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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

To all my fellow creatives in these dark times of devalued and depreciated art. Never stop. 
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INTRODUCTION
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I’M ADDICTED TO ART. Put me in a gallery and leave me there forever. I'll wander for hours peering into works that are not just a fusion of paints and pigment, but windows into someone else's imagination. I'm as fascinated by paintings as I am by books and movies and videogames. All of them are canvases of a storyteller's mind. 

Once upon a time, I brought my stepson to a local community art gallery. He was enthralled by the works on display, many of them rudimentary efforts by burgeoning artists still honing their craft, but one of them stopped him in his tracks. It was a crude watercolor of an orange with a plain white background. I admit to being puzzled by its effect on him, a picture I found quite basic and plain, so I asked him what it was he saw in it. 

“Textures,” he replied. “When I first looked at it, I saw an orange.” 

“And what do you see now?” 

“Universes.” 

If there's a better analogy for the artistic experience, I don't know what it is. 

* * * 
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SOME YEARS LATER, HIS uncle Adam came to visit us in the farmhouse in which we lived at the time. 

While upstairs shaving himself in the old oval mirror above the bathroom sink, the glass slipped out of the frame and shattered. It was not until Adam raised his eyes to the mirror frame, still hanging on the wall, that he realized someone was looking back at him. 

It was a charcoal portrait of a stern old man, his name scrawled at the bottom, barely legible, but enough for us to make out “Colonel William”. 

Our subsequent research revealed that the man had been a military man of some regard from southern Ohio. 

At some point, his portrait had ended up in a yard sale and whomever purchased it decided to use the frame for a mirror with the portrait as the backing. An odd idea, perhaps, but I don't proclaim to know anything about interior design.  That portrait was dated October 1928. 

October. 

Season of the dead. 

In the weeks that followed, that portrait moved around our house without anyone laying a hand on it. We'd prop it up against the baseboard downstairs and return from errands to find it back upstairs hanging on the nail above the bathroom sink. We put it in the basement and came back to find it on the kitchen table covered in cobwebs. Now, you'd be hard-pressed to find a bigger skeptic than me, but I admit it gave me the creeps (even if I suspected it was my stepson behind it all, though he swore on a stack of Bibles he had nothing to do with it because he said he'd rather have burned it than go anywhere near it.) 

Then one night, while my wife and I were watching TV, we heard the sound of someone clapping upstairs, followed by the rush of children's footsteps on the stairs themselves, as if they were obeying a command. The sound was so sharp and clear, I fully expected to see a pair of chastened children rounding the stairs to appear in our living room. 

No one did, of course. 

By then, I'd had enough of this weirdness, and decided it was time for us to be rid of the portrait, so I did what all young enterprising folk (read: broke young writers) with possibly paranormal ephemera do: I put it up on eBay, with the story I've just told you attached. 

In the end, I think it went for about $350 to a collector of the paranormal in Florida. Not bad for something that had hidden itself behind glass for countless years until it revealed itself to our startled Adam. 

A condition of the sale was that whoever bought it should keep in touch and let me know if they experienced anything. The buyer agreed, but I never heard from him again. Soon after the sale, his emails bounced, and when I looked up his address a few months later, his house was under someone else's name. 

All very mysterious, but also, very explainable. I just don't happen to have an explanation, nor do I even care to think about that portrait much, because in truth, whenever I do, it's not those events I think about, but the image of that sour old face staring at the back of the mirror all those years, maybe seeing through it, watching us go about our lives, perhaps jealously. And it always gives me a shudder. 

If this was a fictional story, I would have that old man making his way back from Florida, perhaps traveling from mirror to mirror until he finds me again and makes me pay for trying to be rid of him. 

Shudder.

* * *
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EVERYONE REMEMBERS The Twilight Zone. For many of us, it was the start of our love affair with horror and science fiction. Fewer people remember the series Rod Serling did afterward, the short-lived Night Gallery, which was more horror than science fiction and featured stories by such luminaries as H.P. Lovecraft, Basil Copper, August Derleth, Charles Wandrei, Fritz Leiber, and a great many by Serling himself. Not to be outdone by his evocative introductions on The Twilight Zone, Night Gallery starts with Serling in an art gallery, unveiling the paintings that form the basis of the stories to follow: 

Good evening, and welcome to a private showing of three paintings, displayed here for the first time. Each is a collector’s item in its own way—not because of any special artistic quality, but because each captures on a canvas, suspended in time and space, a frozen moment of a nightmare.

And I loved that. The paintings too (by Thomas J. Wright and Jaroslav Gebr) were appropriately chilling, as were most of the stories, particularly Charles Beaumont's “The Howling Man”, which lived in my brain for many a sleepless night. But as with many of the older horror shows, time dulls their impact, even as they take their places in the gallery of our fondest memories. 

Nevertheless, it was Night Gallery and its impact on me back in the day that inspired this latest collection of insidious horrors, all of which are in one way or another connected to art.  

These stories were a great deal of fun to write, and I hope they're as much fun to read. If you enjoy them, or even if you don't, please bear in mind I once dated an artist of strange paintings she claimed were a combination of cellular biology and cosmic interference. Her paintings were unique and incredible, but made my head hurt if I looked at them too long, and I maintain to this day, they unlocked a door inside my head through which all manner of evils spill forth.  

If you're lucky, you'll get through these grim portraits with your sanity intact.  

If not, I'll see you on the other side of the frame.
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SOMETIMES THEY SEE ME
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1

I MET CALVIN ON THE Singing Bridge outside Rosewood Park on the night of December 24th. I’d gone there to kill myself, and though he never admitted it, so had he. It was there in his eyes, the same flat look of grim resignation I’m sure I carried in mine. Everyone goes there to die. It’s become a cliché, but such things don’t matter where the end of your life is concerned. 

He’d been throwing scraps of paper down into the frozen water. The scene looked familiar to me, but it would take a while before I could recall where I had seen it before. In that moment, I was more intrigued by his posture and the aura radiating from his emaciated body. 

“I can wait,” were my first words to him, and his response bound us together until the end of the whole mess. 

“For how long?” 

The night was full of funny things, the first of them being that when I rounded the spiderweb of frozen trees and saw his dark figure hunched over the railing in the haze of cold moonlight, I felt a brief twinge of panic, the same kind any woman feels when she finds herself unexpectedly alone with a stranger. That I worried he might be a killer only tickled me later as we lay in bed together reminiscing on how fucked up it all was. If he’d turned out to be a homicidal maniac, it would have put a serious damper on my plan to kill myself. But that’s the interesting thing about suicide. It’s a personal thing, perhaps the most personal thing of all, the very last measure of control. Thus, having someone else do it doesn’t count. Instinct will revolt if the executioner isn’t you. 

Rather than cast our bodies into the freezing current, we walked and talked, and retreated to his place among the unsteady tenement buildings in a part of town nobody thinks of as anything but a backdrop to the occasional nameless murder on the nightly news. There on the second floor, by the cozy light of a host of guttering candles, we drank cheap vodka, laughed, and wept and entered each other both spiritually and physically until sleep left us entwined in his stained and stinking sheets. 

With his true nature written in sweat all over my skin, my dreams did not, for the first time in years, try to drown me in anxiety. I did not see the wallpaper, and I did not see the blood. I saw only magic. 

I knew him. 

And so, our brief love story began. 

2

One of my late father’s truisms, deposed while bribing me out of his life: You’re only fine until you tell on yourself. Aside from the most remarkable of them, a few more of Calvin’s truths became evident early on. He was an alcoholic and an addict, manic depressive, and possibly a narcissist. I don’t know how long we meandered through those drunken days before I realized I knew more about him than he did me. That was because I asked questions, whereas he was content to let me be a mystery. Or maybe he didn’t care. I guess the nature of your passenger doesn’t alter the destination, and we were on the road now, familiars, headed somewhere together, even if the motion was an illusion. Our days saw us waking in his grimy, powerless apartment, fucking like we’d die if we didn’t, barely bathing beneath the teardrop trickle of cold water in the calamitous bathroom, and eschewing breakfast in favor of whiskeys at a local dive bar, The Big Grand, a disproportionately austere name for a place where your feet stick to the floor and the regulars are only marginally more material than shadow. 

From there, we walked the cobblestoned streets and ambled aimlessly through the nicer part of town, cackling when we found ourselves obstructing the urgency of the better-dressed and daring each other to antagonize the police whenever we caught them giving us the rooster eye. Bookstores and libraries provided succor, a spiritual peace that saw us return to something almost human, cowed by the awe of a hundred thousand voices clamoring to be heard above the din of reverent quiet. Only here could we be apart, like sinners to the confessionals that best suited our brand of sin, baring our souls without judgment before a godless jury. 

Afterward, better educated, we reunited, rejuvenated by dead men’s tales and hidden knowledge, and off out into the world we went again in search of more distraction from the ever-encroaching edge of the inevitable abyss. 

Running beneath it all was an awareness of doom, of borrowed time, and of the secrets we were keeping from each other. 

It would end, this little adventure, and probably not well. 

3

On the last of our jaunts into the city, three weeks since we first met, we stopped before the large plate-glass window of The Orchid Gallery. It was nestled between a secondhand bookstore and a Subway, within which, the employees stared out at us in an envy unique to the bored and underpaid. Displayed before us in the gallery window were a series of small paintings apparently floating in thin air against a backdrop of stark white. Each canvas depicted an explosion of colors in no discernible pattern, the kind of work Pollock was known for, only less agitated, and no less impenetrable. There was a softness to it that appealed to me, even though such art has always seemed to me at best nonsensical, at worst constrictive, even while it inspires paroxysms of desire among aficionados. How difficult is it to spackle a canvas in fury, and what is it we’re supposed to see other than orgiastic chaos? But perhaps that’s just me. I have an aversion to art I have never quite been able to reconcile beyond its tendency to constrain. How can such things move us when they require us to stand still? What is it they’re supposed to say? I divine no more emotion from a slapdash mosaic of paint than I do a pile of coats on a floor. 

“It’s wondrous,” Calvin said, and I watched my reflection second his appraisal with a treasonous nod. 

We went inside. The gallery was one long narrow room with walls of white-painted brick and a lot less art than one would expect given the purpose of the place. Even the art that was there embraced too much negative space to the point that the sparse amounts of color seemed like an oversight. 

One of the paintings caught Calvin’s eye and held it. It was a small blue square in the center of an enormous rectangular canvas. Within the square was a single red thumbprint. A simple placard beneath read: “Identity” – by Doris Wiltshire. Beneath that, the price. $17,000. 
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