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Stained Glass
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The young paramedic slowly made his way down the center aisle of the old church, holding his right hand over the thin dust mask that covered his nose and mouth, hoping to block out some of the horrendous smell. The mask offered little olfactory protection, since stuffed inside the tiny country church were the bodies of twenty-two parishioners and their pastor, and they had been there for nearly two weeks, locked inside the building with minimal air flow and temperatures outside soaring well over ninety degrees. It was the rookie's first call. Doubtful there would be a second.

The paramedic reached the aisle nearest the pulpit and passed the first row of benches. There was noise coming from his colleagues and local law enforcement officials near the entrance of the church. He paused for a moment to collect his thoughts before making the mistake of looking into the first row.

A little girl of about four, leaned stiffly against the wooden backrest, her hands locked in a clawing motion at her neck. The skin on her face was gray and taut, pulling her upper lip over her baby teeth in an eternal sneer. Flies buzzed around her head, crawled in and out of her nostrils. The young man’s stomach undulated rapidly, and he collapsed onto the floor, the digestive organ's contents spewing forth before he had a chance to remove the respirator. The paramedic gagged and coughed, removing the mask and spilling the accident onto the church's worn hardwood flooring. Trying to regain his composure, he stared at his own vomit for a moment, mesmerized by the bubbles forming and bursting, the chunks of his Big Mac, and the colors that danced in the vile liquid.

The colors?

Vivid reds, yellows, blues, and greens danced across the floor, seemingly making the grain patterns in the wood come alive. The young man looked up, way up, at the small stained-glass window that loomed high above the pulpit. Shadows flitted behind the colored glass, apparently the effect of tree limbs swaying in the wind outside.

The stained-glass window was absolutely the most beautiful piece of work the young paramedic had ever seen. He stared up at the window, his mind oblivious to the smell of vomit and decomposing flesh all around him and tried to figure out what the colored shapes in the glass suggested. Then a cloud moved in front of the sun, casting a shadow across the window, rippling the light shining through the stained glass, and for a moment, just a split second, he saw something entirely different from what he expected.

***
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TAD CONLIN MEANDERED down the narrow aisles of East Fork Antique Mall, inhaling the pleasant, musty aroma of things old and almost forgotten. For once, he was relaxed and thoroughly enjoying himself. He loved visiting the antique stores, and this one was his favorite. Since he had recently purchased an old farmhouse just a few miles down Highway 71, he would be visiting East Fork more frequently than ever.

Tad paused at a booth displaying dozens of old, rusted farm tools. The implements looked as if they could have been taken from any of the old barns that lined the east Texas countryside. It was ambience like that, that gave the rural area its charm. Tad thought of his new home and smiled. There was a lot of work to be done on the old place, and he had already knocked himself out attempting to repair it. In fact, that was what had brought him to East Fork today. Window shopping was just an effort to get away from the headache of a new home. 

The old farmhouse was a unique fixer-upper opportunity, but it wasn't far from the community college where Tad taught art classes, and the huge attic with the giant windows was going to make one kick-ass studio. Tad looked up at the sunlight filtering through the high windows of the warehouse, dust bunnies chased each other in the subtle breezes of the ventilator fans, and he thought of the attic.

Tad stopped in front of a booth containing dozens of old stained-glass windows leaning haphazardly against each other.

Curious, Tad began sorting through the windows that displayed a myriad of shapes and colors, when a particular piece caught his eye.

This window was smaller than most of the others. Perhaps its unimposing size was the reason he had passed over it the first time. It was hanging on the lower part of the wall at the back of the booth, with several larger windows leaning against it, partially blocking it from his view. Tad began stacking the larger windows off to the side so he could get a better look at the piece. Finally, he was able to get to the window.

Tad stooped to grab the piece, lifting it gingerly from the nail holding it to the wall. The window was surprisingly heavy for its size. It was surely an older piece, made of much heavier glass and possibly lead beading.

Tad managed to free the window from the confines of the booth and leaned it against the outer wall. He stepped back so he could fully drink in the spectacle of the stained glass. There was a green diamond shape in the center with a smaller red diamond in it. Two long triangles of yellow protruded to the right and left of the diamond, and green shafts of stained glass spread out from the bottom with a piece of blue between them. Tad wasn't sure what the work depicted, and since there was little light coming from the back side of the window, it wasn't done proper justice. He studied the window a few more moments, moving to the left and the right.

Then, there it was. 

It was the Crucifixion. It was Jesus Christ. The style was very modern and abstract in design, which seemed to clash with the obvious age of the window. It was the Savior.  The anguished face, the angular features in the diamonds and the splayed, spread-eagle pattern—as of a person hanging on a cross—was obvious in the long shapes protruding from the diamond. And the still, red diamond heart in the center.

It was quite a unique piece.

Then Tad thought of the attic in his new home. Three large openings graced dormers that looked out from the attic, offering plenty of natural light for his paintings. Then to the rear of the house, looking out across the pastures and the east Texas woods beyond, was a single, small window. Tad just remembered the window was cracked, and a draft seeped in around the edges. In short, it needed replacing.

Why not? Tad thought. He spied a small piece of masking tape stuck across the face of the window. Tad knelt closer. The window's dimensions—18 x 24—were written on it. A little too big for the opening.

What the hell. He would make it fit.

"Can I help you, sir?"

Tad turned, and one of the nondescript employees was facing him.

"I'd like to buy this window, please. How much?"

"It's a very unique piece," the man said. "Very old."

"Yes, I know. How much?" Tad said, almost impatiently.

"We're asking two-hundred twenty dollars."

"Done," Tad said. 

"It's a very interesting piece," the man said. "Came from a church in deep east Texas, about thirty miles south of Tyler. The church was being torn down. The man dozing it down brought it to us."

"Yes, interesting." Tad reached for his checkbook. 

"It's no different than many stained-glass windows, really. No definite shape. Just a bunch of unusual cuts of glass."

"What do you mean?" Tad asked. "It's the Crucifixion."

The man lifted his eyebrows. "The Crucifixion, you say?" Tad nodded. The man looked at the window for a moment longer, then shrugged. "Well, if that's what you see, but it is an interesting piece."

"Yes," Tad agreed, giving the man a wary look. "Very interesting."

He just hoped the window would fit.

***
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"I LIKE THE NEW STUDIO, Tad," Linda said, slowly walking across the plywood pieces nailed across the length of the attic. Her heavy-heeled boots clicked loudly in the large open space, and Tad thought she looked so sexy, so graceful. He had a sudden urge to paint her. Either that or throw her down on the attic floor right then and there. "But why are you set up over here where it's dark? I would think you'd want your easel over here by the big windows."

Tad walked up behind her and slipped his hands around her waist. "I did have everything over there, but I decided I liked this end better. I don't know why."

Tad scooted Linda over in front of the new 36 x 52 canvas that balanced atop his easel. Linda, his lover and fellow teacher at the college, would be the first to view the latest addition to Tad's own personal home improvement. He gently kissed her on the neck and tilted her head up, directing her vision upward. Three dormers looked out from the roof on the front of the house, but only one such feature graced the rear. Linda looked down the short narrow section. At the end was a small stained-glass window.

"Do you see it?" Tad was as excited as a young boy showing his mother what he had drawn for her in school.

"What, the window?" 

"Of course, the window. Isn't it the most beautiful thing you've ever seen?"

"Yeah, it's pretty."

"Pretty? Is that all you can say?"

Linda laughed. "Where did you get it?"

"Antique place up the road. Don't ask what I paid for it," Tad said.

"How much?"

"I said don't ask."

"How old is it?" Linda asked instead.

"You know, I didn't even ask. The owner said it came from a church somewhere around Tyler."

"I wonder if it came from England. I mean, originally. A lot of older stained-glass does. I have a student in one of my classes named Joanie. She's into a lot of new age stuff. One of her big kicks is psychometry. I could bring her out here and let her look at it. Might be fun."

"Okay," Tad agreed. He stared down the narrow opening at the beautiful piece of work. The excitement of the window still had not worn off for him. It was as if he had just installed it yesterday. It was the first home repair he'd done that had gone off without a hitch, and he'd been expecting the worst. He must've measured the old window wrong. Tad could've sworn the stained-glass window was going to be at least an inch, too wide and tall, but it had slipped into the space perfectly, as if Tad had special ordered it just for the opening.

"What's that sound?" Linda asked. "That high-pitched sound? Do you hear it?"

Tad cocked his head and listened. "Oh, yeah, that's the wind whipping around the corner of the house."

"The wind isn't blowing very hard today."

"You'd be surprised how little wind it takes to make an old house creak and moan," Tad said.

Linda nodded. "Can we go downstairs now? All this dust is getting to me."

"Not yet," Tad said, looking at his watch. "You haven't seen the best part."

"What?" 

Tad shushed her and looked back at the window. "Just a few more minutes."

Slowly, the dying sun began to slip behind the tree line to the west, and as it did, the bright yellow rays caressed and fondled the slopes and valleys of the venerable old farmhouse. Inevitably, the shafts of light slid down the shingles, across the dormer and through the stained-glass window. Tad pulled Linda back a few steps. Finally, the full strength of the rays came through the stained glass, setting off the colors in a fiery display of beauty and reflecting down the length of the dormer and onto the canvas. The image cut into the window now blazed across Tad's latest painting.

"That's why I moved the easel over here. The lighting's not as good, but how can you go wrong with Jesus looking over your shoulder?" He stared at the canvas, at the warped colored image that rippled across the painting.

"Jesus?"

"Yeah, the Crucifixion. Don't you see it?"

Linda stepped forward and looked around the corner at the window, shielding her eyes from the intense sun. "I see a jumbled mass of colors, but then again, I'm not an artist." She shrugged. "Now? Can we go?"

Tad grinned. "Okay, but don't you think it's cool?"

"Sure, it's cool. I just don't get any divine inspiration out of it."

Tad took Linda's hand as they made their way down the attic stairway. Outside, the sun disappeared behind the distant tree line, but a hint of the vivid colors that had splashed across the canvas only moments earlier stayed behind.

***
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HE DIDN'T REMEMBER painting that.

Linda had left right after Letterman the night before, and Tad had gone into the studio-attic to continue working on his latest painting. It was an abstract rendition of a man's head with long, exaggerated features and bold, dark outlines. He remembered painting into the night and going to bed when the eastern horizon was just beginning to glow purple. Tad sometimes worked on his art during the night hours, and there were times when he couldn't remember certain parts of a painting, couldn't recall the exact moment when he created some aspect of it.

Tad would've remembered painting flies on the man's face.

Yet there they were, staring back at him from the painting. There were several flies on the subject's forehead and one big black one, complete with exaggerated, multi-faceted green eyes, resting on the man's nose. 

Tad stepped back from the painting to look at it from a distance. It was entirely possible that he could've painted the flies (and obviously he had) and simply forgotten them.

The strange thing was, he had never planned on having flies in the painting. Whatever had inspired him to place them there, it had been a spur-of-the-moment decision. There were several blocked-in areas of dark paint in the background, just to the right of the man's head. Tad could only assume that his weary mind had begun something else unusual on the painting just before he had gone to bed.

There seemed to be something else. Just a faint image, barely registrable, hovering in the background of the painting.

Whatever the flies represented, Tad decided he liked them. Taking his palette in hand, he began to improve upon them. As the sun began to dip behind the tree line, the vivid colors from the stained-glass window stretched toward Tad's work area, the sun's dying rays warming his back as he worked.

***
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"THAT'S WEIRD, TAD." Linda studied the painting. "And you say you don't remember working on it?"

"I remember working on it, I remember getting out my paints and brushes and looking at the canvas...but the rest of it...how this stuff gets on it, I don't know."

Tad stared at his latest painting. He had called the painting "Despondent" when he first started it, but now he wasn't so sure. The title didn't seem to fit anymore. The man's face had changed. It was now haggard and pale, approaching emaciation. The flies were still there, and now, the dark shapes in the background had been fleshed out more. They were beginning to resemble seats, or maybe benches.

"I just wish I could remember what inspired me to paint this," Tad said, more to himself than to Linda.

"You don't remember any of it?"

"No," Tad answered, more harshly than he had intended. "No, it's a blank." Calmer.

"You know what it looks like to me? It looks like a church."

"A church?" 

"Yeah, the man is at church. See the pews in the background? And up here," she said, her finger circling an area above the subject's head. "It looks like you've started a window."

"You may be right," Tad said, then turned away, frustrated. "I just wish I knew why I was doing it. It's like I'm blacking out while I'm painting."

"Tad, wasn't one of the main reasons you chose this house because of this attic? Weren't you turned on by these big windows and all the natural light that you could paint in?"

Tad had approached the stained-glass window. He peered out into the backyard, the image distorted by the pebbled effect of the glass. "Yeah, why?"

"It's just that, since you've started painting here, you're not taking advantage of the light. You moved your work area away from the light. Now, you're painting at night."

Tad turned to face Linda. "What are you getting at?"

"Doesn't it all seem a bit strange to you?"

"I don't know." 

"And now you're painting a church-"

"You say I'm painting a church," Tad interrupted.

"Didn't you say that window came from a church?"

"Yeah, but big deal. Most stained-glass windows come from churches. What does that have to do with anything?"

"You're putting this window in the painting."

"No, I'm not," Tad argued.

"Yes, you are. Look. In the dark spot where you're putting the window. See?" Tad approached the canvas and looked to where Linda's finger pointed. "See the image? It's the same shape in the window. The shape you say is the Crucifixion."

Tad shrugged. He had to admit the dark shape blocked in above the man's head in the painting had the same basic angles as the image depicted on the stained glass.

"Remember when I told you about Joanie, the girl in my class? I want her to come look at the window."

"What good would that do?" 

"I want to know more about the window. I want to know how old it is, where it came from."

"And this girl can do all that just by looking at my window?" 

"I don't know," Linda answered, then grinned. "Keep an open mind."

***

[image: ]


TAD DIDN'T LIKE JOANIE the minute she walked into his house. She looked like some new age goddess-bitch you might find wandering the streets of Deep Ellum in downtown Dallas. Purple hair. Purple eye shadow. Fishnet stockings. Short black leather skirt. She just breezed into his house with Linda and started picking up things. She grabbed a little figurine of the Christ of the Ozarks he had bought in Eureka Springs, Arkansas and started talking to it. She sat that down and grabbed a candle holder he'd found at DeRidder's Antiques, frowned and sat it back down. She just kept grabbing Tad's things without even asking. Then she had the nerve to tell him she liked his house, that it was a happy house, that everyone who'd lived in it had been happy. What a flake.

"What do you think?" Linda whispered, while Joanie explored Tad's studio. They had moved on to the attic.

"I think she's a nut." 

"Open mind, remember? I think this is fascinating." 

"Wow, this is a perfect place for an artist." Joanie stood in front of the three large windows. "Lots of light."

"Joanie, the window I want you to look at is over here."

Joanie turned and moved past Tad's easel, stopping at the beginning of the narrow passage that led to the stained-glass window. Her gaze traveled from the floor up to the window. She stopped. "It's Jesus," Joanie whispered.

"What?" Linda asked.

"You see it, too?" Tad asked.

"It's Jesus," Joanie repeated.

"See, I told you it looked like the Crucifixion," Tad said to Linda.

Joanie slowly walked the length of the corridor and stopped at the window. She reached out and began to caress the frame. Tad had not touched up any part of the window. As far as he knew, that was the original paint. "It's very old," Joanie said, almost in a trance. "Hundreds of years old."

Joanie's fingers traced around the frame and then slowly slid over, contacting the clear, textured glass surrounding the colorful image. With her eyes closed, her fingers spread across the glass, caressing the Jesus image as if it were her lover. Tears began to well up in her eyes, finally spilling over and running down her pale cheeks in purple streams. "There are people in here. Thousands and thousands of people."

"What?" Linda asked, not sure she heard Joanie correctly.

"They can't get out," Joanie cried. Her head lolled. Her eyes remained closed. "Their souls are trapped."

"Is she for real?" Tad asked, leaning closer to Linda.

"I can't," Joanie said. "I can't help you."

"You put her up to this, didn't you?" Tad said. Linda shushed him. "You had this planned all along."

At that moment, a cloud passed in front of the sun, momentarily blocking the light from striking the window. Joanie's eyes snapped open, and she fell backwards, as if being physically pushed. She landed on her bottom and stared back up at the window.

She screamed.

"Joanie!" Linda shouted, running to her fallen student. "What is it? What happened?"

Tad looked up at the window just as the sun returned. The Savior stared down at him as always.

Linda knelt, taking Joanie's head in her hands. "What's wrong, Joanie? What did you see?"

"They're damned," was all she would say. "Those poor people. They're all damned."

Tad stood over the women, impervious to Joanie's feelings. As far as he was concerned, it was a charade, a hoax induced by some crystal-hogging, meditating Generation X-er. Besides, it was getting late, and he would be painting again soon.

***
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THE MAN IN THE PAINTING was almost skeletal now. His eyes were sunken, his skin pulled taut over his hollowed cheekbones, and now, there were others just like him, lying across the pews, sitting up, some collapsed across others, a few sprawled on the floor in front of the benches. There were also more flies. The frame of the window in the painting had been more defined, but he had yet to complete the glass. Still, a dark, familiar shape hovered in the center.

And, as with all the other times, Tad could not remember painting any of it.

He knew one thing though, he liked what he saw.

***
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"THERE IS SOME TRUTH to what Joanie was saying," Linda said.

"Oh, don't be ridiculous." 

"Tad, she cried all the way home that night," Linda argued. "She was obviously terribly upset."

"She made all that up. Grandstanding. Acting like a big shot. Probably bucking for an A in your class."

"That's not fair," Linda said sternly. Tad merely shrugged. “Do you want to know why I think she was telling the truth?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"I did some reading about middle-ages religion," Linda said. "There was a group of monks living in Ireland in the sixteenth century. Their members regularly committed suicide."

"A medieval suicide cult?" Tad asked. "That's a good one, Linda."

"You agreed that the window likely came from England, and that it's probably very old."

"Are you suggesting that there are lost souls trapped in an antique window I bought in an east Texas antique shop, and that they're screaming to get out?" Tad asked. "That's ludicrous."

"Is it?" She nodded her head toward the painting. "Pretty disturbing stuff, wouldn't you say? And you don't remember doing any of it."

***
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TAD PICKED UP THE PHONE on the second ring. It was Linda.

"Joanie's dead," she said. "They found her in her apartment this morning."

"Are you serious?" Tad asked, showing, but not really feeling, remorse.

"She took a bottle of sleeping pills. Tad, it was suicide."

"Jesus, she's really taking this shit seriously."

There was a pause on the other end of the line. "Who the hell are you?" Linda asked, then hung up.

Tad set the receiver back in its cradle and glanced out the window. The sun was setting. Tad headed upstairs to his studio.

***
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"I JUST WANTED TO SHOW you something," Linda said.

Tad squinted in the bright sunlight and took the piece of paper from Linda's hand. The glaring brightness of the paper almost blinded him.

"I went to Tyler today," Linda said. "Did some research at the library. I found that. Thought it might interest you."

The paper was photocopied from the front page of the Tyler Gazette. The headline read: Mass Suicide at Rural Church. 

"What is this?” Tad asked.

"Twenty-three people, Tad. Twenty-three. Men, women. Children. They killed themselves."

"What does this have to do with anything?"

"The last paragraph says local authorities were planning to bulldoze the building, to forget it ever happened."

"Ahh, I see. And you're saying somehow a window survived. It wound up at an antique store, and I bought it. And originally, it came from some evil monastery in Ireland."

"Tad," Linda tried to explain.

"What about the rest of the windows? Ooh, could they still be out there somewhere, wreaking havoc on innocent people? Wait, let me guess, there was one of these windows at Jonestown, maybe one at the Waco compound. Koresh had one in his office. Am I getting warm?"

"God, I hope Joanie was wrong," Linda said.

"Look, what happened to Joanie is terribly sad, a tragedy, but face it, she was a little left of center."

"She saw something that terrified her, Tad. Bad enough to take her own life."

Tad sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. It was mid-morning, and he had worked on the painting all night. He was exhausted.

"Can't you see it, Tad? Can't you see what's happening? Ever since you got that damned window, things have been different. You paint at night. Your memory's for shit. You're belligerent."

"Linda, nothing's wrong."

"And look at what you're painting. It would scare the shit out of Clive Barker. And, Jesus, you don't even remember doing it. Doesn't that set off a warning siren in your head, Tad?"

"I'm fine," Tad said. "A crazy little cunt kills herself, and you're worried about me? You're the only one around here who's having any messed-up delusions. I'm fine."

"There's another piece of paper there," Linda said.

Tad rustled the papers, letting the copy of the headline fall to the ground.

"That's Joanie's suicide note, Tad. The police let me have a copy of it. I thought you might like to see it."

The note merely read: the truth is not in the light.

"Call me when you're Tad Conlin again," Linda said. "If you ever are."

Tad crumpled up the paper and let it join the other, allowing the warm east Texas breeze to take them wherever it saw fit. He didn't even watch Linda walk away.

***
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TAD GRABBED THE STRING hanging from the overhead light in the attic and pulled it, casting the attic into total darkness. Allowing a few seconds for his eyes to adjust, Tad approached his canvas. Moonlight filtered in, then turned crimson and yellow and blue by the colors of the stained-glass window.

And there, in the center of the window painted onto the canvas' background, was the image of the Crucifixion.

Tad had not painted it. He knew that. It wasn't there this afternoon when he had inspected his previous night's work, and he hadn't touched the canvas yet this evening.

Yet, there it was. The yellow outstretched arms. The green legs, dangling limp. The green diamond shape of the body, the red heart in the center.

Tad lifted a shaking finger to the canvas and touched the image of the stained glass. It was dry. There was no paint.

He had not painted it.

It had been burned into the painting.

It was then that Tad noticed how well the moon lit the attic, how favorable the condition was to his craft.

The moon was full tonight.

Tad turned to the window. In the distance, distorted through the textured glass, the moon shone through the darkness.

Then he remembered Joanie's suicide note: the truth is not in the light.

The truth was in the dark.

He painted in the dark. He remembered nothing in the dark.

The moon became obscured through the window. Tad thought something moved. Must be the wind blowing the tree limbs around, he thought. There was an almost constant screeching sound of the wind blowing around the corners of the house.

That's when he saw them.

The faces. Hundreds of faces. Thousands. They wavered in and out of focus, pulled themselves apart like a television set in need of horizontal tuning. They grew larger, then receded, then grew again, and there was the absolute anguish buried forever in their eyes. Then they screamed again and he realized that was the noise he had been hearing all along. The unnerving wails rattled the glass the way a window shakes when a tractor trailer drives by. The faces pressed against the glass, their features flattening out, the blood racing from their skin, but they could not budge the glass.

Tad forced his vision to focus on the image, past the tormented souls, to the Jesus image.

In the dark, it just didn't look the same.

The diamonds had separated, aiming at each of the window's upper corners. The yellow arms had shifted as well, pointing skyward. The green legs split to the sides like a great, forked tongue, and the blue diamond between them resembled a gigantic penis.

In the light . . .

—and the truth is not in the light—

. . . the stained-glass window appeared to bear the image of Jesus Christ.

In the dark . . . 

—but in the dark—

. . . it looked like Satan.

The faces continued to wail and flit about the colored panels of the stain glass, and the Satan image bore down on Tad. Visions filled Tad's head—visions of ancient priests, of disillusioned parishioners following fruitless visions of eternal paradise.

Tad turned back toward the canvas, retrieved his palette from the floor. He squirted generous amounts of alizarin crimson, bright red, cadmium yellow, and orange onto his palette. His fingers steady, he held his brush. Behind him, the screams of the tortured souls begging for mercy continued. The green and red eyes of Satan warmed his back like a late afternoon sun.

But there is no truth in the light.

Bold strokes across the painting. Streaks of red. Swatches of yellow. Thick smears of orange.

The image of flames quickly obliterated the tortured soul depicted in Tad's painting.

***
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THE ELMO VOLUNTEER Fire Department sifted through the rubble of the farmhouse, trying to find what caused the old building to burn to the ground. The smell of smoke was heavy in the air, despite the gusty afternoon breeze.

Elmer Finley skirted the pile of debris along what had been the rear of the house. His eyes scanning the ground, he caught a glimpse of something shining in the bright sunlight. Elmer kicked a charred two-by-six and revealed the edge of a window. He knelt and cleared away the remaining debris, unearthing the prize.

It was a beautiful, stained-glass window. Elmer Finley didn't know much about art, or history, but he knew something this pretty would more than likely fetch an equally attractive prize at any antique store in the area.

Elmer looked back across the pile of rubble. His boss was leaning against his pickup talking to the sheriff. Their backs were turned to him. Elmer's truck was no more than fifteen paces away. He could have the window stashed under the old, mildewed tarp he carried in the back before anyone could notice. Hell, he wasn't paid shit for being on the force, so why not take advantage of a little gift from God?

Elmer rose, checked his boss's whereabouts one last time, then held the stained-glass window up to the sun. It was a lot heavier than he thought it would be. Bright cuts of red, green, and yellow glared back at him. Elmer tried to understand what kind of a likeness was depicted in the colored glass, but the constant movement of shadows and the twinkling of sunlight off the glass chased any image away before it had a chance to form.
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Water this Cold
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The porcelain was smooth and unblemished. The flowing lines of the facial structure—the soft curve of the cheeks, the subtle valley of the eye sockets, the gentle kiss of the pursed lips—were exquisite. The color was shocking white, even after years and years of wear. 

Who had played with it? How often had it been played with? Who could tell? How could anyone tell? 

These were questions Collin Hayworth asked himself every time he viewed a new doll, and this was the most immaculate doll he had ever had the fortune of laying his eyes upon, and he had laid his eyes upon many. His collection numbered into the thousands, and it was insured for one million dollars. It was truly the envy of doll collectors all over the world, and here was one more, nothing overtly spectacular, just one simple little turn-of-the-century depiction, and Collin made up his mind that he must have it, he would have it. 

However, this doll was in no elegant antique shop, no clearly marked price tag hanging from one dainty toe. It was not sitting atop a velvet table in a booth, in some collector show waiting for her price to be haggled over. This doll was two-and-a-half miles below the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, partially buried amid the sunken ruins of the White Star liner Titanic, and Collin refused to believe that peering at the beauty through binoculars and a nine-inch-thick glass window was the closest he was going to get to it.

He knew that several groups had been retrieving relics from the doomed ship for some time now. Hats, watches, eyeglasses, that sort of thing. Dr. Robert Ballard had placed a plaque on the stern of Titanic in 1986 when he had first discovered the tragic remains, imploring future explorers to look, but not touch. It now seemed that his wish was going unheeded. The overwhelming success of the James Cameron movie had seared dollar signs into the eyes of many, and anything Titanic-related was sure to fetch an equally titanic price, especially if it was the genuine article.

The small submarine slowly moved away from the doll, casting a veil of ocean floor silt over it, and Collin stepped back from the small crowd of folks pushing its way to the small windows. He shivered. It was so frightfully cold in the tiny craft. 

Collin Hayworth was a man who knew how to get what he wanted, and he had the means to accomplish it. He smiled, with the face of the doll etched into his memory. It wouldn’t take much—the right individual, the right price—and he would hold her, the first to claim ownership in eighty-six years.

***
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HIS VACATION WITH FRIENDS of equally sound financial status on the French Riviera had been extremely monotonous up until the morning Sophia mentioned that a Swiss submarine company was offering underwater tours of the Titanic for five-thousand dollars a head. Even then, there was really nothing of interest as far as Collin was concerned. He knew of the marine disaster, how the ship had struck an iceberg on the night of April 14th, 1912, had gone down in two hours, how she had been deemed “unsinkable”, but he had only a passing interest in the history at best.

Yet, Sophia Renfield and her fifteen-year-old daughter, Amy, had become addicted to the movie, and the entire group had decided to take a break from their vacation on the Riviera and head for cooler climes. Collin had reluctantly agreed, more so for the fact of not wanting to be left out of the group’s adventures than anything else.

Collin smiled the smile of a man who had achieved his goal. The trip was worth it. Well worth it. It had cost him roughly one million dollars, but now, looking at his bounty, he knew he would’ve paid twice that amount.

The doll was complete, and in surprisingly good condition. The clothing had long since succumbed to the harsh salt water of the Atlantic, but the porcelain was immaculate. It seemed that years of lying on the ocean floor had polished the surface of the porcelain, rather than deteriorated it, if that was possible. The paint on the eyes and lips was gone, if there ever was any. The overall visage of the stark white face was no less eerie to Collin than the moment the ghostly pale peered at him from the murky depths of the Atlantic. Here was the crowning glory to his already spectacular collection. Who else anywhere at all, in the entire world, could claim to have a doll salvaged from the wreckage of the greatest ship disaster in all of history?

“No one,” Collin chuckled, caressing his prize. “No one at all.”

***
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“WE SHOULD HAVE A SEANCE,” Stella Lloyd said.

“A seance?” her husband Leonard asked. “Are you mad, woman?”

Collin’s group of friends had all been impressed with his acquisition, even if they thought the price tag was a little steep. Collin now kept the doll locked up in his safe, nestled cozily inside an ornate wooden box, its interior lined with red velvet, he had built specifically to house the doll. Sophia and her daughter were not as impressed by the doll as Collin imagined. Perhaps seeing it separate from its grave lessened the emotional impact for them, or perhaps they were simply more infatuated with Hollywood’s Titanic than the real one. The others were probably just not all that interested in the history of the ship. It was something to keep them occupied for the moment, something to coax them away from the everyday monotonous existence of the wealthy, and when it was over, forgotten. The fact that the doll came from where it did, meant little to Collin himself. It was a beautiful piece, and it was unique, and that meant it was valuable, extremely valuable. Therein lay the lure for Collin Hayworth.

“Yes,” Stella said. “A seance. We could try to contact the spirits of the Titanic. After all, tonight is the anniversary of the sinking, is it not?”
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