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I.N.T.R.O.D.U.C.T.I.O.N.

Dave Drake

EGREGIOUS: My Personal Response to C.H.U.D.

The word “egregious” means “out of the herd.” It doesn’t imply bad or good: it implies different. C.H.U.D is that in spades.

Even an occasional movie-goer like myself runs into a few films which differ from the rest of their category only in being an order of magnitude better. In the ‘60s there was a fad for biker flicks: I recall hearing about one which involved the Hell’s Angels going to Vietnam and winning the war (I sincerely wish they’d really managed that before I was drafted). There was no chance at all that I’d decide to see a movie like that, but—

A coworker at my summer job told me that he and his wife had just seen Born Losers at the drive-in and that it was great. My wife and I saw it, a little doubtfully, and it was a hell of a movie. There was a gang of outlaw bikers, but that was incidental. The film was about people, and about what family means; about what you believe in and how far you’re willing to go for those beliefs.

A few years later—1969—I was in Army Language School in El Paso. The Motion Picture Ratings System had just been applied, and response of the El Paso paper had been to refuse ads for X-rated films. Unless you were at the theater, you didn’t know that such films were showing.

A buddy of mine and his wife saw The Best House in London and told us that we had to see it. I didn’t need to see an X-rated movie, but my buddy had been getting his PhD in Old English at Princeton when he was drafted, so his opinion counted.

My wife and I saw the film. It was hilarious and extremely witty, at least to people with enough knowledge of High Victorian history and culture to get the jokes. There were bare breasts, but that was true of British TV also. The Best House in London was no more a porn movie than Ovid’s Amores was a Night-Stand Reader.

And then there was C.H.UD.

Again, a friend brought the film to my attention. This time it was Karl Edward Wagner, whom I was seeing six days a week during the ‘80s. Karl spent most of his time watching television as an alternative to writing. This was before the explosion of cable channels, but Karl took both HBO and Showtime; and I think it was on Showtime that he saw (and recorded) C.H.U.D.

Karl watched a lot of bad movies (I recall him watching Xanadu multiple times), but he knew they were bad. He said that C.H.U.D was exceptionally good, and we all watched it one night when we were having dinner at his house.

C.H.U.D was a low-budget monster movie the same way that Born Losers was a biker movie: in name only. C.H.U.D is about people. The characters talk the way people talk and they have the motivations that real people have: little motivations. The villain is trying to cover a departmental screw-up. The cop is concerned about homeless people disappearing, but not particularly for the people themselves: it’s for what the disappearances imply for the taxpayers like his wife. The journalist wants a story that will make his name, the successful photographer wants to find a story that will give his life meaning.

C.H.U.D is truly an exceptional—egregious—film. When Eric asked me if I were a fan of C.H.U.D, I immediately said that I was—even though I hadn’t seen the film since that night 30-odd years ago in Karl’s living room.

Before I wrote this essay, however, I got the DVD and watched C.H.U.D again. This reinforced my positive reaction to that first viewing, but there was one surprise also. In the cut I saw from cable TV, the end credits run over the diner scene: the cops and waitress chatting on a foggy night as shapes appear outside the glass—and finally press against it and are seen clearly. On the DVD, that scene is in chronological order.

I suppose chronological order is the better choice (and presumably the director eventually decided that also), but running the scene as a flashback has its virtues also. It demonstrates how much thought the people who made C.H.U.D gave—and how many risks they were willing to take—to keep C.H.U.D from being just a low-budget horror movie.

They succeeded.

Dave Drake

david-drake.com


INTERVIEW WITH THE LATE ANDREW BONIME

(a few months before he left us)

by Eric S Brown

Tell us some about how C.H.U.D. came to be and where the idea came from.

Bonime: As a producer I used to get tons of screenplays submitted to me. I usually didn’t read them unless they came with a recommendation. I initially didn’t read C.H.U.D. because it was of the horror genre. It was not something I was interested in doing. I felt it would demean my credibility. My first wife worked at Random House and she had obtained the screenplay written by Shep Abbott from a friend and pleaded for me to read it. I told her I felt that it could ruin my reputation. She said to me “If YOU do it, it won’t be bad.” So I realized if I did it I would have control and felt I could make it into something great.

What were some of the high points of filming C.H.U.D.?

Bonime: The process of building the underground set was very gratifying because the effect we wanted was fully realized. Most people thought that the set was more realistic than the actual underground tunnels.

What were some of the worst things you faced during the filming?

Bonime: The worst things stemmed mostly from contractual misunderstanding. For example, the music used in the film was originally temp music selected by Doug Cheek. I had an expensive and elaborate score written specifically for the film which ultimately became the final soundtrack. The most frustrating part had to do with the CHUD’s themselves. Time and money forced us to use rubber makeup which limited the mobility of the CHUD’s to a very comic effect and detracted from the horror mood I had wanted to set. Also the distributor editing moved whole scenes out of order, which was grossly insulting. For example, during the test screening when Lauren (Kim Greist) shouts “Help me” somebody in the film’s audience (one of the extras) shouts back, “Call the Ghostbusters.” The distributor insisted we leave it in the film. The Ghostbusters movie had just been released, not realizing that the Ghostbuster line changed the tone of the entire last half of the film. Not the absolute worse was that over one weekend Kim Grant went to the beach and got a pretty bad sunburn, when Doug Cheek (director) specifically told her to stay out of the sun. Any skin coloration changes would change the matching of Kim’s makeup. Luckily this was not too much of a problem.

How does it feel to have created a horror classic that, after all these years, still has a huge fan base?

Bonime: Perplexing in the least, but flattered none the less.

What do you think makes C.H.U.D. such a beloved film among horror fans?

Bonime: I think it is a combination of the film’s anti-establishment stance, and its tongue in cheek approach. Parnell Hall, the film’s “rescue writer” could never take the plot seriously, especially the so called acronym for CHUD: Cannibalistic Humanoid Underground Dwellers. He thought that line would get a laugh every time it was uttered. So he came up with an alternative ending: Contamination Hazard Urban Disposal. This created a complex plot line.

Do you think there will be a C.H.U.D. remake, and what are your thoughts on that?

Bonime: I truly can’t say. On one hand I have been involved in three attempts to remake the film, and found a strong passion for the remake. On the other hand, I have also found complete misunderstanding of the essence of C.H.U.D. and what makes it unique. Simple iconic symbols, such as the manhole cover, clawed hand reaching up from below and government and quasi government agents with nefarious plots have been ignored. I can’t see these two sides coming together. But not a day goes by that I don’t get a phone call or an email expressing interest. If someone came to me tomorrow and they said they had the money and distribution and wanted the two elements for the remake, I’d sign up immediately as producer. However, it would take a commonality of vision and sensibility between myself and the driving force of the new entity.

How did you feel about C.H.U.D. II?

Bonime: In my contract with the distributor my conveyance of the rights for C.H.U.D. II was conditional based on my approval of the film. The company producing the film had to give a video tape showing the entire film including my credit. Upon review I was to withhold or accept my credit. I chose to retract my credit. Most of the other creators (writer, Director, etc.) made the same choice.

Do you have a favorite memory in terms of dealing with the cast of C.H.U.D.?

Bonime: Yes, John Heard liked to indulge and showed up on the set quite late owing to his fondness to the spirits. One day during one of these absences I sought to make peace with him and put my arm around him and said, “It’s alright John, you’re a star.” John turned to me and with his classic impish grin said, “No Andy, the stars are all in heaven, I’m just an actor.”

CHUD are iconic, classic monsters, but if CGI had existed then, what would your vision of them have been? How different would they have looked?

Bonime: When we were developing creatures for C.H.U.D. we didn’t take budget into consideration, nor schedule nor calendar. It’s hard to tell what a CGI would look like. But based on our budgetary research I can say that a Canadian corporation would have affected large pieces of the film. It would have affected the creatures, hallucinations, fantasy sequences, and other effects not even in the script currently would have been utilized throughout the screen play.

Do you have a favorite character in the movie?

Bonime: Yes, Graham Beckle for his beloved intensity, and his sidekicks Gog and Magog.

How involved were you with C.H.U.D.’s soundtrack?

Bonime: Because the music was so integrated to the soundtrack I had produced, you couldn’t separate out the two. For example, some of the music effects were produced by resampling the sounds of the tines strummed with a quarter across the strings of a grand piano. This gave an underground drippy sound. To supervise all of this I traveled to Liverpool and London to work with Liverpool’s highly popular pop group OMD (Orchestral Maneuvers in the Dark), Martin Cooper and David Hughes.

If you could remake the movie today, how would it be different?

Bonime: In many ways better, in many ways worse. The plot would be more coherent, the tech more cohesive and the art more scientific.


D.O.G. W.A.L.K.E.R.

Robert E Waters

Flora Bosch answered the blare of the alarm clock with a hand shaped like an angry claw, reaching out from beneath a warm sheet. She grabbed the clock and considered ripping it from the wall. Instead, she gently touched the snooze button and rolled over. Just ten more minutes . . . just ten more. But ten would lead to twenty. Twenty to thirty. And she’d be late again. She reached out for her husband Marty. As usual, he wasn’t there.

Flora cursed below her breath and forced her eyes open. The ceiling was as empty as it always was, a dirty beige with a red-and-white flower wallpaper trim along the base of beige walls. She sighed and wiped sleep from her eyes. The blare of the clock was replaced by a rambunctious bisou-poodle mix.

Bull yapped her way into the room and jumped into Flora’s lap. What a silly name for a female dog, but Flora had promised herself that she’d keep at least one memory of her grandfather, a bare-knuckled boxer of the twenties whose stage name had been Bull. The little dog was much like her grandfather: fearless and persistent, and perhaps a little dense, but always kind.

“That’s a good girl,” Flora said, accepting sloppy kisses. She smiled. “Did Daddy let you out this morning?”

Of course he didn’t. He always forgot. Captain Martin Bosch was a career police officer for the NYPD. His job was his life, and recently, he’d been pre-occupied more than usual by a case dealing with the homeless, or as they often called them at the station, under-grounders. ‘I didn’t want to wake you,’ he’d say at night when she wondered aloud why he hadn’t said goodbye on his way out. But she knew that was false. That excuse was just a cover. There were other reasons why he left without saying a word.

She gently set Bull aside and climbed out of bed. A crack of sunlight from the window spread across the room. She opened the curtains and felt the warm sun on her face, neck, and chest. The muffled, controlled chaos of the New York streets gave her comfort, though sometimes she longed for a beach, a Manhattan, and a tanned Cuban pool boy to bring it to her. She breathed deeply, closed her eyes against the hot light, and dreamed of careless days in the Caribbean.

Bull’s scratching at her ankle reminded her of reality.

Flora rubbed her face again, yawned, and stumbled into the bathroom. She eyed the matching dry toothbrushes in their little stand beside the dripping faucet, the half-empty toothpaste tube teetering on the edge of the sink. She shook her head. Marty had bolted quickly this morning. He had even left the toilet seat up, something that he was trying to be better about. She leaned against the sink and looked at herself in the mirror.

No makeup. Dark circles forming below her brown eyes. A small pimple on her left cheek. Messy brown hair. Pale lips. She was no pinup, that was for sure, but she never had been, and that had never seemed to bother Marty, to his credit. Flora Bosch was just a typical, normal woman in New York, trying to better herself with school, work, and family. Well, she really had no family other than Marty and Bull, but one day . . . maybe.

She removed her tank top and panties. She leaned into the tub and turned on the hot, then cold, splashing her hand through them both until she had the desired temperature. She turned on the shower, then stepped back and closed the curtain until the room was filled with steam. She climbed in.

Flora stood there, for several minutes, leaning against the linoleum, letting the water warm her body. Her wet dark hair matted against her face, and she lowered her head to let the water trickle into the tub. She watched as the water swirled around the drain and disappeared somewhere into the New York sewer system. She grabbed a bar of soap and began scrubbing.

Her face, hair, and shoulders were nice and lathered when the alarm clock, set to snooze, blared again. Damn!

She peeked out of the shower. “Bull, can you turn that off?”

Bull only replied with a cocked head and a yap that matched the incessant trill of the alarm. Flora reached for a towel. She wiped soap off her face, turned off the water, stepped out, and cursed. She walked into her room dripping water and struck the alarm like a hammer.

It was going to be one of those days.

***

The man across from her on the subway was homeless, an under-grounder. He was Jamaican, or perhaps Dominican? She could not tell how much of his color was based on skin and how much was based on soot. His hair was long, but rolled up like a Rastafarian might have it, though it was difficult to tell since it was tucked under a thick bola falling apart from dry rot. His face was covered in a grey beard. His burgundy trench coat was holey and singed with some kind of green substance, like puke maybe. He dozed. He smelled of smoke and sour fish. Other passengers avoided him. Flora fought the urge to move.

But she felt comforted and secure behind her satchel of textbooks, and besides, what kind of teacher would she be if she could not show strength and empathy when faced with an uncomfortable situation? How could she mold impressionable minds if her own character was suspect? It wasn’t as if she hated or resented the homeless—not at all. But Marty’s investigation of their mysterious disappearances of late was giving her pause, forcing her to transfer her leeriness to this poor man who lay before her, all twisted and folded up in his fitful sleep. And who was he really? Had he been a singer? A dancer? Was he a veteran? None of the above? He had not been born homeless. He had had a mother and father. Everyone did. Who was he?

Perhaps when she got her degree and found a steady teaching gig, she’d join the chorus of voices that spoke out against the plight of the homeless. There were a number of writers and photographers in the city who were doing wonderful exposés about them, and maybe her students would be proud of their teacher if she took action, and follow her lead. But she wasn’t a teacher. Not yet, anyway.

Flora worked hard to be one. This was her third part-time semester of classes at New York University. She was close to finishing, but not quite there yet. Summer courses had helped her keep up with other classmates, and even a few night classes, although Marty didn’t like her being out in the dark, not in a city like this. They had argued strongly about that, and finally she had relented, taking instead another day class to make up the time. She worked part-time too as a library assistant in the local branch, but only on and off, to help bring a little extra money into the house and to help pay for classes. Marty’s salary, though not ideal, covered their modest lifestyle. It was enough to get by.

Flora was tired of just getting by. She was worried that someday, she’d end up just like this broken, lost man in front of her. But how could that be? She was the wife of a police captain. She was white. She was privileged. What could possibly go wrong? Perhaps this over-concern about her future was just her guilt for not studying for the test last night.

She took out a book and began running over the answers on the practice test in chapter four, “How to Prepare a Multiple-Choice Quiz for Middle-Schoolers.” Make it fun and challenging, not too easy, but not too hard. How does one prepare a multiple choice quiz in one’s own life, Flora wondered, as she worked through the answers. Pick one: Stay with Marty. Leave Marty. Stay in New York. Go home to Pittsburgh. None of the Above. All of the Above. Flora did not like those options, did not like having to make such definitive choices, for how could someone make such a choice in a complex world? Life was never as simple as one stark choice with a Number 2 pencil.

She tucked her book away, looked up, and saw the homeless man staring at her. She startled, caught her breath, then settled. He wasn’t moving. He was just staring at her, expressionless, vacuous.

“Where do you live?” he asked her.

Don’t give them your address . . . Marty’s warning about speaking to strangers rang in her mind. “I live—not too far. Where do you live?”

“Everywhere.”

He smiled and turned away, tucked his head behind the lapel of his dusty coat, and slept some more.

Flora hugged her satchel, thought of Chester, and prayed that the train would stop soon.

***

Flora was frustrated. The test was harder than she thought it would be, and it covered subjects that were not on the study guide. She thought about folding it up, setting down her pencil, and walking out, but she knew Chester would try to stop her.

Professor Chester “Chesty” McNamara was the son of a late ex-Marine cum history professor, with a concentration in military history. He had named his son after the great World War Two Marine “Chesty” Puller, hoping, she supposed, that his son would grow up to be a great soldier. What he got was a lanky, overly hairy, curly-locked, bookish man who had marched against war in the ‘60s. Flora loved his smile.

“Are you okay, Ms. Bosch?” Chester asked, keeping up appearances.

Flora shook herself from her daydream and nodded. “Yes, sorry.” Then in a whisper, “It’s a little harder than I expected.”

Chester smiled. Flora melted. “Perhaps we can discuss the answers,” he said quietly, letting his long fingers run along the edge of her desk. “Over coffee?”

All she could do was nod.

Two hours later, Flora rolled out of Chester’s bed and scrambled for her clothes. She had no time for a shower, not another one. Her hair would not endure any more hot water today. She’d have to risk just a quick cleaning with a towel. Besides, she wouldn’t see Marty again till dinnertime, if then.

“What was your problem today?” Chester asked, turning over and letting the sheet slip to his waist. “You’re usually very sure of yourself.”

“You changed the questions. You had stuff on there I hadn’t studied.”

“All of it was from previous chapters,” Chester said, trying to reach for her.

Flora moved away. “You promised an easy test.”

Chester chuckled. “I have to mix it up once in a while, you know, to keep you students on your toes.”

“Or ten toes up, right?”

Chester groaned at the attempted insult-joke. He slid over to her side of the bed. “Come on, you know we don’t do it for that. I treat you like everyone else in the classroom.”

Flora sighed and sat back down on the bed. She rubbed sweat off her neck and shoulders with her towel. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m just . . . having a bad day.”

“Marty?”

She hated when Chester brought up her husband, especially in this setting. He had no right. But how could she complain? Here she was, in another man’s bed, trying to clip on her bra. How could she demand any respect or sanctity for her marriage?

Chester took his long fingers and worked the clip on the back of her bra until the hooks fell into place. Flora adjusted herself and stood, grabbed her dress, and wriggled into it.

Chester smiled and leaned his long body halfway out of the bed. “You have beautiful feet, do you know that?” He tried reaching for them. “Beautiful little toes, smooth—”

“I have to go,” she interrupted, “I’m sorry. I have a busy day. I have to go to the bank, the grocery store, the—”

“When are you going to tell him?”

She paused, her fingers on the buttons of her dress. She stared at him, his question hanging in the air between them. A light smile spread across his lips. She tried smiling back. It was a question he asked almost every time, and he deserved an answer. Any other man would have kicked her out by now.

She fought back a tear and finished dressing. “Soon. Very soon.”

***

In Flora’s heart, her promises were no lie. She really meant to tell Marty about Chester, and to make a clean break. Always in the moment, there beside him, sharing that moment, she knew it was the right thing to do. But standing now in the grocery store, staring at another price hike on 2-percent milk, the chance was slipping away. It would devastate Marty, throw her life in disarray, and what good would it do anyway? This thing with Chester was just temporary.

That’s what she had said four months ago when it started. One hundred and twenty days and one pregnancy scare later, it was still on. Just a passing phase? She couldn’t tell herself that either. It had started so simply. She had stayed after class to discuss questions on a test. The next thing she knew, they were getting coffee. The next, she was in his bed. It was easy at first to deny her feelings about it. Now, it wasn’t so easy. She loved Chester. There, she said it. But she still loved Marty, too. Didn’t she?

She reached into the refrigerated case and grabbed a pint of milk. She put it in her basket and continued walking down aisle after aisle, seeking bread and bologna, some cheese, a bottle of wine, birthday candles, and a cake mix. It was Chester’s—no, Marty’s—birthday soon. And she needed a ham. Yes, Marty liked ham, especially the kind baked in brown sugar.

She reached the meat section. She set her basket down and looked through the processed meats. Bacon, salami, other brands of bologna, kielbasa, linked sausage. The sausage made her queasy; it always looked to her like intestines, and as a child, her brother would tease her about it, chase her around the store with links dangling, grunting like some feral beast, moaning like a zombie, until their father would box him around the ears to make him stop. She could laugh about it now, but then . . . Flora made a mental note to call her brother and say hello. It had been awhile.

Ah, there was the ham! Honey-baked, glazed, spiral cut. The best. She smiled, reached into the cooler, and pulled one out. It was wrapped in plastic, cool but not frozen, nice and fresh. She lifted her basket, placed the ham in it, and walked away.

Her path was blocked by a homeless man.

Not the same one that she had met on the train. This one was shorter, white, and did not have a burgundy coat. But his eyes watered, and his dirty skin oozed in places—a green, corpuscle-like flow from spots on his neck, his cheeks. It reminded Flora of the dried-green patches on the other homeless man’s coat. The man reached out with surprising speed and grabbed her basket.

Flora screamed and let the basket go. The milk and ham tumbled to the floor. The cheese skid across the linoleum. The wine bottle shattered, leaving a pool of blood-like liquid at her feet.

A clerk tried grabbing the man. “Sir, what are you doing? You can’t—”

The homeless man knocked him away with ease, growled something Flora could not understand. She backed away. The homeless man followed. Then his foot struck the ham like a soccer ball. He stopped, seemed confused, his eyes dripping some indiscernible goo. He leaned over, grabbed the ham, growled something again, then turned and walked away. In his flight, he knocked over a kiosk of baked beans, but kept going, toward the door.

Flora stood there in shock. Her heart pounded. The clerk who had been tossed aside had recovered and was screaming for the police. Others in the store did the same, as Flora watched the man knock aside those who tried stopping him. The entire store was engaged in the flight of this man, but were helpless, or afraid, to stop him. Flora didn’t blame them. The man was deranged, perhaps sick.

She began picking up her food. The wine was a lost cause. The others she scooped up and put back into her basket.

She heard a shot. She dropped the basket, and like everyone else, she funneled outside to see where it had come from.

The homeless man was on the pavement, writhing like some tortured soul. A policeman stood over him, his pistol trained at the man’s back. One bullet had already blown a hole through his torso, another most certainly in the chamber and ready. Flora knew about the NYPD. The police officer—she looked, but didn’t know him—wouldn’t hesitate to end the matter with another round.

He didn’t need to. The man’s writhing stopped cold, and with a final tortured gasp of air, he died.

The crowd gathering was thick. The officer tried to keep them away. Sirens blared in the distance as other officers arrived. Flora walked around the dead man until she was, at a good distance, facing him. He still held her ham. He clutched it like a baby. He had begun to eat it, but he hadn’t torn away the plastic. He had bitten right through it. Pieces of ham and bits of plastic were stuck in his mouth. His eyes were open wide, and for a moment, all that Flora could see in those dead eyes was Marty’s face.

She turned and ran, not caring about her food or the basket. Let them rot on the floor, she thought. This was all too much. Too much . . .

***

She had spent hours in the park, until the sun set. She walked. She sat. She watched ducks waddling around a pond, watched children fly kites, laugh, and play with dogs. She watched intently as two young lovers kissed on a bench on the other side of the pond until they seemed to notice her. Then she got up and moved. She picked a few flowers, gave them to an old woman hustling along with a cane. The sweet smell of the petals brought a smile to the lady. Flora was pleased. It was nice to bring a little simple joy into the life of someone she did not know. There was so little of that these days.

Flora returned home around eight. It was dark. Marty had been waiting.

“Where’s your satchel?” he asked as he greeted her at the door.

Damn! She had left it at Chester’s. “I left it at school. I’ll get it Thursday.”

He gave her a peck on the cheek. She could smell brandy. Marty wasn’t a drunk, but a brandy by eight o’clock meant a rough day.

“How’s the investigation?” she asked.

“What investigation?”

Images of both homeless men came to her mind. Images of chewed ham and torn plastic. She shivered, rubbed her arms. “The homeless thing you mentioned.”

“Oh.” His expression turned sour. She was worried. It wasn’t going well. She could tell. “Okay. We have a few leads, but it’s difficult. Something’s going on. Just can’t put my finger on it.”

She thought of Chester’s fingers. “Well, you’ll figure it out. You always do.”

Marty nodded. “Anything interesting happen in your day?”

Many things, she thought, but didn’t bring them up. Not even her homeless encounters, which might prove useful to his investigation. They were too unsettling. Marty would have to work it out, whatever it was, on his own.

She took a step toward the kitchen and right into a puddle of dog urine.

“Darn it, Marty!” Flora snapped. “Why haven’t you taken Bull out?”

“Sorry,” he said, putting up his hands in submission. “I just got home.”

Flora shook her shoe. “Yeah, just got home, but you’ve had time to pour a brandy. Not time to walk the dog.”

“Hey, back off! It’s been a rough day. I’ll take her out after dinner. I promise.”

“Yeah, like you promised last night to take her out this morning, but you didn’t. You make a lot of promises, Marty. When are you going to keep them?”

She began to cry, hard. She turned from him and put her hand over her mouth to muffle the sobs.

“Hey,” Marty said, gently putting a hand on her back. “What’s going on? Why are you so upset? It’s just a little dog pee. It isn’t toxic waste. I’ll clean it up. I promise. And I’ll take her out right now.”

Flora rubbed her eyes, shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I’m sorry. It’s been a rough day for me, too.” She turned to face him, tried to smile, tried to wipe away the image of Chester in her mind, the faces of the homeless men. “It’s my fault. Let’s start over. You clean up the mess, and I’ll take Bull out. I’d like to get a little air anyway.”

“No, I can take her out.”

Flora shook her head and wriggled off her shoes. She walked over to a pair of white sandal flats. They were a little old and worn, but they were quite comfortable. “That’s okay, let me do it.”

“I don’t like you walking around this neighborhood in the dark,” Marty said. “It’s dangerous.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, snapping a leash onto Bull. “I won’t go far.”

He tried objecting again. Flora gave him that look she often did that told him the discussion was over. Sometimes, it worked. Sometimes, not. This time, it did. “Okay,” he said. “But remember what I told you.”

She nodded. She walked to the door, opened it, then said, “Marty, when I get back, I have something I want to talk to you about.”

“What is it?”

She almost told him, right there, but she paused, took a breath, and said, “When I get back. Okay?”

Marty shrugged. “Okay. Just don’t be too long.”

He smiled at her. Flora tried smiling back, but it was half-hearted at best. She wrapped the leash around her hand, gave a wave, let Bull out first, then followed.

***

Marty had always told her that if she were going to be walking at night, if at all possible, to walk in the middle of the street. Walking on a dark sidewalk, with access to alleys and side-streets, invited arms to reach out and grab you. At least by walking in the street, you’d be able to see an assailant and have some time to react. Not much time, of course, but seconds could matter. It was the kind of practical advice that her husband was known to give out, and it was something that she always tried to follow.

Flora let Bull drag her along. The sweet little thing had already done its business two fire hydrants ago, but she had kept walking, another block, maybe two. The cool night air was refreshing, and although Flora’s legs were tired from all the walking she had done in the park, she kept going. One more block, and then she’d turn around and go home. And tell Marty what she needed to say.

I’ve met someone else. I’m leaving, Marty. Could she actually say it? Could those words, those exact words, come out of her mouth? She felt that queasiness again that she often felt when looking at linked sausage, the kind of sinking feeling in her stomach that she had felt when she thought she was pregnant with Chester’s baby. That was a false alarm, thank God. False alarm . . .

Then she had another thought. Why should she say anything? Why ruin her marriage? Sure, it wasn’t the best situation, but compared to the lives of other women she knew, it wasn’t so bad. And who was Chester, really? She didn’t know much about him, save for how he got his name. Was he sleeping with other students? He might be. He had that kind of arrogant swagger and charm that many academics had. No, there was no reason whatsoever to blow things up . . . not yet, at least. The semester was coming to a close soon. She would wait it out and see what happened. And if Chester finally got frustrated with her refusal to tell Marty of their affair, so be it. That would say less about who she was and more about him.

No, wait it out, Flora. You have all the time in the world.

But what would she tell Marty when she got home? She had told him that she wanted to discuss something. He would expect that conversation. What would it be? Then she knew. Of course! She’d tell him about the two homeless men she had encountered. Tell him about the green substance they had both had on their bodies. He would definitely be pleased with that information. He’d be happy, she’d be happy. The evening would go well.

She turned a corner and let Bull guide her into the middle of the street. And for the first time all day she was truly happy. She had a plan and a life. Perhaps it wasn’t the best life in the world, but she would handle it, day to day, and take care of the little things, all the minuscule details that defined who she was and what she was all about as a human being. Flora Bosch was happy, and that mattered more than anything else.

Ahead of her in the middle of the street, a manhole steamed. Bull pulled her along at a good pace. This would be the last street, she promised herself. Then she would cut back toward home and prepare a great meal.

She was so distracted with her decisions that she let the handkerchief in her hand drop to the street. She stopped by the manhole and knelt to pick it up. Sweet little Bull pulled up beside her and waited.

She heard the scrape of the manhole cover as it opened. She felt the claws of a hand that reached out of the manhole and grabbed her calf. She felt the sting of those claws as it cut through her flesh and drew blood. She turned and saw the deep green-gray arm yank her hard toward the cover.

She screamed, lost her balance, and was pulled into the manhole. She tried letting Bull’s leash go, but the arm was too strong, too swift, and she had no time. Bull followed her right into the sewer.

The last thing Flora Bosch thought about as she was being ripped apart was the incessant blare of her alarm clock.


T.H.E. D.W.E.L.L.E.R.S.

Nick Cato

The name was Samantha’s idea and the “artwork” was Frankie’s. Tommy didn’t care for the name at first, but over the last year, since they had become a band, he grew to love all it latently implied. Punk rock, at least in New York City, had taken a backseat to hardcore and heavy metal, but The Dwellers were faithful to their late 70s-styled sound. The name suggested they were an unflinching underground band, and that’s just how Tommy liked it. It may have been closing in on 1984, but Tommy and his band had quickly mastered a sound that would’ve fit in the scene perfectly seven years earlier.

The Pyramid Lounge wasn’t too crowded. It sucked to be the opening band, but Tommy knew this was how they paid their dues. The Dwellers played better than four of the five bands on tonight’s bill, but he knew they still had to deliver, even if their audience was a bartender, the soundman, and whoever straggled in during their set.

Tommy plugged in and tuned up with Samantha as best he could over the music blaring over the PA. When they were satisfied, Samantha leaned her bass against the amplifier and walked over to the bar. Tommy belched as he watched her, and tasted the knishes. The slight regurgitation was vile and he turned around to face his amp thinking he was going to puke. But he took a deep breath through his nose and was grateful the taste and his desire to hurl subsided.

Samantha placed a bottle of beer on top of his amp.

“Thanks,” Tommy said. He took a sip and felt better. There were now about ten people in the club, one face he recognized from Mental Decline, the Queens-based hardcore band scheduled to go on after them. I’ll show these guys hardcore, he thought as the music on the PA began to lower.

This was it. This was The Dwellers’ first club show after a year and change of countless appearances at their friends’ basement parties and street fairs.

Most of the small crowd came close to the stage, and Tommy intended to make a lasting impression on everyone there, including the bouncer who sat by the entrance, peeking over to see what this new band was made of.

Samantha stepped to her microphone and said with a playful sneer, “Thanks for showing up so early.”

The audience chuckled.

Tommy leaned into his mic and said, “We’re The Dwellers,” then stepped back with his guitar hanging just above his knees, legs spread, and ripped into the opening riff of their first song. After a few bars, Frankie and Samantha came in right on cue, and by the time Samantha began singing the first verse in her snotty, high-pitched tone, Tommy was more than pleased. Everyone who had come up front were bobbing their heads to their music. Even the bouncer nodded in approval.

A couple of their friends arrived just as the opening number ended, and stood front and center, fist-bumping Samantha and Tommy.

By the third song, the audience had doubled, no doubt by people who had been hanging out front, waiting to hear if the opener was worth their time.

Tommy gave it his all, as did his band mates. After the fourth song everyone applauded and whistled. Tommy was a bit disappointed no one had started slam dancing, or moshing as the hardcore preferred to call it, but hoped that would change as more people began filing in.

Samantha thanked everyone, then began their next song with a catchy bass riff.

When Tommy and Frankie joined in, Tommy felt severe heartburn, but he ignored it and waited until they went into a brief bass/drum breakdown, at which time he was able to quickly take a swig of beer.

It seemed to help, and Tommy came back in blazing as tight and fast as he could manage without losing control.

The burning in his chest was distracting, but not enough to ruin this important show. Everyone there were cheering them on, and Tommy would be damned if he was going to let some indigestion stop him.

And then the backs of his eyes tingled. Tommy figured it must’ve been the lights that were a bit too close to him, so he stepped toward center stage and dragged his mic stand along with him.

As The Dwellers started another short song, Tommy thought about this morning as the tingle behind his eyes started to . . . burn.

***

“You’re going, and that’s the end of it,” Wilson said, slamming his fist on the kitchen table. “You’re twenty-four years old and barely working. You need money. You can’t even afford the piss ass amount I’m asking you to stay here! How do you expect to ever be on your own?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll go. But it better not interfere with my gig tonight,” Tommy said.

He ducked as his father swung his hand to slap him in the head, and just barely missed. “Speak to me in that tone again and you’re out of here. Do you understand me?”

Tommy stared his father in the eye. He was afraid of the old geezer, and knew better than to challenge him to a fight. Not only would he lose, but his old man would throw him out, and he couldn’t afford to leave just yet. He finally lowered his eyes and said, “I understand you, yes.”

“Now go get dressed. John will be here soon to pick you up. It’s only going to take about an hour and you’ll be getting paid a full day’s salary. You’d have to be crazy to pass this up.”

Tommy walked into his room and shut the door. The walls were covered in black and white fliers for various punk shows, including his first club gig tonight at The Pyramid Lounge. His clothes were thrown about and one wouldn’t be able to tell which were clean and which needed laundering.

“Hurry up. He’s outside beeping already.”

He had no idea what his father had for him this time, but wished his part-time job at the corner deli paid a little more. He wouldn’t have to listen to his dad complain every second they were together, and he’d be able to move in with one of his friends or maybe even get his own apartment, regardless if it was a rat hole far away from the nicer Bronx neighborhood where he grew up and still lived. To be away from his dad would be a blessing any way it came.

He threw on a pair of black jeans and a ripped black T-shirt and covered it with a gray hooded sweatshirt. It was 7:10 AM and they needed to be on the lower east side of Manhattan by 8:00. Chances are they’d just make it, and his father would blame their lateness on him and maybe even attempt another slap to his head for good measure when he got home.

One day, Tommy thought, I’ll be able to tell him where to go.

***

Tommy followed John to the backroom of an unmarked warehouse where a couple of other guys his age stood listening to two men dressed head to toe in white hazmat suits. They had arrived at 8:03, and hopefully his old man wouldn’t find out. These people were a bit too strict.

“Now listen carefully,” John whispered as they joined the small group. “I don’t want to re-explain everything once we get in the tunnel.”

But Tommy barely heard a word being said. Something about storing barrels in an old area of a downtown subway station. He knew he’d have to wear one of those stupid looking white suits for safety reasons, but what occupied his mind as the men spoke was their location: this place was only a few blocks away from CBGBs, a legendary club he’d dreamed of playing at since he was a kid. Tonight’s show at The Pyramid Lounge would be cool enough for the time being, and it, too, was located just a few blocks east of where they now stood. He thought of the classic bands who played at each venue, and zoned out.

“Tommy Wilson, are you with us?” one of the men asked, snapping his fingers in front of his face.

Tommy saw John’s face redden. “Yeah I heard you. But this place stinks. What’s in those barrels anyway?”

“So you haven’t been listening! If we weren’t on such a strict time constraint I’d be sending your ass home, regardless of who your father is.”

Tommy wanted to say something smart, but instead said, “Sorry.”

“Now listen up. I’m only saying this one more time.”

As the man spoke, Tommy listened but was more worried about remembering his songs at tonight’s gig. He couldn’t wait to get this crap over with so he could go home and start tweaking the set list.

***

“How’d everything go?” Wilson asked as he stuck his head into Tommy’s room.

Tommy stopped strumming his guitar, which wasn’t plugged in as his amp was packed up and ready to go. “Pretty good. And they paid us already in cash.”

“Feels good to have something in your pocket, right?”

Tommy pulled the roll of bills out and handed a couple to his father. “Is that cool for now?”

“Yes, it’s cool for now.” He tucked the money in his jacket pocket. “John called to say you guys were done in about forty minutes?”

“Yeah, it was quick. But those friggin’ barrels were heavy. What the hell’s in them, anyway?”

Wilson came in and shut the door behind him. “None of your concern, son. They’re only being stored there temporarily until we can ship them out to our location in Arizona. You’ll probably have more work in a couple of weeks when we get the order that the new facility is ready.”

Tommy thought his father was a bit crazy. He knew the barrels contained some kind of waste that most likely wasn’t being stored legally. But he didn’t push it. He had a fat wad of cash on him and, after the gig, he intended to treat his band mates to a good time out. If his dad didn’t mind risking his sweet job with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, why should he care?

“You understand?”

“Yeah. But next time your people should make them lighter. My shoulder’s killing me.”

Wilson walked over, squeezed his son’s shoulder, and said, “Big guy like you? You’ll get over it.”

Tommy wanted to crack his guitar over his father’s head but thought better of it. And as his anger began to subside, he felt a burning in his chest and had to sit down.

“Oh come on. Don’t tell me I just hurt you?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Then what’s the matter?”

Tommy burped under his breath, then said, “A little heart-burn I think.”

Wilson smiled then turned and reached for the door. “You’ll be fine.” Before leaving, he added, “Good luck with your, uh, show tonight.”

He shut the door before Tommy had time to say thanks, so he flipped the bird instead.

***

“Tom! I think your friends are here,” Wilson yelled from the living room.

“I’ll be right there,” Tommy said as he slung his guitar’s soft case over his shoulder and pulled his Peavey amp behind him on a dolly.

Frankie met him at the front door and took the amp. “Thanks, man.”

Wilson said, “Try to keep it down when you get back later. I don’t need your mother waking me at five in the morning.”

“Okay,” Tommy said as his father came over and looked into his eyes.

“You smoking that crap or something?”

“No. Don’t you think the whole house would smell if I did?” Tommy expected his dad to give him a slap, but instead he stood back.

“You feeling okay?”

“Fine, why?”

“Just wondering. You look tired. This morning wasn’t that bad, was it?”

“Are you kidding? Easiest money I’ve made since the last time you sent me to work with John.”

Wilson nodded. “See you later.”

Tommy and Frankie left the apartment as Samantha beeped outside in her dad’s station wagon.

***

Wilson made sure his son had left before he picked up the phone. He went into his room and looked at the flier for Tommy’s gig, then jotted the name of the club down.

“John? Yes, it’s Wilson. Someone else sound like me?”

“Not a soul.”

“Tommy’s band is playing at some place called The Pyramid Lounge. You know where that is?”

Wilson heard pages shuffling, then John said, “Hang on a sec. What was the address again?” More shuffling, then he added, “Ah yes. That’s that dive bar right next to that soup kitchen I was telling you about.”

“Well get a truck in the area. I’m not taking any chances.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Just taking precautions is all. Is there a problem with this?”

“None at all, sir. I’ll be in touch.”

“Get there early. I think Tommy said his band goes on first. But hang around until you see him leave for the night. Understand?”

“Understood.”

Wilson sat down in the living room and poured himself a half glass of Scotch. He wasn’t worried the barrels hadn’t been sealed properly, but knew even being around them for too long could possibly cause complications, at least in their lab animals. And he wasn’t taking any chances.

Especially after the look in his son’s eyes as he left for his show.

***

The crowd had finally started slam dancing. Tommy ignored the burning behind his eyes and closed them, happy to at least have caught a glimpse of the enthusiastic crowd going nuts to a song he had co-written. It felt great, even as the pain in his chest increased.

When the song ended, he heard Samantha say in his ear, “You okay? Your eyes are tearing?” She started the next song with yet another fast bass riff as she waited for an answer.

Tommy opened his eyes. His pupils were gone. He heard his band mates playing but it sounded deeper than it should have. His body felt as if someone had removed his skull cap and tossed a blazing torch inside.

He was on autopilot. He could feel himself playing in time with the next song, yet he couldn’t remember how or why. And by the middle of the track, Samantha walked over and yelled in his ear, “I hope you weren’t poisoned by that food cart.”

“Just keep going!” Tommy said as he took a step back and dropped his guitar. He shook his head, got his bearings back for a few seconds, then stumbled to the front of the stage where he threw up into the first row of slam dancers. When he was done he felt his eyes widen.

Someone who had been puked on jumped up on the stage and said, “Not feeling too good, buddy?” then punched Tommy square in the jaw.

But the person’s fist caused Tommy’s face to split open. The punk jumped back into the crowd wide-eyed as Tommy’s face fell to the floor, revealing a distorted, olive green head with two glowing, over-sized eyeballs. The internal burning engulfed Tommy as he watched the two halves of his head hit the floor. His vision zagged in and out, but as the realization he had just been punched in the head grew clearer, so did his eyesight. People who had just cheered him on were now screaming and pointing in his direction. He looked down and noticed his arms had become veiny, thick stalks ending in larger than normal hands. His nails had grown to lethal-looking chiseled points.

The punk who had punched him wailed a beer bottle at Tommy’s head, but it bounced off, unaffecting whatever it was he had become.

Tommy reached into the crowd and grabbed his attacker, pulled him back onstage and opened his mouth to reveal a couple of rows of razor-sharp teeth.

The punk screamed as Tommy bit into his shoulder and severed the guy’s arm from the rest of his body.

He heard Frankie and Samantha scream when he turned to face them. They yelled things at him but his hearing had become heavily obscured. They sounded as if they were speaking a foreign language under water.

Tommy reached for Samantha and felt incredibly hungry, even as he chewed on the punk’s shoulder. She escaped his grasp and headed for the front door along with the rest of the panicked audience.

But the main (and only) exit busted inward.

Tommy saw a bunch of men enter the place and start shooting.

Bodies fell. He saw the bouncer fall to the ground after trying to take something away from one of the intruders. And when he saw Samantha spin around with two holes in her forehead, he couldn’t control his rage.

Tommy approached the gunmen. He couldn’t tell over the intense burning behind his new eyes, but he figured there were at least a dozen heavily armed men, and he decided to do whatever he could to avenge his band mates’—and audiences’—deaths.

He managed to punch a hole in the chest of the closest gunman, and felt satisfied the guy didn’t have a second to even scream.
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