivered and hauled away, carrying mail and supplies to isolated islanders, returning with trash and sometimes the deceased bound for the Port of Havre de Grace. It was a long slog, and body disposal—although not an everyday occurrence—entailed forms and fees and registered transport coffins. If only they could dump the departed into the bay.  

			Rounding Love Point, Boyd bore east-southeast toward the Kent Narrows Archipelago, a weird name for a wide swath of water dotted with islands. Kent Narrows vanished twenty years ago as rising sea levels and sinking bedrock fragmented the land. In another half century, only flecks of rock and mud would remain. Maybe when the last landowners fled, mapmakers would change it. For now, people held as stubbornly to the name as they did their ephemeral ground.

			In the meantime, Boyd’s boat bobbing over the water was a welcome sight to islanders. He cultivated cordial relations with those on his route, not because it lifted their spirits, although it probably did, but because they were strange and desperate folk prone to fits of insanity. There were stories. Postmen on well-maintained craft had vanished among the islands in perfect weather. Boyd loved the freedom of his boat and the smell of the bay, but he had no illusions about the people he served.

			He took it at a moderate clip and in fifteen minutes made Boot Island, a sliver of land five hundred feet long shaped like a pointy-toed boot. Just two people called this island home: a skeletal old white man named Dr. Mezick, a long-retired physician who held claim to the leg of the island, the larger stretch to the north; and a brown-skinned woman of thirty-seven who called herself Chastity although she wasn’t chaste, not when Boyd came to call. She owned the foot of the island. A rickety white picket fence crossing the boot’s narrow ankle separated their holdings. Mezick was Boyd’s first stop, Chastity his favorite. The two neighbors, for their part, hated each other.

			Mezick never failed to bring that up, usually sooner rather than later. This time it was the first thing from mouth. “You ain’t seein’ that whore again, I hope. You oughta stay away from her. She’ll stab you in the back and steal your boat, like she stole my land. Stole it right from under my nose.” He tapped his nose with a bony finger.

			Boyd had barely set foot on the dock. The wood creaked under him as he put his full weight on it. “Well, Doc, she’s pretty enough, and she’s gotta eat, too, you know?”

			“Let ‘er starve. If she comes up here, I’m ready for her.” He waved his cell phone in Boyd’s face, but it was too close and moving too fast for Boyd to see what was on it.

			Best to change the subject. “I gotta ask, what you want with copper wire, electric blankets, and boat batteries? They came mixed in with your groceries and clothing orders.”

			Mezick took a surreptitious look about, as though someone might be watching. “Things been gettin’ weird,” he whispered. “The more these islands sink, the more folks out lookin’ for places to escape.”

			Boyd figured anyone looking to escape ought to get off the bay. Plenty of space on the Eastern Shore or the Piedmont or even the mountains. Only stubbornness kept people on these doomed isles. “But you ain’t even got a boat. Why the batteries?”

			“’Cause it ain’t safe no more,” Mezick said. “They’ll kill ya and take your home. Just like that whore will. Her land’s sinkin’ faster‘n mine. She’ll be up here, next. But folks’re fightin’ back. Look at this.” He handed his phone to Boyd. It displayed a social media post with instructions for building a simple but useless circuit using a battery to power an electric blanket. Others had posted comments seeking clarifications and sharing modifications.

			Boyd scrolled and skimmed. “What the hell’s this, Doc?”

			“Booby trap,” Mezick said. “Look.” He flipped to another social media page where people had posted photos of makeshift transport coffins with accompanying comments: One less squatter. Waiting for you. Guess what’s inside?” 

			Boyd stepped back and almost fell off the dock. He caught his balance at the last second.

			Mezick grinned. “Them’s ‘Keep Out’ signs. By the by…” His grin turned sheepish. “…they’s a coffin back there with the trash. You mind dumpin’ it for me?”

			“Coffin? Who coulda died here but you?”

			“It’s just junk. But you and me’s the only ones know it.”

			“What, you posted a picture of it? A ‘Keep Out’ sign?”

			“Yep. People see that, they know I’m ready for ‘em.”

			“But Doc, you know I can’t dump a transport coffin. Anyone sees me, I’ll get slapped with a fine, even if there ain’t a body in it.”

			Mezick messed with his phone some more. “How much? I’ll pay you direct.”

			“That’s bribery.”

			“That’s business.”

			Well. If it was just trash, if he dumped it after dark, if it was heavy enough to sink…

			“Hundred?” Mezick asked with raised eyebrows.

			“Fine,” Boyd said. “But just this once.”

			The old man tapped some instructions, and Boyd’s phone chimed. When he checked it, the deposit was in his account. He pocketed the device and got to work unloading. Half an hour later, he drove the doctor’s incoming goods via motorized cart up the dock and down a path into the woods. He unloaded them to Mezick’s front porch and helped the old man carry them inside. Then he loaded trash bags and the coffin onto the cart and returned to his boat. The trash he dumped into a refuse hold for delivery to Havre de Grace. He left the coffin on the deck and threw a tarp over it. As Boyd set off across the bay, Mezick waved farewell, looking like a tattered scarecrow with a demon’s grin.

			 

			Chastity boarded before Boyd had tied up, and in a tangle of arms and legs they sank to the deck, shedding clothing. Afterward, they climbed down to a floating dock at the end of the boat dock and sat naked with legs dangling in the water.

			“You got my stuff?” she asked. “All of it?”

			“All of it. Includin’ wire, batteries, and electric blankets. You buildin’ ‘Keep Out’ signs, too? Like Doc?”

			She spat into the water. “I wish he’d die already. He’s gotta be two hundred years old.”

			Boyd laughed. If anyone living looked that old, it’d be Mezick. 

			“Can’t be too careful,” Chastity said. “People are nuts.”

			“C’mon, Chastity, it’s just you and Doc here, and he’s too old to cause trouble.”

			She squinted across the water. “The more land sinks, the more squatters come ‘round. This spot is mine. They can’t have it.”

			“Yours, huh? Doc says you stole—”

			“Hell with him,” Chastity snapped. 

			“Did you?”

			She didn’t even look at him.

			“I don’t care,” he said. “Just curious, is all.”

			She kicked up a splash of water. “I didn’t steal nothin’. Wasn’t Doc’s land, ever. I had an uncle lived here, named Ethan. Ethan was older’n Doc. Doc figured he’d grab the land once Ethan died. I got it first. My family, my land.”

			That would’ve been before Boyd started this route. He’d been delivering to Mezik and Chastity for over three years, with Doc railing about his neighbor the thief the whole time. Not that he could do anything about it. Wasn’t much law in the islands anymore. But Boyd did have to wonder, so he asked. 

			“Your uncle have a will? Did he leave the land to you?”

			Chastity kicked at the water again. The droplets sparkled in the sun as they fell. “Let’s go. You gotta unload, and I gotta get my checklist so I know you ain’t cheatin’ me. My phone’s in my pants.”

			“Unlike you.”

			“Who’s fault’s that?”

			Boyd laughed. “Yours. You tackled me.”

			“Only ’cause you’re the only man comes ‘round who doesn’t want my house.”

			He helped her back onto the boat dock.

			“Oh, hey,” she said. “They’s a coffin with the trash. Ain’t nobody in it, just junk and a dead skunk.”

			The hairs on the back of Boyd’s neck bristled. “Skunk?”

			“Yeah. Best not open it.” She held her nose and waved at the air.

			They boarded the boat and got dressed, then Boyd went to work unloading her packages, batteries and blankets and wire included. “What the hell you do with this stuff?” he asked. “Doc showed me the instructions online, but I don’t get it.”

			“Battery for power, wires to carry current, electric blanket to draw enough amps. They’s a bit more to it, but that’s the idea.”

			“Enough amps for what?” Boyd wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

			“Cookin’.” She laughed. “C’mon, let’s get stuff up to the house.” 

			Once he had the cart loaded, she sat beside him. Her thigh pressed against his. Her arm draped his shoulders. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be that close to her. Electric circuits and coffins and skunks…it creeped him out. Was it just Doc and Chastity, some weird twist on their private war? But no. The post Doc showed him had replies. Lots of replies. There were others building these contraptions on these islands. 

			They arrived at her little Cape Cod house in a clearing. He unloaded and helped her carry her supplies inside. When they were done, she closed and locked the front door and leaned against it. “One for the road?”

			“I got a heavy schedule,” he objected.

			“Aw, c’mon, I only get any when you drop by.” She slowly undressed and approached him, and by the time she got there he’d forgotten ‘Keep Out’ signs. He wrestled her to the couch, and they went two rounds before she pushed him up. “Don’t use up your strength,” she cautioned. “You still got that coffin to carry out.”

			That killed the mood. “I gotta inspect it,” he said.

			“Just dump it in the bay. Nobody’ll know.”

			“That’s against the law. Or you gonna bribe me, too?”

			“Sure. Come back on your day off. Every day off.”

			“I don’t know, Chastity.” They rose and dressed and went out to the cart. He drove it around back, loaded up the trash, loaded up the coffin. He drummed his fingers on the wooden box. “I gotta inspect it. I’m sorry.”  

			“No, Chuck. Please.”

			So it wasn’t trash, wasn’t a skunk. The fear in her voice told him so. She’d killed someone. Maybe Doc had killed someone, too, so had other islanders, and other postmen had taken bribes and dumped the bodies in the bay. How many were down there? How mad were these people that they’d kill and die rather than move to solid ground?

			He had a toolbox in the cart and a crowbar in the toolbox. Transport coffins weren’t made to last, only to convey the dead to funeral homes. He applied the crowbar to the box and began prying off the lid.

			“Please, Chuck, please don’t! Please!” Chastity grabbed his arm. He shoved her off, spilled her onto the ground. “Chuck, don’t! You don’t know what…Chuck, he’s not dead! He’s not…”

			Nails creaked as the top began to separate from the box. A terrible stench leached out. Boyd gagged on the smell of burned flesh and barely heard her words.
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