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1 STRANGE BIRDS
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In the winter, the black birds descended upon the village to form the first of many strange designs.  The birds flowed through the cold air, turning, falling in spirals or swooping over heads.  They formed first one impenetrable symbol and then another.  One old man, who claimed to have seen most things, said the birds were a bad omen, that many people were almost certainly going to die soon.  No one paid him much mind.  Then the young and marriageable girls of the village, many already betrothed, took ill and died.  The old man nodded his head.  It was the strange birds that brought the plague that killed the poor things.  

When the girls drew their last breaths, the birds fluttered down from the sky in thick masses, landing silently on the snowy land or in the barren trees.  They did not sing or chirp or squawk.  Grim and silent and still, they were indifferent to all things.  

The villagers piled the poor dead girls into a heap and prepared to burn them.  But when they tried to light their torches, the flame would not take hold.  And when they stacked firewood beneath the bodies, the fire would not catch.  Over the next few days, the villagers watched in horror as the bodies of the dead girls began to change.  The roses returned to their cheeks, the flesh reappeared on their emaciated limbs and the shine to the hair on their heads.  The girls’ hair grew in luxuriant waves, shades of nut brown and gold and red.  For this reason, the villagers suspected the plague was the creation of a witch or, specifically, the old woman in the woods known as Grandmother.  

No one knew much about the Grandmother.  It was said that she only appeared at certain times and to certain people.  Some said she lived within a mossy tree, others said she came from a hole in the ground and some said she appeared within a fine house.

In the end, the villagers carried each dead girl to a half-burned church in the middle of the village and arranged each girl into the pews, taking care to pose them modestly and piously.  Soon people came from nearby villages to see the beautiful dead girls sitting always in prayer, never moving, never breathing, their eyes closed in an ecstatic appreciation of the infinite.  

Word spread of the beauty of the living dead girls.  The curious came by the wagonful.  They hovered around the church, saying little.  Some pitched temporary lodgings and eventually a small encampment took hold.  The church that housed the girls had burned by half the previous spring and the girls were exposed to the sun and to the winds.  In the winter, snow fluttered softly over them.  The girls were possessed of wonders, they said.  If the girls ever returned to the living in whole, rather than in part, the wisdom of the ages would doubtless hang about them.  Perhaps they would even sing.  

Only one young girl survived the arrival of the affliction.  Sally was an orphan who worked as a scullery maid for the wealthiest family in the village.  Sally had survived the terrible plague but she was still so weak that she decided it would be best to go ahead and die.  She decided to walk into the woods and find a quiet spot, free of the plague-carrying birds, that would be the best place for dying.  She did not want to end up with the other living dead girls, sitting forever in a church.  She had never care for church anyway.  She had no family left.  Her employers were indifferent to her.  No young man would mourn her loss.  She had never wanted to be married anyway.  Marriage filled girls with hopes soon disappointed.  

She began to walk beneath the twisted trees, their exposed roots as bent and as crabbed as broken fingers.  The trees grew closer together, until the leaves seemed to weave a kind of tapestry of lace overhead.  Upon the thick branches rested hundreds of black birds, unmoving with eyes closed.  

She found a place that seemed the best place for death.  She laid down within it and placed her arms in a cross.  To her mild surprise she did not die.  Darkness fell and then there was light blazing from somewhere very close to where she lay. The light came from a large house, full of windows long and wide from which light poured in visible shards.  Sally did not see any figures passing in front of them.  There was no one to see her, no one to complain that a low servant girl had walked into a fine house, just as pretty as you please.  Sally entered the fine home and walked from room to room.  A fire burned in every room but no one sat on the elegant sofas.  No man stretched his legs across an ottoman and lit a cigar.  No fine ladies hid their smiles behind fans.  

There was a dining room that burned with the light of dozens of candles.  Sally looked into one of the aged mirrors on the wall.  She noticed that if she looked into that mirror and then at another directly across, both hanging at a particular angle, she could see a mirrored corridor that stretched into eternity.  In that corridor stood an infinite number of mirrored Sallys, looking sadly back at the Real Sally, a pale and emaciated girl whose hair had fallen out and whose cough rattled bones.  

Sally lifted the silver dome on the serving platter.  Beneath it lay a cooked bird, very large, as large as the black birds that had come to plague the village.  She found a small bedchamber on the second floor.  She pulled the covers up to her chin and squeezed her eyes shut.  Unfortunately, she awoke to find that she was not at all dead.  

She wandered outside and into a great walled garden.  Sally had never seen fruit like those that grew from the trees.  Some were swollen with black juices that dripped onto the ground, some were pocked as if diseased by a pox, and some had sprouted hair, thick and long, that fluttered in the breeze.  Some were foamy with pink blossoms that smelled like the things that might populate a favorite memory.  Others were bent and crabbed and smelled like something rotting deep within the earth.  As she wandered, the black birds fluttered to the stone wall and began to groom themselves.  

Sally looked back at the house and noticed that a very old woman was standing beside her.  She was small and bent, her hair white and wild.  

“You did not eat of the entrée,” the old woman said. 

“I was not hungry,” Sally said.  “Are you the Grandmother?”  

“I have names,” the old woman said, vaguely.  She looked about at the strange birds.  “You may stay and live but you must do things for me.”  

“What things?”  Sally asked.  

“You must go and hunt down a wolf for me,” the old woman said.  It seemed all the ages of all the women that had ever lived were concentrated into this one old woman.  The grandmother shoved a gun into Sally’s hand.  

The path through the woods was dark and the trees and brambles appeared to be growing closer as Sally walked but nevertheless she persisted.  In her youth, when her parents were still living, Sally had been a fine hunter.  She’d fed her family through many a long and barren winter.  She returned to the Grandmother’s house so exhausted that she could barely speak.  She tossed a bloody grey foot onto the table and collapsed into a chair.  The grandmother picked up the bloody foot from where it lay.  She sniffed at the foot, made a face and put the foot into her pocket. 

The next day the grandmother asked her to pluck the poison from her garden and put it inside a golden bowl.  The old woman thrust a golden bowl at Sally.  Inside the garden, Sally regarded the strange hanging fruit.  Perhaps the black juice seeping from the engorged purple fruit was the poison the old woman wanted.  Perhaps she should pluck a strand of hair from the fruits whose luxuriant manes billowed in the breeze or cut a wedge from the fruit that appeared to have smallpox scars.  

She did none of these things.  She went to the tree that was heavy with pink and white blossoms and, plucking petals from its fragrant bunches, dropped them into the golden bowl.  The smell of the petals drifted upwards and assaulted Sally.  Sally couldn’t help but think of her favorite memory.  Her mother smiling as she offered Sally hot chicken soup.  “This will cure what ails you,” her mother would say.  The memory was lovely and warm but Sally knew that it had never happened.  

She presented the bowl full of petals to her grandmother who took it from Sally without comment.  

The next day, the old woman woke Sally from her sleep and told her that today Sally was to perform her final task.  She was to polish every mirror in the house.  “You must polish them all until you can see the infinite inside,” she said.

“How will I know if I am looking at the infinite?”  Sally thought suddenly of the beautiful dead girls sitting in the half-church, waiting and waiting, all eyes upon them.  

“You will know it when you see it,” the old woman said. “But first you must drink my elixir.”  

“What is in it?”  Sally said.  

The Grandmother answered a question Sally had not asked.  “The pox on the fruit is the disease.  The black juice is the decay after death.  The hair of the dead wolf is the courage to leave it all behind. ”  Death was already coming for her so it didn’t much matter whether she drank the awful stuff or not.  She took the jug and drank the stuff down.  “Now go and start with the mirrors in my bedchamber,” the old woman said.  

Sally walked slowly and painfully up the stairs to her grandmother’s chamber.  Inside there were only two standing mirrors, clouded with age.  Sally lifted her rag and wiped at one of the mirrors.  Then she began to cough, a series of seizures that made her double over, that wracked her entire being.  

“The old woman has poisoned me,” Sally whispered.  “It is just as well.”  

Sally had always been the sort of girl who took pride in her work, no matter how menial or thankless.  Death could come for her if it chose but the work of a life must be performed still, no matter how many horrors came calling.  She wiped at the mirror and wiped at it again.  

The room reflected in the mirror was not the Grandmother’s bedchamber.  

It was another room entirely, walls of grey stone, a great wooden door with two large windows on either side.  The view was lovely, a road cutting through swelling green hills, a dense treeline stretching towards the horizon.  

The Sally that stood in Grandmother’s bedchamber stared at the door and the view from the windows.  She leaned on the mirror.  It was warm and smooth to the touch, like satin warmed by a lover’s hot flesh.  

Then the door in the strange room opened and someone stepped into the room of grey stone.  

The girl looked like Sally, only in complete health, her hair a vivid red, her skin radiant.  This Sally, the mirrored Sally, stretched out a hand to the other Sally.  The two Sallys smiled.  The real Sally, the one who had just coughed up the last bit of her life, took a few steps forward.  

Then the mirrored Sally was very close to the silver of the mirror, her face nearly pressed against it.  With what remained of her strength, the real Sally stumbled towards the mirror version of herself, holding out her hand.  

And then the Grandmother’s house shattered, as if had been nothing more than a reflection all along.  The scene before Sally warped and moved, as if a hand had just moved through a reflection in a mirror’s silver that was made of water.  This Sally felt as if she were falling down a mirrored corridor, the kind that one could see when two mirrors were arranged just so, the kind that stretched into eternity.  Sally looked at her reflection.  Thousands of Sallys looked at their reflections too.  Her hair was wild and red again.  There were roses in her cheeks like there had been the spring before.  Then the mirror corridor shattered and Sally found herself alone in the forest on a bright sunlit day.  The large house had disappeared.  The garden was gone too.  The only thing that remained from the house was the large standing mirror that Sally had just polished, the one whose silver the Other Sally had appeared within.  

The Sally that stood within the forest was the same girl as before but she was also quite different.  She turned to gaze into the mirror.  She saw the same grey stone room with the windows that looked onto undulating green hills.  

The New Sally began to walk back to the village and a swarm of black birds followed her.  They hovered over her head or swooped away to form curious designs, like witchy hieroglyphics.  Sally walked into the village.  When Sally walked through the main street, villagers moved out of her way.  Many ducked through doorways or hid behind window latches or trees.  This new Sally paid them no mind at all.  She walked as if she knew exactly where she needed to be.  

When she stopped in front of the church, the birds overhead formed a perfect spiral.  Sally walked past the worshippers and into the blackened tumbledown church.  She stood behind the old pulpit, full of life and health and a great knowing.  

The birds flew over the church’s roof to form a hieroglyphic that no one had ever seen before, a symbol that mutated as the people watched into another and then another.  The flight of the birds was fluid and graceful, as if the unseen hand of a god was writing on the sky in black ink.  Sally said nothing as she stood behind the pulpit.  

She lifted her hands.  

And the dead girls, radiant now with beauty and health and a great knowing, stood up from where they had been sitting so long.  They gathered themselves.  They plucked the leaves from their hair and straightened the folds of their dresses.  Sally began to walk back the way she’d come, past the villagers and worshippers, without glancing at them, and the living dead girls followed her.  The large black birds settled on the girls’ shoulders or on their heads.  Some of the villagers and nearly all of the worshippers followed them into the forest.  

Sally and the girls made no sound, neither did the birds.  They walked without speaking.  They looked straight ahead.  They did not look away from a fixed point in the distance that only they could see.  Sally stopped before the large standing mirror.  The villagers and worshippers stopped too.  

Then the black birds flew from the bodies of the beautiful dead girls and into the mirror, through the mirror, and over the green hills towards the sun that set within it.  

Sally and the living dead girls walked into the mirror too.  The villagers and those that had worshipped watched as the girls walked through the open door and over the green hills until they disappeared from sight.  

Then they all began the walk back to the village, where the half-burned church now stood empty and unremarkable.  One villager lamented that no tourists would come to the village now that the girls had gone away.  Another regretted that he would never be able to marry one of them.  

“Why on earth would you want to marry a dead girl?” an old man asked.  

The villager shrugged.  “She would have listened to me as I talked.”

Another woman, a midwife, mentioned that three girls in a neighboring village had died in childbirth in as many months.  

The old man remembered the last time he’d seen the strange birds descend upon the village.  He thought of the lovely girls he’d known in his youth.  Some had died of disease, others in childbirth or from the brutality of men, some from despair and loneliness.  He thought of his wife, long dead, who had buried three of their children in one winter.  She went mad the next summer.  She walked into the ocean and never walked out again.  Perhaps his wife was there with them, walking over the green hills and into the sun.  

He hoped she was.  
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2 THE CROSSROADS DOG
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Townspeople used to tell about a black dog who would appear at the crossroads just outside of town.  Some said he would only appear for those who were in danger but others said he only appeared to the very worst among us.  He was a large black dog, as big as a wolf, who stood in the middle of the crossed roads, waiting to do no one knew what.  

Jean-Paul was a young motherless boy who lived in the town in his grandmother’s house.  Jean-Paul considered himself a fatherless boy as well.  His father would come home sometimes but Jean-Paul didn’t like to think of his father’s visits.  At night, he would sometimes dream of his father and he woke afraid.  He spent most of his days afraid of everything.  

"Would the black dog appear to me?" Jean-Paul asked his grandmother one day.  

"I don’t think so," she said.  "You so small and skittish.'  

Jean-Paul was only nine years old and a slow developer.  The boy was nearly friendless, quiet and alone.  He suffered from a sort of global anxiety.  He was scared of damned near everything, the dark, the closet, the older boy next door but mostly he was afraid of seeing his father’s shoes in the hallway.  On the nights Jean-Paul’s father came home he usually took off his shoes and set them outside the room where he sometimes slept.  Sometimes Jean-Paul woke up several times in the night so he could peek out his door and make sure his father’s shoes were not there before going back to sleep.  

"Would he talk to me?" Jean-Paul asked his grandmother one morning.  “That big black dog?”  

The grandmother looked away, across the thorny expanse that had been her long life in the world.  Everyone always said that she'd had a hard life.  "Who you talkin’ about?”  she demanded.  Jean-Paul’s grandmother did not like to talk much and she definitely did not appreciate having questions put to her.  

“I’m talkin’ about the black dog at the crossroads,” Jean-Paul said.  

“I don't know.  I only knew one man who talked to that dog." 

"Who?  Who talked to that dog?" 

"Your father, that's who.  He was tired of my old man coming home drunk and beating him and beating me.  I know he had a long conversation with that demon dog one night when he ran away.  Don’t no one know what was said between them.  No one knows but your father and he ain't tellin'."  

One day Jean-Paul actually asked his father a question, so curious was he about the black dog at the crossroads.  It took a full week for him to work up the courage.  "What did you say to that black dog at the crossroads?"  

"What?  What did you ask me?"  

"I said, what did you say to that black dog at the -," 

Jean-Paul’s father grabbed him by the shoulders and slapped him hard in the face.  He told Jean-Paul never to ask him that question again.  

A few years past and Jean-Paul forgot all about the black dog.  One day, while walking home from school, he noticed the boy next door lying in wait for him.  The boy next door was a terrible boy who liked to beat other boys at school for fun.  He used to lie in wait at the hardware store downtown, chewing on a toothpick and staring all squinty-eyed at whoever he felt like scaring that day.  Some days he'd wear these mirror glass, the kind you can't see through, like Snake Eyes in the movie Cool Hand Luke.  Jean-Paul began to walk home a different way, the long way, a way that took him through the crossroads.  

He wasn't thinking about his grandmother’s story or his father's anger as he approached the crossroads.  He was thinking about the large boy next door with the snake eye spectacles and the toothpick.  

The crossroads created a large X that divided up the cotton fields.  As Jean-Paul walked, he wondered if the large boy would make it home before he did and, if so, would he holler bad words at Jean-Paul from the front porch?  The thought made his stomach turn over and back again.  He stopped right in the middle of the large X and tried to quell the sickness in him.  He wondered, in a flash, if his father had done the same once, tried to cure the sickness in him at the crossroads.  When he opened his eyes, he noticed a large black dog, big as a wolf, standing in front of him.  

The dog just stared at the boy, not moving.  The dog wasn't panting.  His tail wasn't wagging.  He was just looking at the boy, as still as a statue.  His eyes were not a dog’s eyes and they weren’t the eyes of a demon either (not that Jean-Paul had ever seen a demon’s eyes.)  They were the eyes of a person what knew things that should never be told, to anyone, no matter how old and wise and experienced.  “Hey boy," Jean-Paul said.  He had remembered, in a rush of recognition, his grandmother’s story of the black dog at the crossroads.  "You gonna let me pass by?"  

The dog just blinked, very slowly.  Jean-Paul looked over the cotton fields that stretched every which way.  There was no one around, no one at all.  He felt so sick with fear of the large neighbor boy that he didn't have much fear left over for the black dog.  The dog was filthy and gaunt, his fur was clotted with a substance Jean-Paul knew somehow was blood.  Jean-Paul knew the dog was not sick despite his blood, filth and emaciation – the dog’s gaze was too steady and clear.  The animal did not hold himself the way a beaten dog would.  He held himself at attention, in a state of perfect readiness, every muscle in the right place.  

"Someone should have taken better care with you," Jean-Paul said to the dog.  "Why don't you come home with me?  My Nana will let you eat dinner with us."  

The dog blinked again, very slowly.  

"Um, you can even sit at the table with us, like a real person.  My Nana is a good woman. She ain't bad like my Daddy.  You won’t ask her no questions so she would probably like you well enough."  

Jean-Paul’s father was infamous in the town.  He was the kind of man that mothers warned their young daughters about but the young girls wouldn’t listen and still he led those young girls away into the night.  When the girls returned (if they returned) they were different altogether, so different that their mothers didn’t always recognize them anymore.  That's the kind of man he was.  

Jean-Paul looked away from the dog.  He shuffled his feet and looked down at the red earth.  Then he looked at the dog again.  "Waddya say?"  Jean-Paul didn't know exactly what happened next.  The black dog didn't really move and he sure didn't speak but somehow Jean-Paul knew that the dog would follow him home.  And he was right.  The dog followed him the whole way, right past the large boy next door who stood on his porch, waiting and chewing.  The large boy opened his mouth to say something as Jean-Paul passed by but when he noticed the large black dog the toothpick fell right out of his mouth.  
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