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The original version of Death Drives a Semi was published in 1998 by Quarry Press from Kingston, Ontario.
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First, the name: Edo. It rhymes with Laredo (or, as he has recently taken to telling people, since apparently that Texas city is unfamiliar to many of his fellow Canadians, it rhymes with potato).

#
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Second, the man: he’s sixty-one, bearded, a Torontonian by birth, of mixed Dutch and Italian descent.

He grew up in a blue-collar family in an ethnically mixed suburb—a crucible that’s given him an excellent ear for accents. When he met science-fiction author George Zebrowski for the first time, he made a friend for life by pronouncing his name correctly—”Hor-gay Zhebrovskee.” Edo’s also a devastating mimic, doing impressions of not just TV and movie stars, but writers and other publishing types, as well.

Edo’s degree is in Creative Writing from Toronto’s York University, and there’s an irony in that: he is the most practical, down-to-earth wordsmith I’ve ever met. His constant challenging of classmates’ opinions in his final workshop course (most often by exclaiming, “That’s not the way it works in the real world!”) made him less than popular.

But it’s an attitude that’s served him well. Although he’s worked as a police and sports reporter, Edo made the leap from first sale to full-time fiction writer in less than two years, and he continued in that role for a couple of decades. In many ways, he was the ideal of what used to be called, back when the term wasn’t disparaging, a pulp writer—he wrote stories quickly, often to a given editor’s specification, always producing a quality, salable product on time.

And, of course, it came full circle. Edo taught many different writing courses in and around Toronto, has done online tutoring in fiction writing, and has lectured on writing at the University of Toronto and Toronto Metropolitan University. What distinguished Edo’s writing courses from most others (including the ones he himself once took) was his no-bull, sales-oriented approach.

What else can we say about Edo? Well, even as the years pile up, he’s stayed far thinner than a man who refers to eating as “snarfling” has any right to be. He collects beer cans. When eating at home, his favorite meal is spaghetti; when eating out it’s a burger and fries—which he’ll try to order, no matter how classy the restaurant is. Edo is husband to Roberta and father to a grown son named Luke.

#
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Third, the career: Edo van Belkom’s fiction career started with “Baseball Memories” in 1991. Its initial publication venue was about as obscure as it gets: Aethlon: The Journal of Sports Literature, put out by East Tennessee State University. But Edo wasn’t to dwell in obscurity for long. Karl Edward Wagner picked up “Baseball Memories” for the twentieth annual Year’s Best Horror Stories collection.

After that, honors seemed to come Edo’s way on an almost daily basis. “Baseball Memories” was shortlisted for the Aurora Award, Canada’s top honor in science fiction and fantasy writing. Another story, “The Piano Player Has No Fingers” was shortlisted not just for the Aurora but also for the Crime Writers of Canada’s Arthur Ellis Award for Best Short Story of the Year. And his “The Rug” was also an Arthur Ellis Award finalist.

And then the biggie: in June 1998, Edo van Belkom and his collaborator Dave Nickle won the Horror Writers Association’s Bram Stoker Award, the world’s top honor in the dark-fantasy field. Edo was no longer and up-and-comer; he was, overnight, one of his chosen field’s top, bankable names.

We all knew that such stature was inevitable. Back in 1992, when Don Hutchison was launching his prestigious hardcover line of Canadian dark-fantasy anthologies, Northern Frights, he came to Edo to produce a story to go with the cover painting he’d already bought (“Mark of the Beast”).

And early on, Edo was quickly made a contributing editor of the Bulletin of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, and Canadian membership representative for the Horror Writers Association.

For many years, Edo kept selling stories at a fantastic rate, to markets big and small—stories that were tight and polished and rang true even when they were about incredible things, stories that sent shivers down the reader’s spine, or outraged us, or sometimes made us laugh. Stories that were real stories, old-fashioned stories, stories with beginnings and middles and ends (“plot-optional” is Edo’s favorite derisive adjective for certain writers’ output). Stories with characters we care about and points to make and language used so elegantly as to be all but invisible.

Still, despite all the fun he was having as a horror writer, being a full-time wordsmith has always been financially dicey. Although Edo’s wife Roberta had a good job as a librarian, they both decided some years back that it was time for a change: he joined the Peel Regional Police as a prisoner escort officer, and Robi became a bylaw-enforcement officer with the city of Brampton (which is where they live, northwest of Toronto). Shortly, they’ll each have put in their time and will retire from their demanding jobs with good pensions.

Will Edo return to full-time fiction writing then? He says no, but I have my doubts. Despite the standard horror-story template being that bad things happen to good people, sometimes the real world is much kinder, and in 2022 a miracle occurred: out of the blue, Paramount Plus bought television rights to Edo’s 2004 young-adult novel Wolf Pack (which had previously won both Canada’s Aurora Award and the Ontario Library Association’s Silver Birch Award) and turned it into a hit TV series starring Sarah Michelle Geller. Although always a bit curmudgeonly, and perhaps even a tad more so as the years have gone by, suddenly our man whose name rhymes with both Laredo and Potato is back in the spotlight, and, as one who has known and loved him for a third of a century now, I can say I’ve never seen him be happier. I don’t think it’ll be long before he feels the urge to pound the keyboard again.

#
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Edo’s stories are always good reading, but classifying them is hard. Is he an SF writer? Sometimes. A horror writer? Often. Fantasy? When the mood struck him. Erotica? Yes, that too! Amongst the pieces in this collection, his “Baseball Memories” and “S.P.S.” are science fiction, of the Twilight Zone sort. “Mark of the Beast” and “Blood Count” are werewolf and vampire tales respectively—each with a new twist, of course. And the “Ice Bridge” and “The Piano Player Has No Fingers” have no fantastic elements at all, which makes their horrors all the more chilling.

Edo’s work reminds one of Ray Bradbury, of Dennis Etchison, of Richard Matheson, of Stephen King, of Rod Serling. He takes on writing voices and genres with the same facility with which he adopts accents or does impressions. He has tried his hand at everything, failed at nothing, and always delighted his readers, of which you are now one! Buckle up! You’re in for a hell of a ride!

—Robert J. Sawyer

––––––––
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Robert J. Sawyer’s Hominids won the Hugo Award for Best Novel of the Year; his latest novel is The Oppenheimer Alternative.
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From a very early age I knew I wanted to be a writer. I'm not sure why that is exactly, but there was always something about the way others put words together that fascinated me and made me want to try it too.

The trouble in those early years was that I didn't know what kind of writer I wanted to be. I tried a serial story in the high school newspaper about a fictional Grade 9 student, did a kind of screenplay for the film club, and also hosted my high school's Variety Night, writing a skit and the bits I would perform in between acts. Later on I tried poetry, which was terrible, and then rock and roll songs. Trouble with those were, we liked the word, Baby... a lot and it wound up being half the song. Baby! Baby! Baby!

So, while I wanted to be a writer, I hadn't found my way.

That all changed on a rainy day at the family cottage. I spent the day indoors on the bottom bunk reading The October Country, by Ray Bradbury. Every story excited me in a way nothing had before. After reading one story and exclaiming, "Wow!" I moved onto the next hoping to be similarly satisfied. And I was. Every story in there made me want to read the next, and more importantly, made me want to write the same kind of stories for others where the reader would end up thrilled and amazed.

Such a tall order for a teenager. But plenty of people had written these kinds of stories, why couldn't I be one of them?

There were plenty of reasons... First of all, I had never really been a good student. Sure, I'd passed all my courses and done enough to get a middling C throughout my academic career, but I'd never applied myself and strived for more. (I will note that my teachers always told my parents I was capable of more if I applied myself. I denied it was possible every time, but maybe they'd been right.)

Anyway, the problem with wanting to write stories like Ray Bradbury is that there were likely hundreds, if not thousands of people who wanted that very same thing for themselves. That meant that if I wanted to succeed, I would have to work harder at it than anything else I'd ever tried in my life. So, while I took a degree in Creative Writing from York University in Toronto, I also began to work for the school's newspaper, first as a reporter, and later as the sports editor, filling numerous pages every week with copy on a deadline.

And I began reading. I was always a pretty good reader, but now I was voracious, always walking around with books in my pants pockets so I could do some reading whenever there was a spare moment. I read in the genres I wanted to write in, and both great books and bad books. My thought was that if I could recognize what bad writing looked like, I might be able to avoid committing it myself. I also read non-fiction and newspapers and magazines as a writer shouldn't just be well-read in genre, but have a good general knowledge of other people's lives and how the world works around them. I even read books about the art and process of writing in the hopes I could learn technique as well.

I also wrote. Of course, I wrote stories, but I continued my journey as a newspaper reporter and began to write copy at a tremendous rate. Most by now have heard of Malcolm Gladwell's theory of 10,000 hours which states that it takes roughly 10,000 hours of deliberate practice to become world class in any field of endeavor. Now, one can argue whether or not I achieved world class level of expertise in the writing field, but I can assure you that I did well over 10,000 hours of writing practice while working at the small newspapers, The Brampton Times, The North York Mirror and The Cambridge Reporter. 

Small newspapers are voracious, and I wrote dozens of stories per week for the newspaper while simultaneously writing short stories and novels of my own. In fact, my very first short story publication, "Baseball Memories" was written on the computers at The Brampton Times newspaper. (Interesting note: These were first generation computers and had a switch underneath the keyboard that when turned on, would simulate the sound of a typewriter, as the theory was that people needed to hear the clickety clack of the keys while typing or they wouldn't be able to cope.)

That story was eventually printed in a literary magazine, Aethlon: the Journal of Sports Literature, at East Tennessee State University. From there it was reprinted in Year's Best Horror Stories XX, edited by Karl Edward Wagner. 

So, my first story made it into a Year's Best anthology.

It's like hitting a homerun at your very first major league at bat. The problem is that hitting a homerun is a very difficult thing to do, and so is getting a story into a Year's Best collection. Never mind that, it's hard just to get another story published. And so I began to get rejected and accepted at a ratio that was hard to take. I remember giving talks about "Thriving on Rejection" in which I would talk about getting rejected fifty times in a year and selling two stories. 

But I kept working at it with laser focus.

In my talks to aspiring writers I would often talk about the three ingredients necessary for eventual success. They are talent, luck and perseverance. The truth is, you can often succeed with just two of the three, which means if you lack talent, you can persevere and get lucky, and if you're never lucky you can continue to persevere and your talent will get you there eventually. Obviously, the most important element of the three is perseverance because it's the only one you have control over.

And so I continued to work hard at my writing and things eventually happened. 

I wrote a bunch of novels that never went anywhere, but because of my strong short story work I was asked by a role-playing game company to write a novel based on one of their games. And so I wrote and published my first novel Wyrm Wolf, which turned into three more RPG based novels.

And because of the stories I wrote, my agent, Joshua Bilmes contacted me to ask if I was being represented by anyone. I wasn't, but rather than just agree to be represented by his agency, I asked him to read my novel Teeth and if he agreed to represent it then yes, he could be my agent. He took on Teeth, and began to negotiate the RPG novels and some five years later managed to get Teeth published.

So, yeah, hard work and perseverance.

But back to Death Drives a Semi.

It took about ten years to publish enough quality stories to make a book like this, but once I had the stories, I couldn't have been prouder to put them all together in one place. 

This is my October Country, the book I am most proud of and the book I most wanted to write when I decided on that career path so many years ago.

And now, in 2023, the book is being reprinted in a 25th anniversary edition, with all the bells and whistles a milestone like this should have to adorn it: updated cover art and introduction, an author's introduction, story notes, and a bonus story that I think is one of my best. 

If the original publication of Death Drives a Semi was a benchmark moment in my career as a writer, then this edition feels like being inducted into the Hall of Fame.

I only hope that in reading this book, you experience some of the joy I felt in writing it.

All the best,

Edo van Belkom
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Edna Dowell swept the floor, resting on the end of her broom almost as often as she passed its bristles over the shiny wooden floorboards. She was an old woman on the downside of seventy and more than a little senile, but still sprightly enough to clean the house by herself. It took her longer to do the job than it used to, but by stringing together enough spurts of energy she could usually get it all done in a day.

After a short break she swept the remaining corners of the living room and then passed the broom around the legs of the couch and end table, bringing a small pile of dirt and dust toward the much larger pile in the middle of the floor. That done, she took another moment to catch her breath.

The house was run-down, but clean. Old, mended and recovered furniture was scattered about the room—as mismatched a collection as you might expect from someone who did much of her shopping on garbage day. Each piece had a character all its own, from the chesterfield she’d picked up behind the bowling alley to the chairs in the hall that used to sit in the laundromat, from the pictures of other people’s families hanging on the wall to the bookcases full of books she’d never read.

And then there was the big oval rug she’d found behind the funeral parlor two blocks over. The design on it was quite faded, but there wasn’t a hole or worn spot to look at. A true wonder of a find, in more ways than one.

Edna’s breathing finally eased into a regular rhythm and she knelt down on the floor. Then, lifting up the edge of the rug, she swept the dirt underneath it. The dust swirled toward the rug as if being sucked in by an unseen wind and settled onto the floorboards in a scattered pile. With a satisfied nod, Edna lowered the edge of the rug back onto the floor. There was a slight bulge in it now, but she paid it no mind. In a week or two, when she felt up to cleaning again, the bulge would be gone . . . as would the dirt beneath it.

The first time she’d swept the dirt under the rug was on the day she’d first brought the rug home two years ago. Just as she was finishing up her cleaning there’d been a knock at the door. With nowhere else to sweep the dirt she quickly swept it under the rug and tossed the broom in the closet.

Her guests that day had stayed for hours, and it was a whole week before she remembered what she’d done with the dirt. But, when she pulled back the rug to sweep it up and take it out to the trash she was surprised to find it gone. Not just spread around or absorbed by the rug’s fibers, but gone without a trace. After that she swept dirt under different parts of the rug to see if it would happen again—and it did. In time she learned to sweep everything under the rug, and it eventually became as much a part of her cleaning routine as Misters Murphy and Clean.

Unfortunately, not all of her little problems could be handled so easily. The current problem, or perhaps just the latest incarnation of a constant problem, had to do with money, or lack thereof.

Three years ago her pension had been de indexed and no longer kept pace with the cost of living. Then, last year, her rent had gone up three percent, the maximum amount allowed by the government’s rent control board. She’d made up the difference with what little savings she’d squirreled away over the years, but that was all but gone now. She wasn’t sure if she was one month behind in her rent or two, but what did it matter? She only had enough money for groceries and she’d be damned if she’d go hungry while giving that do-nothing slumlord another red cent.

He'll be coming around soon enough asking for his money, she thought. He can ask all he wants, but I can’t give him what I don’t have. He can threaten to throw me out too, but I won’t move. He might own this house, but this is my home.

She patted the bulge in the rug; it shifted slightly under her touch.

#
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The knock on the door didn’t surprise her; she’d been expecting it for some time. She hadn’t paid her rent in months and her landlord was anything but patient. As if on cue, the knocking grew louder and more frantic as the man on the other side pounded harder on the old wooden door.

Edna slowly got up from her chair in the living room and began shuffling her way to the door. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said in a voice that was barely a whisper.

“I know you’re in there Dowell,” the man shouted. “I seen you pick up your mail.”

When she reached the door she paused for a moment’s rest, then unlocked and pulled the door open.

Marty Genetti was a squat Italian man with a full head of black hair that was always blow dried straight back in the shape of a cycling helmet. Although he was probably in his fifties, he still looked like the teenage hoodlum he’d been over thirty years ago. “I come for the rent,” he said.

“And a good morning to you too, Mr. Genetti,” said Edna.

“Yeah, it’s a great morning, but it would be even better if you had the rent money you owe me.” 

“I haven’t got it.”

Marty just shook his head. “That’s crap. I know for a fact that the pension checks went out today and you already took in your mail.”

“Well, the check wasn’t in the mail,” she lied. She couldn’t possibly turn over her pension check. There’d be nothing left for her to live on.

“Nice try, Dowell. But never bullshit a bullshitter. You got your check today and you’re going to give it to me or I’ll boot you out. I got six families practically begging me to live here.”

“I don’t have it,” she said, her voice beginning to crack.

“Fuck this,” Marty muttered, barging his way into the house. “Where did you put the mail? In the living room?” He walked into the large room off the hallway and began to look for envelopes. There were a few Christmas cards on the window sills, but they’d been there for years. “What about the kitchen?”

“No!” Edna cried. She’d put the mail in the pantry, but it wasn’t very well hidden and he’d find it there as soon as he looked.

He went into the kitchen, Edna following as fast as her feet could take her.

“What’s with all the cookie tins? That where you keep your stash?” He started taking the tins off the shelf and opening them one by one.

Edna did keep some bills and a few coins in a couple of the tins, but that was emergency money for doctor’s visits and medicine. If he took that she’d literally be without a penny to her name.

“Stop it!” she shouted. “Stop!”

“Oh, am I getting warm?” he laughed, almost as if he was enjoying his little act of terrorism.

“Please, stop!” she pleaded again, but her words only spurred him on.

He found a Christie’s tin with some money in it. “All right,” he said. “This is a start . . . Let’s see what else we can find.”

Edna began trembling in frustration and anger. If he kept on like this he was bound to find her pension check and then she’d be left with nothing. She had to do something, but what?

“Heh hey! Here’s a twenty,” he said, looking more and more like a neighborhood bully shaking down kids for candies.

Edna glanced at the kitchen counter. Her rolling pin was there, a chipped and cracked rolling pin made out of marble she’d found years ago in a dumpster behind the Commisso Brothers Italian Bakery. She stared at the rolling pin for what seemed like forever, then finally picked it up . . . 

“You gotta have a piggy bank here somewhere.”

. . . raised it over her head . . . 

“Or maybe a roll of pennies—”

. . . and let it fall.

#
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Marty Genetti stared up at Edna, his green eyes bulging out of their sockets in a look of surprise and one side of his head crumpled up like a squashed paper bag. His fingers were closed tight around the money—Edna’s money—but that didn’t stop her from cracking his fingers open and prying the bills from his fists. After she’d picked the loose change off the floor, she counted all the money and put it in neat little stacks on the kitchen table. It wasn’t much, but it was more than she’d thought she’d had stashed away.

She looked down at the corpse in her kitchen and was struck by a thought. With some effort, she got down onto the floor, turned him on his side and pulled the billfold from his back pocket. It was made of black leather, as soft as baby’s skin. She opened it up and a smile broke over her face. The wallet was stuffed with bills, the smallest of which were twenties. She took out the money and placed it on the table, marveling at how springy the stacks of paper were.

She replaced the wallet and patted his pockets for any loose change. She found a few more bills—mostly ones and fives—and a bunch of quarters. She considered taking his rings, but figured they’d probably be more trouble than they were worth, and picked herself up off the floor. Then she sat down at the table and counted the money. There was over a thousand dollars there, more than enough to pay the back rent and stock up on food.

As she sat filled with joy over the windfall, she began to think about her situation. If the landlord was dead, who do I pay the rent money to? Oh well, not to worry, somebody will be by asking for it sooner or later.

She was about to get up to put the money in a safe place when her foot kicked against the dead body on the floor. “Oh dear,” she said, realizing she had a bit of problem on her hands. Killing Genetti had been easy—he was a nasty, dirty little man who’d gotten what he deserved. However, getting rid of his body, now that would be tricky.

Edna sat down and thought about it.

When it came to her, it was like a new day dawning in her life, as if somebody-up-there was telling her she’d done a good thing.

If Marty Genetti was dirt, the only place for him was under the rug with the rest of it.

Edna got up from the table and made herself a tea. When she’d finished the cup of orange pekoe and was sufficiently rested, she began dragging the corpse into the living room. It wasn’t an easy task, but by nightfall she’d pushed, pulled, kicked and rolled the body into the middle of the living room. Then with little ceremony she raised the edge of the rug, gave the body one last roll, and lowered the rug over top of it. The rug barely covered it, and the hands and feet stuck out from the corners, but at least the face, with those bulging eyes and lolling tongue, was hidden from view.

Out of sight, out of mind, she thought.

And went upstairs to bed.
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In the morning Edna came downstairs rested and chipper, having had the best night’s sleep in ages. Outside the sun was shining, the air was fresh and it was a beautiful, beautiful day.

As she entered the living room, the first thing she noticed was the bulge in the rug. It was quite lumpy, but considerably smaller than it had been the night before. The second thing she noticed was the curled pair of hands lying just beyond the near edge of the rug, and the pair of black shoes soles up on the floor at the other end. The hands ended at the wrists and the exposed flesh and bone was smooth, as if it had melted away like candle wax rather than cut by a knife. The feet were similarly disembodied—socks, skin, muscle and bone melted away at a slight angle.

Unsightly mess, that, thought Edna, picking up the edge of the rug and quickly kicking the hands underneath with a flick of her fluffy pink slippers. Then she walked around to the other end of the rug and swept the shoes underneath it, too.

“There,” she said aloud, noticing there was a bit of color to the rug now. “Much better.”

She went into the kitchen, humming a tune.

#
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The lump in the rug took about a week to go away. Each day Edna would come down the stairs to see it smaller by half. The last few days she heard a sort of slurping sound coming from the rug—and every once in a while a crack!—but then that eventually stopped and the rug lay flat again, not a lump to be seen.

Sipping her morning tea by the front window, Edna took a moment to look at the rug more closely. If she wasn’t mistaken, it looked newer somehow, the design on it brighter and more colorful. It looked like two bright red pools surrounded by some darker colors, but other than that she couldn’t make out what it was.

She finished her tea, went upstairs and got dressed. She hadn’t been shopping in weeks and the cupboards were practically bare. Now that she had money in hand, it might be a good idea to stock up on groceries.

She was just about ready to leave the house when there was a knock on the door.

“Now who could that be?” Edna said aloud.

She went to the door and opened it to find a middle-aged woman standing on her front porch. She had coal black hair, dark tanned skin and wore a large round pair of dark sunglasses. Although it was quite mild out she had on a big fur coat made from dozens of tiny pelts. Edna thought of the poor hamsters that had died in the creation of that coat and disliked the woman immediately.

“Edna Dowell?”

“Yes!”

“I’m Maria Genetti, my father owns this building.”

“Isn’t that wonderful,” she said warmly.

The woman took off her sunglasses, revealing small brown eyes that were covered by far too much make up. Her painted eyes narrowed into slits as she looked at Edna. “So, he left the house a week ago to collect overdue rent and he hasn’t been seen since. And since you’re one of the two tenants of his that are overdue, I was wondering if he came here?”

Edna was silent a moment thinking what she should do. If she said he’d been there and then left, the police would surely come asking questions. If she said he’d never been there, then this woman—this evil, evil woman—might go away, but she’d end up leaving with all the overdue rent money. That would never do!

She looked up at the woman. “Maria?”

“Yes.”

“He was here, Maria.”

“Really? When?”

“This morning.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said with sigh of relief.

Edna nodded. “He came in here looking for rent money.” She paused a moment, as if trying to remember. “And then he went into that closet over there and never came out.”

The look on the woman’s face soured. “What are you talking about?” But, then, ever-so-slowly, a look of terror crept over her features as Edna’s words played on her mind.

“Let me see!” she said, barging past Edna toward the closet at the end of the hall.

No manners, thought Edna. Just like her father.

The young woman opened the closet door and peered inside.

Edna went silently into the kitchen, knowing the woman would stand there in front of the closet for a few moments unable to see anything in its shadowy depths.

“There’s nobody in here,” she said, her head still buried deep in the darkness. “Where did he go?”

She pulled back from the closet and turned around.

Only to get a good look at the rolling pin . . .

“What happened to my—”

Up close.
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Maria Genetti had had some money on her, but not much. She certainly wasn’t as well off as her father had been. After Edna had gone through her purse and pockets she barely had two-hundred dollars to show for it.

“Oh well,” she thought. “Better than nothing.” She put the money in her own purse, stepped over the body in the hallway and left the house to do the shopping.

When she returned an hour later with her wheeled wire cart laden with groceries, she was surprised to find the dead woman’s body lying face down in the hallway. Standing over the corpse, she tried to recall what had happened, then began nodding.

“Yes, yes,” she said. “Of course. Mustn’t leave people lying around in hallways. What would the neighbors think?”

And with that, she took off her coat, brought the grocery bags into the kitchen, then dragged the body into the living room. As she moved the body closer to the rug she noticed something strange about the floor covering. The edge of the rug was trembling slightly, like the upper lip of a starving man who’d just caught the scent of fresh-baked bread.

“Patience,” she told the rug in a tone of voice more suited to house pets than home furnishings.

With one last push she managed to move the body into position. She raised the edge of the rug, gave the body a kick and watched as the rug curled around the corpse, pulling it under.

“Thank you,” she said to the rug. “Now, where was I?” She saw the empty wire cart standing at the front door. “Just about to go shopping.”

She put her dirty tan coat back on and left the house, headed for the market.
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The lump in the rug was gone in just under three days. Edna spent nights sitting in her rocker watching the rug slowly getting smaller, shrinking like a block of ice on a warm spring day. There were still the same slurping sounds coming from it, but only for a little while and only near the end.

After the lump was gone, things settled down and Edna was at peace knowing she had more than enough money to live on and that any further problems could be easily swept under the rug.

She was happy for the first time in years.

About a week later there was another knock at the door. “Who is it?”

“Police ma’am.”

Edna glanced through the peep hole and saw the uniformed policeman. “What do you want?”

“I’d like to ask you a few questions, Mrs. Dowell. We’re looking for two missing persons, Marty Genetti and his daughter, Maria.”

Edna was silent. If she didn’t let the policeman in he might get suspicious, thinking she had something to hide. Better to let him in, answer his questions and send him on his way. “Just a minute,” she said, opening the door.

The police officer was young and handsome, with short blond hair, a bushy blond mustache and pale blue eyes.

“Come in.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Now, how can I help you?”

“Well, I’ve been going through the neighborhood asking everyone if they’ve seen either of the two people. Marty Genetti owned a lot of property on this block.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, and he was known to make visits around the first of each month to collect rent from problem tenants.”

“Problem tenants?” she asked with a smile. “Well, that must be why I never saw much of him.”

The police officer gave her a polite smile. Edna looked shyly away and noticed the rug.

It was moving.

The policeman kept talking. “That might be so, but some of the people on the street said they saw him knocking at your door a few weeks ago.”

Edna suddenly felt warm all over. From what the policeman had said she couldn’t deny Genetti had been here. Perhaps it would be better to play along. She took her eyes off the rug for a moment and looked up at the policeman. “Oh yes, that’s right,” she said, feigning recollection. “You’ll have to excuse me, my memory isn’t what it used to be.”

“That’s all right,” the policeman nodded. “My mother’s like that sometimes.”

“He was here. Came to check on a leaky tap in the bathroom, but I’d fixed it the day before, so we sat and had tea in the kitchen. Ate two-and-a-half of my biscuits, and then he left.”

The policeman scribbled some notes in his book, asking Edna further questions about when Marty Genetti arrived and how long he had stayed.

“I can’t recall such things very well. It might have been ten minutes, it might have been an hour.”

As the policeman continued making notes, Edna took the opportunity to glance back at the rug. It was less than a foot away from the policeman’s big black boot, inching closer.

“Perhaps you’d like to join me for tea as well?” she asked, walking across the living room and placing both feet on the edge of the rug to hold it in place. “I brew the best on the block.”

“I’d love to ma’am, but I’ve got fourteen more apartments to check out and the captain doesn’t like approving overtime.”

“Another time, perhaps?”

“Maybe.”

“Oh, that would be wonderful.”

The policeman took a few tentative steps to the door, waiting for Edna to escort him out. When he finally realized she intended to remain standing in place on the edge of the rug he said, “Well, goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” chimed Edna. “And good luck.”

When the man was gone and the door closed, Edna stepped away and pointed an admonishing finger at the rug. “Naughty rug!”

A ripple coursed over the edge of the rug, and then it was still.
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Ten days later, there was yet another knock on the door. “Who is it?” Edna asked.

“Health Department.”

Edna said nothing. Why would the health department be knocking on her door. “There’s nothing wrong with my health,” she said. “Thanks just the same.”

“No ma’am. Some people on the block have been complaining of a bad smell these last few days. I need to take a look around, see if it’s coming from your apartment.”

“I don’t smell.”

“No one’s saying you do ma’am. But there were several complaints and I’ve got to check out the entire block.”

Edna thought it over. If there was a smell (which there was not!) the man wouldn’t be easily shooed away. Better to let him in to take a look around, satisfy his curiosity.

“All right,” she said at last opening the door.

He was a middle-aged man with a mustache and graying black hair. The name over his pocket read “Dave.” As he stepped inside, he began sniffing. “Something die in here?”

Edna sniffed too, smelling nothing. “You watch it, sonny. I might be old, but . . .”

He stepped further into the house, sniffing like a bloodhound.

It was obvious to Edna he was looking for something and wouldn’t stop until he found it. Best to stop him first.

“Oh, I know,” she said. “Maybe it has something to do with the hole in the wall inside the pantry.”
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