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PRAISE FOR WALKIN’ AFTER
MIDNIGHT

 


“Joe Ricker is a hard-boiled poet in the
tradition of Charles Bukowski. He writes of lonely, scarred men,
damaged women, and of haunted places we all know. These shorts are
served straight up with no chaser. Like the best of noir, it’s
about people with few options and often no way out. Highly
recommended.”—Ace Atkins, New York Times bestselling author
of The Forsaken and The Redeemers

 


“Tough yet lyrical, bristling with hard-won
wisdom, these stories knock you out of any comfort zone you may
have found and into the red. Ricker knows people, violence and
landscape. He knows truth, too. And these stories beat their fists
like drums.”—Tom Franklin, New York Times bestselling author
of Crooked Letter, Crooked Letter

 


“Joe Ricker’s stories are like windows with
ragged blinds twisted open to reveal the lives that go on all
around us, in spite of us, and sometimes are us. His characters are
dark, desperate, and fascinatingly vivid. Read Ricker and have your
eyes opened.”—Gerry Boyle, international bestselling author of
Once Burned, a Jack McMorrow mystery

 


“Walkin’ after Midnight crackles with
danger, and this noir collection of short stories announces Joe
Ricker as a provocative new talent. His plots swerve and startle as
characters emerge from smoky bars, carrying grudges into frozen
landscapes. Ricker’s style is a turns gritty, raw, and surprisingly
tender, while his prose goes down like fine whiskey.”—Carla Norton,
New York Times bestselling author of Perfect
Victim

 


“Ricker writes literary noir. His stories are
records of murder and deceit, acts committed by individuals with
such considerable damage, and/or in such dire straits, that the
actions they commit seem to them logical, and perhaps inevitable.
Ricker does not celebrate violence and/or amorality; his fiction
talks of such things in carefully crafted, measured prose, and the
calm, relentless focus of his narratorial voice presents his
characters, their actions and their pasts, without judgment, so
that we readers may apply our own. In this manner, his writing
becomes highly moral; it asks us to look at actions and decisions
that are alien to many of us, and to find empathy where we might
otherwise be inclined to turn away.” —Christopher Coake, PEN/Robert
W. Bingham Prize
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WALKIN’ AFTER MIDNIGHT

 


Before winter sets in, people around here start
to get anxious. Crops need to be harvested, and farmers, like the
one I work for, push through those bustling days with hopes of
turning a profit, which is rare. Most people just break even, like
the stones the frost pushes through the earth. Winter comes and
freezes the ground, life and the
occasional secret. The locals sink into their misery and habits and
try not to look at the calendar too often as if they’ve forgotten
that eventually, the ground will thaw, and some secrets will sprout
from the darkness.

When I was a kid, right before winter, my dog
and I used to bury things together. In the spring, after the first
good thaw, we’d head out into the woods and try to find what we’d
buried. When the dog died, and it was him I had to bury, I didn’t
get so eager to push my fingers into the ground after the thaw.
I’ve spent my life burying things, watching them grow and get
bigger like a desire that won’t stop reaching for light, even in the dark.

It was late fall the first time I saw her. She
was in the back of the bar, her ass pushed up against a pool table.
She wore a short green dress the color of moss and lichen, the
color blending so efficiently to her as if she were already in the
grave. She lifted her leg up on the table and covered the corner
pocket with her thigh, leaning the cue in her left hand against the
floor to brace herself. The man she was with smashed his mouth
against her neck and she tipped the drink in her right hand,
spilling it onto the felt. She worked her right foot in a circle
and her flat-bottom shoe fell to the marred carpet, which was
stained and moist with decades of ignored spillage. The guy next to
me muttered about what a whore she was. The people here have a
thing for labels, especially concerning other people. In a town
like this, people do what they have to, to pass the time, and in
the same breath repeat the state mantra, the way life should
be.

A song came on the jukebox, and she dropped
her leg from the table and toed her foot back into her shoe. She
pranced around the bar, belting out the lyrics—I go out walkin’
after midnight, out in the starlight, just hopin’ you may be,
somewhere a-walkin’, after midnight, searchin’ for me. She
passed a patch of light from the desk lamp the bartender kept by
the register. A slightly fat lip made her smile crooked. The edge
of her nose beside her eye was bruised, a shade of purple a little
darker than her hair. She was good-looking despite that, and she
had a better voice, but it was obvious that everyone in there had
heard it before. Nothing special, something that wouldn’t be missed
for a few years until someone heard that song again and asked Remember that girl who used to sing?
Whatever happened to her? The guy she was necking with smelled
the tips of his fingers and smiled. He stuck them in his whiskey
and stirred it around.

She squinted her eyes when she sang. For a few
moments, I wondered how she got
the black eye. She moved closer to me, probably because I was
alone, unable to pretend to engage in a conversation topic like the
ones around me—the town’s deer population problem, high school
football, who gave whom herpes. I pulled the brim of my hat lower.
I didn’t go out to bars much, and I talked to people even less.
Something about her kept me posted there against the bar, sipping
the lukewarm Labatt that the bartender had on special, two for
one.

“Hi,” the girl said.

I nodded.

She told me her name, and I’d heard it before
in conversations at other bars. She asked for mine.

“Oscar,” I told her.

“Like Oscar Wilde?”

“Oscar White.”

“What’s your middle
name?”

“Birmingham.”

“Oscar Birmingham White? Sounds
like the name of a kindergarten teacher or someone who’ll kill the
president.” The girl repeated my name, and I wasn’t fond of the way
she did it, snapping her head from side to side and tapping out
each syllable on the bar. “You want a shot?”

“No. Thank you.”

She ordered two shots of Jameson and pushed
one over to me.

“I said I didn’t want
this.”

“I’m a button pusher,” she
said.

“No kidding.”

“Don’t be a faggot. Drink
it.”

I took the shot and let it stick to the back
of my throat. It burned into my lungs and I choked off a
gag.

“Have you read any Oscar
Wilde?”

I’d read an assortment of his work. I liked
him immensely but mostly because he was the only famous person I
knew of who shared my name. Another song came on the jukebox as I was about to answer. The girl
scrunched her face at me as she started singing and slipped from
her bar stool.

The next morning, I woke up earlier than
normal. It was still dark when I went out to the fields on Myer’s
Farm, an organic co-op that milled with vegans and overzealous,
part-time botanists who marveled at the stringy, parched plants
they produced. I didn’t make much money pulling weeds and pushing
seeds, but there’s a certain splendor in harvesting something you
put in the ground, like a wish that comes true.

I saw the girl a few nights later at a diner
where she worked. She didn’t recognize me when she slapped a plate
of hash and eggs on the table. Her eye was healing, and the
swelling in her lip had faded. The eggs were broken, and the hash
was cold. In some places, food is a representation of the people
who make it.

“You look familiar,” she said.
“Have I met you before?”

I shook my head.

She bit her lip. “I don’t know. There’s
something about you, but my memory is all fucked up from my car
accident.” She tapped her pen against her small note pad. “What’s
your name?”

I took an oversized bite of toast. “Oscar,” I
answered.

“That’s a peculiar
name.”

“It seems to be. I suppose I’ll
take that as a compliment.”

She shrugged and pulled the check from her
apron. “You’re kind of a creeper, aren’t you?”

“I prefer ‘introvert,’” I told
her.

“Puh-tay-toe, puh-tah-toe.
You can pay at the register.”

I took the check and brought it to the counter
when I finished eating. She’d drawn a heart on the back of it and
signed her name. The girl went to a different table with a forced
smile.

I saw the girl several times over the next
week or so. She spent most of her time in a continuous cycle of
work, going to the bar and stumbling home or even driving. On some
nights I tried to talk to her, but she was always too imbibed or
focused on the man who walked her home or tucked her into the front
seat of his car.

After a while, it began to present itself to
me that I might want to take her home one of those nights, that I
wanted to know what sort of pleasure surged through her when a man
took her—why she couldn’t choose just one. I convinced myself that
they couldn’t satisfy her, and I began to imagine all the ways that
I could, that perhaps I could help her end the turmoil she was
obviously suffering.

I managed to be
at a lot of the same places she went, and I learned her
favorite songs and eavesdropped on her conversations. She’d hopped
trains, her greatest passion, and was only a few weeks away before
she headed back out on one.

The night we left the bar together I’d been
waiting for her to show up. I played an hour and a half of her
favorite songs and took the credit for it when she giddily asked
who’d played them. She looked happy. I started buying her drinks.
She had a shot of whiskey at her fingertips for the rest of the
night.

“What are you doing after this?” I
asked her just before the bar closed.

“I don’t know. What are you doing,
besides being a creeper?”

She had a way of plowing her opinions into the
air. I’d seen her get like that toward the end of some of those
nights. An anger came from her
that was fueled by some dark, hurtful thing in her past that might
have allowed her to be a different woman if it hadn’t happened.
She’d buried things to keep them hidden, secret. I could understand
that.

“I was wondering if you’d like to
go down to the reservoir. It’s a clear night, and there’s supposed
to be a meteor shower,” I told her.

“Yeah? That’s cool. I live down by
there. You could drop me off at my place.”

 


 


When we got to the reservoir, I pulled the beer
cooler from my trunk. She took one before I had a chance to offer
and sat on the hood of my car. Moonlight skipped off the water onto
her legs, and I reached out to touch her knee.

“So that’s why you brought me out
here.”

“No. Not really.”

“Whatever. Be patient. I want to
see a shooting star.”

“Are you going to make a
wish?”

“Of course.”

“What are you going to wish
for?”

“For the world to end.” She gulped
her beer. “What would you wish for?” She looked over at me with a
blank expression, her middle finger seductively tracing figure
eights on her thigh.

We made love. My pelvis tamped gently against
her while she clenched her eyes like it was some sort of
punishment. Right before I finished, in the reflection on the
windshield, I watched that shooting star she’d been waiting for
streak across the sky and I knew that I would never be that guy who
asked Whatever happened to that girl? I let her slip out
from under me and watched her fumble with her pants, pulling them
on as if she were dragging some immense weight over her legs. I
told her she didn’t have to behave the way she did with men
anymore, that I could make whatever it was that made her hate
herself go away. She got mad at me, yelled and stormed off into the
woods. I followed her.

The light of the hunter’s moon let through the
branches where I knelt over her. She had this cold look about her.
Her eyes were cloudy, like a mist
had come to settle over the horrible things she’d seen in the
world. She looked like she was finally at peace, but there was
still a hint of anger in her eyes, betrayal. I didn’t speak, just
brushed some of the hair from her face and sat there looking at her
for a long time. I left before the sun came. I promised myself that
in the spring, when the ground
thawed, I’d head back out there to see her again.
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BAGGAGE

 


Sarah waited for the slightest fade in the
darkness outside, when that first hint of blue pushed up from the
horizon, before she crept away
from his puttered breathing. All the things she needed were already
in place. Her shorts at the hamper, ID and cash in the pockets. Her purse on the chair near the
door, and her keys to the Audi
parked on the street were exactly where she would leave them—in
plain sight of him if he woke up. She made an arc through the
house, moving on the balls of her feet, grabbed the shorts and
checked the pockets. A yellow shirt and a cap hung on a hook near
the door in the kitchen.

She’d come into the world she was leaving with
an adoration for the way he’d
spoken and touched her, his lips against her ear lobe, his fingers
a light, almost secret brush against her face. After time, his distance from her ear grew until there
were no words and only the pressure of his knuckles left its echo
on her flesh. Outside, she crossed the street to the narrow space
between her neighbors’ homes. She stopped and pulled a bag of
garbage from a trashcan and retrieved her wheeled
luggage.

 


 


The sun throws a thin arm of light over the
ledge of the horizon, bringing
faint color to dim houses. Hours before, when it was still dark,
Mr. Wax climbed into the back of the car they would wait in—an
Impala with sticky cloth seats that they picked up at the airport
when they dropped off the last rental. Mr. Wax didn’t fly, and
airports were the only place to get one-way rentals. They’d been
moving south from Chicago—Indianapolis, St. Louis, Memphis, New
Orleans. Four cities in four days, sinking deeper into the rising
heat, trading cars in each new city.

Sheldon slides over behind the wheel and
watches the sun poke its head into
the sky—the radiance of accomplishment. He was half asleep when
they got there. He doesn’t remember what street they’re on, only
that they made a turn off Magazine, and then more of them until Mr.
Wax parked in front of a pink house with Mardi Gras beads draped
over the points of a wrought-iron fence. The street is residential,
quiet, much different than the back alleys near the bars they’d
lurked before.

This job was special, Mr. Wax told
him.

Before the sun peaks over the skyline, a layer
of sweat clings to Sheldon’s white polo shirt. Wear simple,
plain clothes, Mr. Wax instructed. Inconspicuous. Leave your
wallet and anything that can identify you, he said after asking
if Sheldon had any tattoos. He didn’t. Mr. Wax’s faint snoring from
the back seat gives him a sense of comfort, like there’s a level of
respect for his abilities even though Mr. Glenn, Mr. Wax’s boss,
only ever let him pick up dry-cleaning or run packages to the poker
rooms—when they called him Paperweight or Notsobright
or Special instead of Sheldon.

The heat is heavy and dense around him. Sweat
on his body feels like a layer of skin he could peel away.
Heat, he remembers. Mr. Glenn talked about that with Mr. Wax
before they left. He said: Heat is increasing, and people are
getting sloppy. It’s time for them to cool off. Head south. Clean
up and dump the baggage in New Orleans—as far from us as
possible. They chose Sheldon because no one would see him
coming. He could get close.

The only motion on the street is a woman, and
Sheldon doesn’t see her until long after the wheels of the carry-on
she’s dragging over brick grabbed his attention. She rounds the
corner—a quick, determined pace. Sheldon takes her in, imagines
where she’s going. He notices her collarbones most, like daggers
she could yank away to pierce anything blocking her
path.

He thinks about the three men he’s killed
along the way, the loud gunshot escorting the bullet to whisper
through their brain. A final, rapid lullaby. He wonders what their
last thoughts were. The first guy’s stringent cologne nauseated him
before the singe of gunpowder chased it away. He’d never killed
anyone, and it didn’t seem to affect him. He’d only ever felt
present in life, something without purpose, like a stranger at a
party people whispered about instead of speaking with. Sheldon
tries to remember the interstates they took to get there from
Chicago.

A tree-of-life medallion dangles from her
neck. She has a narrow waist, short white cut-offs. The taper of
her thigh muscles flex in
striation close to her hips. Stems. That’s what they call
legs like that. The sleeves of her yellow, collared shirt are
rolled up over her elbows. She moves closer, ahead of the plastic
rumble. His heart drums movement into the beads of sweat on his
chest. A jittery, warm rush crouches inside him. There’s a glint of
moisture on her temples, a severe gaze in her blue eyes, the
Costa trucker-hat she’s wearing is pulled low.

Sarah makes it to the corner, the rising sun
on her back encouraging her movement. Ahead of her, glints of the
sun’s light ricochet off the shiny particles in the asphalt and the
mirrors and thin bands of chrome around windows of the cars she’s
passing. She wants to check behind her, make sure there’s no one
following, but that would mean looking back, breaking the first
promise to herself. She won’t look back, and she’ll never fall in
love again.

The world has never really made sense to
Sheldon, but he wonders in that
moment, as he watches the woman pass, about love at first sight—if
love can actually happen in milliseconds, less time than it takes
for a bullet through the head to kill someone. He’s never been in
love, never stumbled down that route. He wonders why they chose
him. Mr. Wax shifts in the back seat. Sheldon takes in the flex of
her calves after she’s passed, moving toward the thin canopy of
elms. He catches movement in the rearview mirror when he turns back
toward the wheel. A sudden electric shudder rolls over him, and Mr.
Wax pushes the end of a pistol silencer against his
skull.
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ICE SHACK

 


If you go through the ice, water soaks through
the layers of clothes and pulls you down. It forces the air out of
your lungs and you drown by the time you hit the bottom and you’re
gone until they find your body in the spring—if they find your
body.

There’s no one but us walking on the lake.
Falling snow makes it difficult to see the ice shack, four hundred
yards out. That’s where Louie is waiting for us. That’s where the
Boss told Louie and me to bring Jimmy because I vouched for Jimmy.
And Jimmy owes too much money.

When we were kids, Jimmy fell through the ice
in the middle of Square Pond where the water was thirty feet deep.
The cold water and the sudden pull downward came, and his face
turned the color of the chunks of ice he’d broken through. I lunged
and caught his hand. His fingernails dug into my palms. He begged
me, and God at the same time, to save him as his head dipped under
and he choked on mouthfuls of water. I could feel the toes of my
rubber boots sliding over the ice as the weight of him and his
drenched layers pulled me toward the hole. My fingers clawed at the
ice until Jimmy, somehow, shucked off his boots and bottom layers
and kicked and I pulled until we were lying on the ice, panting and scared.

This lake is deeper. Jimmy walks a few feet in
front of me, pulling the toboggan loaded with ice traps, the auger,
bait, beer and food. My top
thermal has shifted up on the
small of my back and I feel the icy metal against my flesh—pale
with the indentation of the safety on the pistol.

Jimmy puts a cigarette to his lips and checks
his pockets. “You got a light?” he asks, looking back at me. I
can’t look Jimmy in the eyes. I light his smoke. He turns, and I
adjust the gun.

Three days ago, I slept with Jimmy’s wife. She
pulled me into her softness with her legs, thighs squeezing against
my ribs—used her heels to push into the small of my back. Her red
hair was tangled in my fingers as I pulled it—hair I smelled while
biting the side of her chin. The same hair that sometimes left a
hint of its fragrance on Jimmy that I can smell on the wind blowing
off his shoulders—sweat and white wine. I’ve been sleeping with
Jimmy’s wife for a while—collapsing on top of her on starched hotel
sheets with love and guilt swirling in my stomach like the baby
she’s carrying—my baby.

“We’re almost there,” I tell
Jimmy.

He pushes on. The sliding toboggan whispers
against the snow behind him.

The ice shack is fifty yards away. Louie has
his snowmobile parked beside it. Behind the ice shack is the hole. It’s the hole exposing
water—dark—cold—black, like shadows inside the barrel of a gun.
It’s the hole we’re supposed to dump Jimmy’s body in after I kill
him.

The snow collects against the seams of my
boots and the straps at the cuffs of my jacket. Cold creeps over my
nose across my cheekbones, down the sides of my neck, inside my
jacket—curls into a ball against my chest then rolls down my ribs
and the insides of my arms—around my wrists where it spins into my
palms, between my fingers and over my knuckles like something
curious and colorful.

We step up to the door of the ice shack and
Louie comes out.

“Hey, Jimmy,” he says. He hands
him a small pouch with some tools in it. “Take a look at the sled,
will ya, Jimmy? It’s been stalling out.”

Jimmy drops the rope from the toboggan. He
looks me in the eyes as he takes the tools. He turns and squats
near the engine of the sled. I slip the gun from my pants, click
the safety off and hold the muzzle against the back of my leg.
Louie takes a step back and moves behind me. I hear his jacket
rustling like he’s reaching for something. He taps my left shoulder
and points at the back of Jimmy’s head. Jimmy’s breath rolls over
his shoulder and I can see the side of his face, the windburn on
his cheeks and the snow falling against his neck. I look at Louie
and bring the gun up.

I slide the gun across my chest, put the
barrel against Louie’s jaw and pull the trigger.

The shot blows the hearing out of my left ear.
Louie spins and I step away from him. He falls to the snow on his
hands and knees, blood spattering from the bottom of his jawless
face. Jimmy is crouched on the ice covering his ears. I turn toward
Louie, and his babbling howl enters my right ear. Snow is clinging
to my eyelashes, making my eyelids quiver to shake them off. I push
the barrel against the back of Louie’s head.

I pull the trigger again and watch a scarlet
burst spray onto his outstretched fingers and the snow. His body
collapses. The echo of the gunshot rumbles to the edges of the
lake.

Jimmy grabs Louie’s feet and I take an arm. We
drag him around the ice shack to the hole. When we roll Louie in,
water spills out over the ice, making slush out of the snow. Pockets of air bubble inside his jacket, then the faceless body
sinks out of sight.

I pull the set of keys from my pocket. There’s
a red camp on the other side of the lake—a pickup in the driveway.
Jimmy takes the keys. He puts them in his pocket.

“You can never come back, Jimmy,”
I say.

“I know,” he says.
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FISHER OF MEN

 


The bar at the corner of Highland and Grove
smelled like stale death—dried blood and old sweat. Primal urges
burst into the air like a Christmas tree on fire. The only window
was a murky porthole from a forgotten vessel mounted in the door.
The woes and torments of patrons, submerging deeper into their
miserably fated descent, lingered inside where they are supposed to
be. Others, almost defeated by what they had tried to drink away,
would spill into the street only to move forward to a more
convenient place of exhaustion. They were all sinners. They were
all victims—victims of evolution, the process by which basic
survival instincts are replaced with grief, faith or guilt. The bar
at the corner of Highland and Grove is where Vanessa Fisher found
Ty.

She knew he had perfect vision and didn’t go
to church. He had no family that he visited or spoke to. He was
under six feet tall, handsome. He had a deep voice and a scar on
the side of his throat just below his jaw.

She was velvet, a small, elegant creature of
capability. She had short blonde hair and eyes the color of broken
safety glass. Her smile was sinister, a lunatic grin. She was
something that God let fall from the sky with nothing soft to land
on—a sinner.

Ty was sitting at the bar, thumbing streaks
down the condensation on his glass.

“You want to buy me a shot?”
Vanessa asked, tapping his shoulder.

No pushed to his lips, but he said
nothing when he looked at her. She sat down. “I like fire,” she
said.

He smiled. “Preference?”

“Surprise me.”

“It’ll be the first of
many.”

“Smooth talker.”

Ty ordered the shots.

The flames puffed against the rim of the
glass.

She leaned forward, and with a short, solid
exhale she extinguished the flame.

Three shots apiece were all they needed. Each
time he delivered the shots, the bartender scoured Ty with a glare
that promised violence. Then, he would prowl back to the other end
of the bar and stare at Vanessa.

They walked the sidewalk. The roots of growing
trees had made the cobblestone as uneven and clumsy as their gait.
He held her hand, which was tiny and firm, and offered to carry her
purse. She refused. Metallic chimes quivered inside it when she
pulled it from his reach. It helped her keep her balance, she told him.

She knew nothing of the scar on his neck, that
it was a childhood mark of despair—that he’d used a belt to hang
himself from the top bunk of his dead brother’s bed and when the
buckle snapped it cut him. She didn’t know he’d had a brother or
that he was the reason Ty stopped at the gates of the cemetery each
day but never went in.

 


 


There were no pictures in his bedroom, nothing
hanging from the walls, no ornamental decorations. He was naked.
Hands bound with cotton rope to his headboard. Vanessa pulled a
square knot tight and tucked the loose ends gingerly beneath the
coils around his ankle. He watched her maneuver the knots with
urgent proficiency.

“Where did you learn to tie knots
like that?”

She smiled then stuck her tongue between her
teeth. “My father.”

“He taught you how to tie
knots?”

She jerked the last knot tight, rattling the
footboard. “He taught me about men.”

Straddling him, she kissed hard and wet. Eyes
closed, her lips and tongue worked against his like the last, tired
thrashings of a netted fish fighting to escape. Ty’s neck strained
when he chased her tongue as she pulled away.

Vanessa stood and stripped her shirt over her
head. He licked his lips to taste. She stepped off the bed and
undid her jeans. She kept her back to him and slid them over her
ass, down over her legs and off of one foot, then the
other.

“I want you to please me.” She
turned to face him. “Do you want to please me?”

He tried to speak but only nodded. She set the
purse on the bed and pulled out a book of matches.

“What are those for?”

“These,” she said, placing the
matches on his chest, “are for the candles.”

She reached back into her purse and pulled out
two small glass votives, placed them on the nightstand, then walked
to the switch and turned the lights off. She straddled him again.
With her wrists together as if they were bound, she pressed her
palms against his chest over the matches. Her biceps pressed her
breasts to the top of her bra, and he felt an insatiable lust
heaving through his torso. His body begged to throw it inside of
her—quake the smooth perfection of her skin and voice with gushing
tremors and wails. The struck match snapped, jumped wildly into the
air then simmered until he could see only her smile. She lit the
candles. The flames glowed and cast frantic shadows on the
walls.

Vanessa worked him inside of her. She moved
her hips in small circles to the beat of her pulse. They whimpered
love and promises neither of them could keep—lies to comfort each
other until there was no reason to lie anymore. Vanessa collapsed
against the clamminess of his chest. Her wet leather moan wrapped
around his shoulders. She patted his cheek and kissed the corner of
his mouth.

The hand she held on his face slipped to his
throat and she ran her thumb down the stiff, brittle scar on his
neck.

“Can you guess what people would
do if they couldn’t have sex?” she asked, slipping her other hand
into her purse.

“No.”

“They would find interesting ways
to kill each other.”

Vanessa pulled the knife from her purse. The
blade caught glimmers of candlelight. She placed the sharp edge of
the steel against his throat below his Adam’s apple. His body
tensed, and he attempted to pull away. “What are you
doing?”

“I’m teaching you about women,”
she whispered.

Flexing against the ropes only knotted his
joints. He was twelve again, trying not to fight for his breath.
Trying not to kick, trying to forget his brother chased the ball
that he threw. Ty looked, but he could not see her damage. It did
not bulge on her flesh, but the
wounds were savage and vicious, and no sinner’s soul would be saved
because of them.
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ECDYSIS

 


She called him stranger. The only sounds he made were the bristling
whispers of his pencil against paper. He burned through sketchbooks
drawing only her, compelled by something he could not define even
if he’d had the words to do so—something lofty and surreal—the
chance to remember a few months of joy in his life before it was
over. She forced him to remind himself of why he’d come
back.
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