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Before You Read




One of the greatest joys of reading is to be taken by surprise and left reeling. That being said, due to the serious and dark subject matter within this story, I'd like to offer content warnings for those of you that prefer to test the waters before you dive in. These content warnings are not spoiler-free. While I strongly recommend reading blind, please assess your individual needs as a reader and proceed accordingly.

Major content warnings include religious violence, explicit scenes of self-harm and ritual bloodletting, child neglect, implied and discussed pedophilia, extreme violence, explicit scenes of murder, kidnapping, drugging via chemical inhalants, verbal and physical parental abuse, explicit descriptions of corpses, improper disposal of a body, violent hallucinations/dreams, and asphyxiation.

No living animals are harmed in this story, though dead animals, bones, and carcasses are featured and interacted with.

There is one occurance of attempted sexual assault off-page. The aftermath of this attempt is on-page and though it is not explicit, it is likely to be upsetting.

You can find the full content warning list (including minor content warnings) at victorivan.weebly.com.








  
  







































For Jordynn, of whom I tell stories


to anyone that will listen. 










  
  



























 Beware of false prophets, 



who come to you in sheep's clothing, 



but underneath are ravenous wolves.



Matthew 7:15
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PREDATORS
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The alligator studied Midge through the bug-heavy Georgia evening in the same way she once imagined God watching her from his heavenly element; in hunger and boredom, painfully so.

She knew very little about the river when the Furmans arrived in Ruby the month previous—only that the very existence of this moment was bizarre, that its summer waters were riddled with lazy swimmers and children with popsicle-rimmed mouths, unaware that a prehistoric Jesus might be waiting in the waterweed shallows.

It was the gutting that beckoned it now to Midge’s irregular edge of the Chattahoochee. She was in the throes of it when the beast surfaced, her needle fingers buried inside a washed-up rainbow trout, wiggling past the swim bladder and winding guts to press flush where hair-fine bones met muscle and meat. It was the spine she sought—vaguely tough to excavate, caked in soft tissue. In her meticulous search, buffalo gnats gushed over her hair and throat, nipping at the skin of her knuckles, birthing a frustration so vile that Midge felt holy for the first time in well over a year.

She’d nearly hurled the trout back into the river before she caught the scaly glint of those predatory jaws, a great grinning sneer that wrought cold through Midge’s thin bones. Instead, she gripped it with blood-slick hands, crouching ferally by the shore, nails burrowing beneath its scales. The gnats drank from her shoulders and wrists and the alligator never budged—bobbing like an overturned log, its primitive head notched just above the murky surface.

Waiting. Wondering. Just as she.

There were ornate bones beneath the steely plates of its boat-fin tail that would make lovely fixtures; an irregular, curving nodule of vertebrae for nervous thumbs, angular teeth thicker than her thumbs, threaded through their marrow so they might lay as fine as ivory beads. A lily-white crown of caudal vertebrae; if the alligator was dead—and for a moment, before its doubled eyelids slicked over its reflective eyes, it really seemed so—it’d be too opportune to pass up.

But a strange harmony of voices rose from the overgrown field across the stone-pimpled river like a rattling band of angels.

The predator twitched, casting ripples into the lazy current. The heat thickened over Midge’s head and she snapped her bloodied hands at the clouding gnats, ducking into the flowered grass where she’d left her dusky-orange bicycle.

Along the edge of the opposite embankment came a parade of bodies—the first thin and tall with hair like raw milk, followed by a brassy-haired girl in mud-dyed overalls and a pair of redheaded twins held together at the hip, hoisting each other up and over the bank.

The banks of the river bled down from True Angels Communion Church; Midge had seen some of these heads bobbing among the pews, the rare scarlet of the twins like glinting pennies. They moved through the tall grass like travellers from another world, trudging distantly before Midge in a dashing, climbing line. She was frozen beneath the drooling willows, helpless to the strange magic of their purposeful steps, their unchained closeness, each footfall pummelling the dirt where the last had lain.

At once, through the same mystical power that fishhooked Midge to the crumbling ledge of that river, the overalled girl with her unbleached scalp of webbed black faced the water. Nobody was nearby to see Midge shrink and flinch, but she was humiliated anyway—so terribly that she vibrated as the stranger strayed from her troupe and approached the bank.

The girl’s eyes were drilling into the Chattahoochee, into the moss-marbled backside of the alligator, and Midge lingered with her in strange, unifying paranoia. Like she was trying to dry off, the girl’s head whipped back and forth—to her friends, the water, and back—before a tanned hand emerged from her overalls and plucked a rock from the earth.

She’d just raised it overhead when a slash of Mars-red bounced through the grass at her side, and her balance failed her. In one ceaseless second, the girl tipped forward and her eyes, as distant and murky as an oil painting, went pinball-white. With a jolt and a top-heavy wobble over the embankment, the overalled girl shed a midnight coyote scream.

The heat shrank around Midge’s ankles. She waited for a snapping, splashing red death.

None came. The girl skidded, righted herself, took several staggering steps backwards and spun, hurling a suckering punch into the bicep of the smallest twin, a wild-eyed, sunburnt mirage whose arms remained criminally outstretched. Cacophonous laughter bounced through the October-browned grass as they scattered from the bank, unbeknownst to the blood-dipped girl in the woods, sweating beneath their left behind whispers.

The air in Midge’s lungs returned in fragmented bursts. She hadn’t seen anything so lovely since the chugging cliffside of Butcher’s Wall months ago; the jagged teeth of the river, the whistle of its warm current singing to her.

 With a ripple and a bubbling exhale, all eight feet of the alligator disappeared seamlessly into the water.

Midge’s sandalled feet snagged blood-streaked pebbles and twigs as she bounded across the shoreline, littered with scales like scattered quarters in a fountain. Without a hitch she hurled the trout desperately into the current, flinching as it clattered against the surface, waiting for a cinematic snap and a ricocheting purr, a flash of armour-clad dinosaur tail before it hastily floated up the river. Anything would do.

Nothing followed. It left no trace but the raw memory engraved on Midge’s brain; no proof that of all the peculiar places dangerous creatures could survive, the shallowest waters suited them best. Neither of them belonged to this river; they were monsters from distant ports where the water was temperate and the bugs never took rest. But when God swung His fist upon the earth, He’d uprooted them both, and would take no blame Himself for the men that displaced them.

Midge dug deep under her nails to free up the blood. When the alligator didn’t sneak forth and take an ankle, she hauled her bike from the soil, cast a heeding glance at the dipping sun beyond the field, and marched until the woods gave way to pavement and the distant burn of streetlights guided her toward town.


      [image: ]Under the waxen moon, the Hacksaw was a glowing cyst on Ruby’s old highway, a dim shack grouted by day-drinkers and wanderers who passed through in small herds. The parking lot laid bare for infectious chunks of time, but once in a blue moon the doors opened—outward came the haze of beer, ripe sweat, and Billy Idol before the creak of an old latch and the dry thunk of wood on wood. It was a Thursday: all was normal. Nobody paid any mind to the dripping hole in the Hacksaw’s dirt-scabbed window. 

By the time Midge hit the last break in the highway’s crowded treeline and entered the parking lot, Jonas Furman was well into bleeding all over the glass-buttered asphalt. When he heard her coming, he shrank like a rotten bush against the parking lot’s unused flower bed, shielded by the yellowjacket Trans-Am their father hated so much.

They were Irish twins, but these days Jonas was leagues beyond Midge’s reach. He was more bull than man, chasing his own red ass in circles, as masochistic as the UFC fighters on his bedroom television past midnight. Leaving Tennessee made none of this new. He’d punished himself there equally, and in ways that wouldn’t matter to anyone but Midge; he’d taken none of the tabbed Lovecraft novels he hoarded as a boy, no phone numbers, no journals or photographs or mailing addresses. Only his best clothes and his knack for attracting fists to the mouth survived the quiet drive across Georgia, and they rested alive and well on his stiff, sunbaked shoulders now. Even as Midge’s bike approached with the familiar sound of its rattling spoke, his jet-black head never lifted.

He’d always been that way; erratically attempting to drive by his own life. But something split him longways when he turned sixteen and try as she might, Midge had never been able to source the fracture. Only now did she catch a glimpse of her brother: half-stranger under the yellow porch light, bared to the world like a mouth of uneven teeth.

Midge rutted her front tire against the flowerbed; all Jonas gave her was a snuffle.

“There’s glass in your hair,” she told him. To no response, “Can I get it, Jonas? Please?”

Jonas turned to her with two dopey, aching eyes in the same cloudy shade as their mothers. His left cheek was slick with blood and siphoned of colour. Something boiled behind Jonas’ split lips, wading upwards from the bile in his stomach, hidden by a wad of pink spit hurled at the asphalt. He stooped, and from his overgrown mop of hair, a few glittering shards clattered onto the pavement. 

“Don’t cut your damn fingers.” He pinched the bridge of his nose hard. “Mom’ll have a fit.”

Mom’ll have a fit regardless, Midge thought. Mom’ll have a fit because she’s got eyes like a hawk and ears like a cat in an empty house. Unlike Curtis, who saw gouges on his son and cared little more than to suggest a tissue and prayer, Bonnie cried when she saw the wounds. She always had, each time a new one appeared. 

Midge obeyed this minimal request and took to his hair in a monkeyish fashion. Peeling back his bloodied crown, piling fragments in her palm and dumping them into the planter, nitpicking as their mother had when they’d both gotten lice in fourth grade. She didn’t dare ask if he remembered; busied by his own separate world from hers, of his punch-drunk mouth and his sore hands and his blood-encrusted head, there was no love. There was only tolerance—of which he was scarce.

She raised her sweating head toward the Hacksaw’s honey light. Inside, she found the only man who noticed the whistling breeze through the shattered bar window; a mountainous man lipping the bar top, bleeding from his football-sized fists. He swayed back and forth in conversation, heaving his trunkish arm toward the gouged pane and meeting Midge’s eyes with a blind hatred that reeked of Tennessee streets and their itchy, mayfly whispers.

There were glimpses of hatred in Linden, but none so crisp as those here in Ruby; none so purposeful that she’d made any strangers twitch just from the sight of her; only arcing waves of disgust that strangled her soul, a nastiness she’d known intimately for as long as she’d lived. It only took one summer month to ascertain that Linden’s perpetual scum blew upwards from Ruby, a sickness spread through the smog—spittle-flying, Hell-fearing maggot slick, damp-green and effervescent. The familiar hatred of a holy follower. The wide-eyed, weak-kneed adoration and tormented rebuking of anything different. The petulance. The fury. The righteousness. 

It was righteousness upon the mountain man’s abridged nose, drooling from his beer-wet mouth, his cobalt eyes digging into Jonas’ back. Yet he didn’t move. He didn’t turn away from the bloodied creatures outside the Hacksaw, and he didn’t fly from his seat to smash the blunt edge of his beer into the shelf of Jonas’ skull. He remained sunken against the barstool where Midge was certain Jonas left him, all busted knuckles and puffy-lipped.

With her fingers tracing the cruel bolt of flesh along Jonas’ scalp, anger stirred beneath the sheet of Midge’s skin. There was a hollow shaft inside her where it kept to its own, but it sang lowly now, as lovely as any choral angel.

Something flashed across the mountain man’s face: the fearful flicker of a midnight driver spotting a moose in the road. When his tongue darted outwards and flinched at the mouth of his bottle, tungsten light snagged the spliced edge where Jonas had split him divinely in two. 

And perhaps it was poor etiquette to smile—but Midge did anyway, because her brother was still a bull. 

In silence, Jonas rose stiffly from the wooden planter and brushed the biting glitter from his jeans. It was nearing nine by then; once he could no longer fight, his resolve became a wet paper towel.

“C’mon, then,” he demanded beyond the wet, thumping pulse inside Midge’s ears. “I’m doin’ half speed down that highway until you come up with something, ‘cause I’m not walkin’ up them front steps until our ass is covered.”

Our ass. A flash of fire beneath Midge’s feet and her bicycle was already halfway inside the Trans Am, jammed against the narrow backseat which was perpetually draped with a raggedy quilt for this very purpose. Our ass; it’d been that way as long as Midge could remember, which in truth wasn’t long at all. It transcended towns and borders, this strange and shrouded communion the lie built; leaving home together only to split along the way, digging themselves into whichever hole appears the warmest, reconvening later under the mid-evening streetlights though neither ever spoke of what they’d done or where they’d been. 

When there was nothing else—and there had been, for a long, long while, nothing but lonesome, secular darkness—she had Jonas and his untidy secrets. She had a brother, older and deader by eleven months, and she held to the safety net of his anger like an old home cradling nails in its rotten studs. If there was nowhere else for her to rest but his busted, tense shoulders, she could rest there still. 

And with him, there was the Trans Am; a Tennessean chariot that reeked of leather air fresheners and loose tobacco. The dome lights popped free whenever they struck a bump too hard, and the engine bitched and moaned under the winter chill. There’d been dice around the rearview mirror once for about a week—nuclear-green and blue—but it was a cross or nothing according to Curtis, so nothing dangled there as they traveled that sore stretch of single-lane highway.

The Hacksaw disappeared in a vibrating roar. Down the strip, what rusting street lights remained standing craned towards the earth as if struck by a giant hand, baying over their fallen brethren’s kudzu-roped graves. Midge bent and peeled a translucent scale from the laces of her shoes, the weight of the rainbow trout’s skull and blood-damp bones wrapped in tissue like a jewel in her shorts pocket. She waited for the Golden Earring tape to turn over before she spoke.

“We caught a movie,” she said, as confidently as a bird in a summer storm. “When we were headin’ back to the car, you tripped over the curb and roughed up your face. Hit your head; not too hard. But maybe—maybe don’t even mention that.” She felt sheepishly over her pocket. “Mama’ll make you sit up with her if she thinks you got brain damage.”

The Trans Am made quite the distance before Jonas pointedly said, “There’s no theatre in this shithole.” 

“There’s a community centre on Glenwood Avenue that screens movies on Saturdays.” She folded the scale between her fingers and rolled the window down, letting it flutter into a nearby ditch like a firefly, catching light and fizzling out. “Two bucks a piece. This week, it was—Of Mice and Men, I think. Couple of old folks were rattlin’ off about it last weekend after the sermon. That ain’t a lie.”

Jonas cocked an eye at her. Embarrassment swept her breath from her lungs.

“I bike around,” she assured him. “I’ve been into town before without you. I could give you directions to the community centre if you ain’t confident. I do other things than just sittin’ around all evening waiting for you to be done with—whatever it is that—”

“Alright.” Jonas’ sweating face was grey in the dark. “We caught a movie, then.”

At the end of tree-dense Pelter Avenue, just before the mouth of an achy wooden bridge heading their neighbourhood, Jonas parked on the gravel shoulder, climbed out of the car and staggered into a foot-deep stream rife with cattails as thick as Midge’s wrists. She lost him in the dark for ten paranoid seconds before he righted himself amid the tall grass, scrubbing blood from his face like a rabid animal. Once he’d dried with a trunk-salvaged rag and climbed back into his seat, the Trans Am crept hesitantly across the asphalt, curtained by fat, sloping willows and blood-leaved red oak until the porch lights of the Furman’s house rose in the dark.

Gladden Street was a straight, buggy thicket of moss-splattered older homes. Deer darted to and from the shadowed roadside, disappearing behind boulders of foliage and overgrown viburnum as they pushed further down its tunnelled throat. At its end sat the house, nestled behind a ribcage of hearty pines that rimmed the property in a lacy curtain, hiding a crude sinkhole of household junk and storm debris behind their trunks. In the dark, the Furman house—not yet made a home, perhaps never intended to be—was little more than a scatter of yellowed light on an agitated sea.

Midge sank into the Trans Am’s passenger seat and turned. Where Jonas’ eyes were affixed, she couldn’t be sure—somewhere out the window, somewhere far away from the golden kitchen light that promised sanctity and righteousness. Nothing could make the cab any colder.

“We went to a movie,” Midge repeated, pretending not to notice Jonas’ shoulders hiking in startled dismay. That was all the kindness she had left to give—the graciousness of ignoring a fear she quite understood. “We saw Of Mice and Men. You read it in school.”

“Eighth grade.” The whites of his eyes, two torn fingernails, held on the porch light. “Ma was horrified.”

“It was about them two ranch workers durin’ the Great Depression,” Midge watched his jaw tense and ease, tense and ease, pretending he was chewing gum and not his own cheeks. “And that poor man at the end of it all. Don’t you remember that? It was all a terrible accident, but they put him down for it anyway.”

“Nn-hn.”

“Jonas.”

The eldest Furman child ripped his eyes from the death pit at the property line. He wore God on his face like a gimmicky mask, petrified behind its shredded silicone.

“You don’t have to pray,” she reminded him. The word came out sticky and dense, its brittle pieces jammed between her molars. “Just pretend. Daddy won’t know if you’ve got nothin’ to say.”

Jonas was older, though there might come a day when that was no longer true, and Midge feared that like a broken spine. But something had lived and died in the youngest Furman, something that froze them both in their seats, something that made Midge unrecognizable in the months prior. There’d been a time when Midge had been made of it; faith. Nowadays, she seldom knew if she was speaking on the inattention of God, or her own father. It hardly mattered.

She knew, and had known long before they left Tennessee, that she’d spent seventeen years praying to nobody at all. Still, a filthy paranoia existed alongside that knowledge. When Curtis and Bonnie sat at the table and lowered their heads, perhaps something was speaking to them, and only Midge was missing out. While seated at the kitchen table with her fingers folded, she tried to paint the static nothingness as a comfort. 

Tried.

Perhaps the ten months between her and Jonas made the greatest difference of all. Perhaps God was listening to him, could listen, could speak as clearly as Midge could whisper into Jonas’ ear right now. Perhaps God knew they were lying and he had plenty of horrible, terrible things in store for when Jonas sat down at the table.

Plenty.


      [image: ]Jonas threw on an oily, old ball cap from the trunk before they entered the house. Midge could scarcely tell in the dark if it was even his. 

It was a precaution more than anything. Bonnie Furman was thorough; had been since she was a girl. She noticed frostbite hidden beneath the lips before they ever flushed purple and storms brewing over distant cities just by the power of the wind that carried through the porch chimes; the blood was a pale sky, and the growing lump on her son’s temple was an eager, terror-shaped cloud. 

She went for her daughter first as she always had, brushing a wet thumb over Midge’s cheek where she’d missed a thumbprint of soil. The door was scarcely shut and she was upon them like a hound.

“You’re cold, Margaret,” was her primary concern. “Oh, just feel you. You’re frigid. I knew I should’ve sent you with a sweater.”

Midge found no comfort in her mother’s calming eyes as the dirt was proved impermanent. Instead, when Bonnie clamped Jonas’ bare arm with her floured palm, Midge rubbed her cheek raw and swollen.

“I had the windows rolled down. I’m fine.”

“My girl’s always fine, ain’t she?” Bonnie took one look at Jonas’ sloping frame and winced. When she did speak, Midge could hear the golf ball bobbing in her throat. “And you?”

“Just ate some sidewalk, Ma.” He rubbed at a stain on the runner with the tip of the shoe that streaked it there. “I’ll take a sweater next time.”

There were tears. Neither of them had the powder nor paint to cover the fattening bruise on Jonas’ lip, but Bonnie sucked their lies into her trembling lungs quicker than ever and gave them an uneasy smile to share, because neither of them felt good knowing she was upset. By the time Jonas sat and peeled his cap away, she’d already snuck an aspirin under his placemat, just to let him know it was over.

Made lighter by their excuses, Bonnie fluttered back and forth under the caramel stove light, humming a broken Leslie Phillips, copper sink to off-white fridge, glass-bottled milk to the counter, napkins split across four place settings. The glow of the kitchen lit her sweating face like clean snow on a polished fender. It seemed all she could do to keep her feet on the floor, and yet there was a certain deliberation in her turned back. The only thing she could do to distract herself from the leviathan at the head of the table was keep dangerously close to the stove.

That dim, thirsty evening before the curtainless window, neither child needed the rousing presence of their mother to tether them to the floor. They were already angular and aware, manicured to stillness by the sobering monolith of their father, a sinewy ghost of muscle tucked inside a robin’s egg shirt. Both waited for the tick of Curtis’ posture to right itself—for the newspaper to fold over itself and the passage between them to slide open like a shopkeeper’s window offering fine, bedazzling goods. 

Midge threw back Jonas’ abandoned aspirin lest Curtis spot them, though she hardly needed to hide it—she was lucky if her father knew she was present. Once he reached the obits and recalled the plate of cooling food before him, he might look up and catch the sleight of her hand resting on the table and that alone would be too much. If the pills he condemned made her a hovering, drooling mess with eyes like two unseeing pebbles in their sockets, he’d seldom tell her to send off to bed early before skipping a few pages and sluggishly marking off his crossword.

But tonight, without a breath of warning, his listless voice punched through the newspaper.

“Of Mice & Men?”

Neither sibling budged. In that sudden well of quiet, Bonnie crept from the kitchen, placed a glass of orange juice selectively in front of Midge, and went adrift again.

“Never managed to finish that,” she whispered in passing, recalling the person she’d been long before she had children.

“Right,” strained Jonas, who’d never seen a lick of it, let alone any film not featuring a severed head, during his entire high school run. “Not like there’s anythin’ more interesting to do.”

Curtis made an unpleasant hum, and none could be sure at which word it’d been pointed. Over the crest of his newspaper came a pair of lunar eyes, cold-cut slabs of midnight blue-black behind silver spectacles. “What interested you, then?”

Jonas eyeballed a stray pea on the tablecloth, looking for a way out. “There were—lessons to be had in the end, I think.”

Curtis’ brows shot up. “Lessons?”

From the corner of Midge’s flitting eyes, she caught Bonnie stilling before the stove, her pale face a blurred, unreadable mask.

“Boy,” asked their father, “what could you possibly learn from a heathen like John Steinbeck?”

Jonas was just a tense back and two pocketed fists. His silence sent waves upon Midge, rocking the pulp in her glass, threading her fingernails through the lace at the edge of the table cloth, just like the split stomach of that trout.

“They take God’s name in vain fifteen times in that chunk of wasted paper.” Curtis held his son like blood beneath a slide. “Did you count? Or were you too busy learning?”

“Loneliness,” Midge thought aloud. “It’s about loneliness.”

Curtis hadn’t a word to donate. Displeasure floated atop his stormy glare before he returned briefly to reading. What little they could see of him, a pair of gripping fingers, folded his paper and doused both children in the macabre spectacle of his sallow but clean-shaven face. His eyes scoured his plate for something to bite into.

“A lot of things, really—discrimination, misunderstanding or—or maybe friendship. But—mostly loneliness, I think.” Midge cast a line into the shallow lake of her father. “Jonas hardly paid attention, but I did. I did.”

Without a bite, Curtis eyed Bonnie as she finally sank into the last empty seat, her bangs coiled in greying strands above her unnerved brows. No nibbles, not even a ripple on the surface. The newspaper went onto Curtis’ lap, folded neatly in four squares.

Silence carved the air above the kitchen table, molding from the dust a cloud of well-understood tension. Despair wasn’t the only old thing the family kept, though many treasures had remained at home in Linden for some explorative child to stumble upon late some summer going forward. Their belongings laid in dust, dirt and mold, as did she.

Midge toyed with the edge of the tablecloth like their elderly calico, Burt, with his felted mice, relishing in the welling give of lace as her thumbnail punched through an embroidered rose.

“I can harp on loneliness, Dad,” she said, “if you’d like me to.”

Midge knew so little of what her father wanted, and of the things he didn’t, herself strewn across the top of the pile in sanctimonious offering, she knew nothing of what made these things so undesirable. Only that they horrified Curtis beyond acknowledgment.

Midge fearlessly studied the thick lashes above her father’s averted eyes, scrolling across the mesh of scratches atop the dining table, and the chairs that now creaked when they’d once been silent. His elbows balanced on the tabletop and his face went skyward. Dread’s chair was still tucked in the attic, so it hovered above them all instead. The night narrowed; the top of the roller coaster came to a rounded head.

“Our Heavenly Father,” hummed Curtis, interlacing his fingers together so tight his knuckles went blue. The lot of them fell in line—elbows upon the table, hands clasped and foreheads against their knitted knuckles. “We thank you for this blessed feast.”

Jonas’ knee nudged hers, and Midge sank deep beneath the floor—no better than the rat bones and decades-old gunk that filled the home’s crawl space. To Curtis, God floated somewhere above his tense shoulders, watching through the open window of his devotion. If He noticed her lack of prayer—her wide eyes pinned to her father’s uncaring face, a horrible crime—He cracked no thunder for it.

You don’t have to pray. Not really.

You only have to wade in it.

It’d been a long, winding summer without prayer; the first of many in the coming years, a secret she hoarded beneath her ribcage so no one might see the mind-numbing frustrations from which it blossomed. But Midge still knew want as some sort of childhood teacher who kisses your bruised knees and cracks your fragile fingers with rulers. Want laid in the same bed as her loneliness, entwined with guilt; a writhing pool of limbs and dead, unspoken prayer. She’d looked past the Chattahoochee gator, the one thing on the entire river’s run that she could relate to, and marvelled at the parade of bodies on the opposite shoreline. She’d rounded the curve of their sunlit heads in the drifting daylight and succumbed to a dry-socket ache in the deepest darks of her belly.

Tonight, she didn’t break.

She brushed her fingers over the pocketed bones of the trout, ran her thumbs against their ridges, and ached unaddressed for life to slide upwards. For love to swing back in like a late spring with cold rains and top-heavy flowers, untouched by the haunting things she’d left in Linden. For Jonas to go a day without being grated across the soil. She ached for a parade of bodies with a tail left agape for her, so she might trek the river’s tick-heavy grass and filthy herself in the name of friendship. She ached for her own childhood, but feared she was far too late to reap its joy.

Never once did she ask. Never once did she beg.

She ached for the alligator in the Chattahoochee to rise from the gurgling water and follow them home, to crawl into Jonas’ bed while he was sleeping and inhale him toe-to-top; no blood nor carnage, just a silent sweep of death like the whistling close of a door. When morning granted that wish, there’d be no child left for Curtis to claim but her. Midge would feel Jonas’ absence like a deeply-wedged blade, but there’d be a child still that her parents could funnel their care, curiosity, and anger into. What crumbs Curtis left for Jonas, Midge would seize them, run with them like a banner in the warm wind, wailing that her father loved her, cared for her again, because his only other option was to let his love fester and die.

And despite the fact that Curtis was her father before he’d ever been her judge, his care was already cold in the ground.








  
  

AN AMPUTATION; A SEVERANCE
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McDade is a CUNT. 

Underlined for effect in mauve-pink lipstick, a drugstore shade that Bonnie often picked up just to put back down. It didn’t exist upon Midge’s arrival to the bathroom after English, but sat now as confidently as ancient text on a stone wall—its blunt letters bubble-wrapped by the mirror’s edges, taking up a loud, wailing amount of space. Lipstick crumbs glittered the countertop from the aggression of laying down those sharp, sentient feelings. 

McDade is a CUNT. 

Must’ve been a serious offence to render such a rich colour into such hateful words, to demand the attention of other girls so distastefully. Midge recognized that hatred—if anyone had remembered her name at Linden High, she would’ve been put on such display for her peculiarity alone. Instead, no one knew her well enough back in Tennessee to care. She was a mirage of a girl; ever still. 

But lately, she yearned. All week, agonizing like the pitted black centre of a rotten canine, reliving the mirage of teenagers, trekking along waterways where prehistoric anomalies slept and ate. She walked the halls of Ruby Secondary, ill with a consumptive plague, hunting in the furthest reaches of the building. She imagined, for days and hours on end, that they hung on the ledge of humanity as she did—that she could find them beneath stairwells, within dead-end hallways where the unused classrooms baked in the yeasty humidity, beneath the cardboard receptacles in the back parking lot. But she only found others—smokers, loners, squatters, pill bugs of corpse-grey. Beyond the bones of their church, they didn’t exist any more than she did.

She was ill with an obsessive determination hungrier than her paling desire to pray and to be good. It gnawed on every plump brain cell until she found herself seeking coordinates in her breakfast plate, tracing the river’s edge in the runoff from once-over eggs.

Was that sin? It must be.

Only once the chaos drained from the hallway—the racket of teenage voices, the elephant shuffle of feet on dusky linoleum, the clattering of locker doors—Midge crept from the graffiti-scabbed stall she’d hunkered down in. She had the shot nerves of a scared cat now, startled by her own face beyond the swirls of taupe-pink lettering: the thin flutter of lash bangs, that tense forehead marred by early wrinkles that Bonnie prodded with discouraged worry, her cold-sweating cheeks and waxen scythe eyes. This girl was a stranger to her; a phantom that couldn’t feel a busy needle beneath her thumbnail. She hung on the inside of the frame while others grazed outside, tracing the edges and gnawing for release like a termite in the darkest crevices of an old house. She couldn’t be further from herself. 

Midge’s hands rose, though what raised them came from a deeper crevice in her subconscious mind, infectious and cracked. Her thumb rolled over the corner of cunt, streaking the glass with a bleak swatch of pink. 

How many girls had touched that mirror before her? How many had craned over the countertop, waggling their eyes at their own reflection, trying to recognize themselves? How many young women had studied the fragile curve of their jawlines, the sparse flag of their lashes, and thought badly of themselves? 

All of her trembled. Deeper, unasked questions surged through her hands. It was easier to rationalize that she was puppetted by something rotten but curable, some sour devil she’d yet to pray away, because when her thumb powdered that lipstick around the edge of her paling lips, it was not God that pushed her there.

Over the corners of her lips and across the plush front, Midge did her best—barely looking at herself, glazing another’s mouth onto hers in one fell swoop. When the second bell rang and she’d done her damage, Midge recoiled from the mirror and abandoned the graffiti for someone else to discover—seen, touched, changed. Worn as a cape out into the hallway.


      [image: ]Ruby Secondary was a brick fossil on a messy stretch of browning hillside, cradled by drying puddles of leaves and elderly maples, sweating and cracking under the late November sun. The cooling air sent its bones whimpering, whispers of winter kiting through its narrow hallways and drafty windows, one of which Midge sat squarely beneath in the biology lab that overlooked eastern Ruby’s tree-canopied shack homes and tangled, storm-ruined roads to nowhere. 

She’d spent the hour whittling the horizon for gifts or promises; if such things existed, they hid. Their very first arrival with the U-Haul bouncing on the station wagon’s trailer hitch had driven this reclusion into Midge like a rusty nail; Ruby was a ramshackle little island on a blackened sea, her only connections to outlying towns through letter mail and late night television, or the single pothole-laden highway that dragged for hours before reaching anything worth tossing a coin at. Those born in Ruby stayed, lived, and died there, and the few that escaped usually ended up crawling home. 

Midge couldn’t imagine why anyone would run from one grave to the next. She couldn’t understand why they were doing it now.

It made no difference; as animals, they were perceptive. When Curtis brought home a car-load of boxes from his aging mother back in Linden, stacking them in the stairwell closet for kindling, she’d known better. When the water rose high and the pressure in Tennessee blew the caps off their heads, and the house phone started ringing at terrible, unthinkable hours, they’d packed themselves into both cars and fled south, like birds outrunning winter. They figured, somehow, that they could escape the disaster and the results. 

But their son was still a drunkard, their daughter was still a spreadable disease, and Bonnie had packed up every single bible at Curtis’ command, despite leaving her favourite stationary behind. 

Rodents, they were; digging holes and praying they were deep enough.

There were pigs in the classroom that day—lining the tables on twenty tin sheets like raw slabs of cookie dough, their bones as soft as a macadamia crushed between two molars, next to petite scalpels and forceps, dissection pins in careful piles, goggles which sat unused beside Midge now, her violet-rimmed, unfocused eyes glued to her piglet.

She’d never been gifted an opportunity to sink a scalpel into something this fragile; had never known the urge; there was nothing inside a softened piglet to be repurposed in death, no solid jaw to transform into a peroxide-bleached bone folder. All of it gave a faint, jellied resistance when the blade slid through, unfurling eagerly as she parted its softness with her fingers. 

A bubblegum snap in the hush sent Midge’s partner whimpering, her gloved wrists shrivelling against her perfumed neck, flinching from the sight of flesh. Midge splayed the ribcage, extracting candy-pink organs fearlessly and with little shame. 

“Just slide the pins over,” came her whisper, tight as a violin string. “I’m not asking you to use ‘em. Just—do something.”

A cuss in Midge’s direction and the pins went skidding across the tray. Gnawing at the inside of her cheek, Midge took to the pig with the ease of someone who spends holidays in the basement of a funeral home—preparing bodies and sealing bullet-lacerated abdomens to the tune of O, Holy Night. The lipstick was tasteless yet Midge wet her tongue over its glazed surface, too petrified to make eye contact with a single girl her age. The only person she had the courage to look at was Mrs. Knewbell, who was tightly laced into a worn copy of The Edible Woman, so Midge kept to the piglet’s splayed organs, harvesting from its abdomen and webbing her lab sheet with chicken-scratch.

She heard the sawing—the unzipping of flesh against a sharpened scalpel, which crept in a white-noise whisper along the wall—but paid it no mind. The entire lab vibrated with it—flesh shredding as softly as cake beneath a spoon. 

She didn’t look up from the ribbed insides of the piglet; too busy stealing its innards to be distracted by laughter. Too preoccupied by the measurements of a cherry-sized heart to notice the jeering, just a row away.

Until the wet thwack of something heavy, sticky, and cold stamped her worksheet, flung her extra pencils like teeth across linoleum, and slashed the lace collar of her shirt with deep-red.

A fraction-second inhale was little warning for the blood-curdling wail that suctioned from her table mate, the skidding stool and papers flying, a tsunami of horror and amusement that rippled across the classroom. Even then, it was only the uproar that jerked Midge’s shoulders upwards, that drilled into her eardrums and left her wide awake and ill, that bounced The Edible Woman off the floor and prompted riotous laughter from the northeast corner of the room.

“You disgusting little shit!” wept her partner, ripping her fogged goggles off and splaying lightning fractals of hair every which way. “You’re a psycho, Gage! A nasty, sick fuckin’ psycho!”

Correcting her jerky lettering, Midge peeled her attention from her work and made eye contact with the severed pig’s head.

The bones at its throat were cut clean through, its glossy, sunken eyeballs angled directly at Midge’s latex-splattered blouse. For the longest while, despite the wails of her partner and the horrified boom of Mrs. Knewbell’s voice toward the culprits in the front row, Midge admired it, plugging into her brain its unmoving carelessness, its swollen jaw locked open by brutal sawing. Where they’d gotten lazy, soft tissue and muscle split like yarn on a skein, tufts of it dragging behind in sinewy tassels. 

Was there jealousy there, for a brief moment? That even massacred in death, the piglet was peaceful? That in death, its body was worth nothing but the edge of a scalpel?

Helpless to her own envy, Midge reached out and snatched the head by its gummy ear, plunking it onto the tray’s corner and frowning over the blooming splash on her white sleeves. Her empathy writhed like a maggoty growth beneath her fingernails. 

The boys filed shamelessly towards the door at the bark of Mrs. Knewbell’s voice. One after the other like cattle into slaughter, chuckling all the way, defensive of their horrible nature. The loudest found Midge mid-departure, locking eyes with her, his puggish face sunburnt and pleased. Catching Midge’s watchful eye, he brightened—gifting her a sneer, mangling his ugly face with a digit pressing the tip of his nose upward. Tinted latex dripped down his cupid’s bow.

He was snorting. Crude, loud, hateful snorts. Midge wondered if the bones of his throat were just as soft.


      [image: ]The school’s steely receptionist had yelped so loudly upon Midge’s staggering appearance in the main office that Principal Green’s thermos had come bouncing out his office doorway, clattering against one of the worn plastic chairs they left out for troublemakers. 

She’d tried to explain that it wasn’t blood but latex, that she’d happily reel the office phone into the hallway to call for a ride home, but the woman hadn’t wanted a second of it. She’d pointed Midge feverishly away and whisked her from the office with the brisk tapping of a cotton handkerchief against her forehead and the hard slam of a steel door.

Midge slumped now beneath the overcast sky, sweating off the tension as the time ticked closer to the end of last period. Waiting in the dull warmth of an overcast sky was a brief kindness. It gave her time to think of the girls at church before the al dente pop of cartilage in the dry quiet of the lab returned, not far from the alligator in the Chattahoochee or Jonas sleeping in the backseat of the Trans Am, too drunk to bother crawling upstairs and into bed, too disoriented to swing if Curtis caught him. Her fingertips pried at her scabbed knees, and her heavy eyes drifted closed with a relieved soreness she only knew when lacking sleep.

The kudzu had grown cystic over the scalding months of summer and crept still across the roof of the school, inhaling the sunlight and pulsing with ecstasy, dribbling from the brick like dead fingers. Some days it grew so fast that Midge swore she could hear it moving. She tilted her ear to the sky, curtaining red over her crushed eyelids as the wind caught and dragged fallen leaves in whirlpools across the parking lot. Somewhere in the distance, beyond the thickening yew and tired maples, creatures of wing and fang bayed and groaned beneath the breaking humidity. Midge’s tongue darted over her lips, hoping to lick it from the air. 

The blood wasn’t so bad—and it wasn’t blood, mind you, it wasn’t blood—because sweat was worse. It was the feeling of her own skin slipping against itself, rubbed raw by cotton and a budding sweetness. It’d always frightened her—the body. This body, melting despite the staggered breeze. A reminder of where it had been; what it had seen. 

The wind picked up with a howl and a scuffle. Movement crept beneath it—scraping like shoes across the soil. Midge’s eyes flew open and her head rocked forward with the force of a head-on collision.

A flame-haired stranger was idling beside the Trans Am, crookedly parked at the end of the dirt lot fifty feet away. Their very being wiggled under the demanding heat, crisscrossing through the grass where Midge had once caught Jonas scraping cash from the hands of impressionable freshmen and flicking peony-pink baggies into their pockets. They cocked their head at all angles as they passed the tailpipe, the gas cap, and bounced along the asphalt towards the driver’s door.

Midge shielded her eyes and squinted. Even the shadows here were yellow with hate. Just short of hollering, she called to them.

“You lookin’ for somebody?”

Her voice cracked them across the skull like a bat. Straightening, they spun towards the school. 

Midge felt as though her face had been stamped with a scalding iron. 

It was a twin; the slowest, the tallest. The son. He blended into the abscess of shadow beneath a great, elderly oak, all six spindly feet of him glued into a rusty flannel. A web of copper curls painted his forehead and rolled in unkempt tangles around his dopey ears. 

He didn’t respond at first. Instead, his tan, pocked face melted into a knowing expression—an acknowledgment of his guilt rather than hers, a murky smile that questioned whether he saw the stains on her blouse at all. Between his twisted fingers, he anxiously spun a half-spent cigarette.

“Sorry,” crawled from his throat, timid but genuine. He swung a hand towards the car, which dropped back to his side as his eyes were pulled there once more. “You don’t see fancy rides like this ‘round town. I mean, never.”

The twin paced before the headlights and reached down to gently peel a rain-glued leaf from the bumper. Between the blanket of tingles that settled over Midge’s shoulders and the sudden, detestable feeling of her own arms snaking around herself, she could just place him in her vision. His strange apology numbed her tongue and throat. It took all of her to muscle out one baffled word.

“Sorry?”

Horrifically, as if he was reading the very grooves of Midge’s mind, the boy glanced towards the school and seemed to search the steps, the entrance, the windows. Any moment now Jonas’ butchered head could pop out of those doors. If he saw someone fucking with his car, he’d put everyone involved in an early grave. 

Another fight he didn’t need, with someone she couldn’t dare allow him to fight. Drawn back into the moment, Midge fell beneath the twin’s newly attentive stare.

“You’re that Furman girl, ain’t you?” A shy smile waxed his lips and he stepped away from the car, towards a dead patch of nearby grass. “I’ve got a—a couple classes with your brother, Joe. This is his ride, ain’t it?” From this new vantage point, he cast a studious look over the hood. “I bet it purrs like a cat when it’s fed right. Man—what I’d do.” He found Midge, who was no more than a scarecrow plugged into a pothole. “You ever ride in it?”

Would it impress him to know that she had? She held onto his attention like a little leech, praying he wouldn’t salt her. Sure, she could tell him, I rode in this beast before it had leather upholstery on the backseats. I rode in this beast when Joe still had the courage to put his own dice in the rearview. I puked in the backseat of this beast after church once or twice. Ask Joe. He’ll tell you that she’s seen more. Joe, Joe, Joe. 

Who the fuck is Joe? She thought. And then, without much hitch, Well, who the fuck is Midge?

Midge held a hand over her heart, from whence the fake blood seemed to be oozing, and all that rolled out of her was a bleak, shivering laugh. Later on, she’d be humiliated. She’d remember the sudden hike of his dense brows and his rusty eyelashes and she would see in the twin, for a brief second, her own face mirrored back to her. A strange delight, a horrified curiosity. Disgust, she could’ve swallowed easier.

“It roars,” she admitted. “Like it’s givin’ out.”

The twin stepped out of the shade and approached the steps. He stopped just short of reach, close enough that he was undoubtedly real. She stitched the image of him now and then on the riverbank together—tufts of unclean hair and a long, uneven nose, all fleece where on that electric evening he’d worn only a sweat-damp map of freckles and denim shorts.

Finally, his eyes danced down. 

“You doin’ alright? With the move and all?”

There—there—he could see it. Spit shrank to the back of her throat, leaving little to separate her tongue from the roof of her mouth. The sun crept from behind a swell of ivory clouds and sweat enunciated her body again. She was close enough to a nightmare that she could suck on its bitter aftertaste. 

“It’s not my blood.”

The twin straightened, and his lips parted without a sound.

“It’s not blood,” Midge corrected herself, feeling the heat trickle down her back and into the hem of her skirt. “It’s silicone. From the pigs.”

She pictured her own fists bouncing off the sides of her skull, punishing every syllable. She felt hatred for herself so strong that it nearly coalesced into love, but never got close enough. She wondered why her father and mother hadn’t simply left her back in Linden if they were so humiliated by her inactions. By the things she allowed to happen to her; just like this. Worse than this. 

The scream of a bell sent the evening grackles into a treetop flurry. 

The twin’s eyes flicked towards the Trans Am, inhaling every inch of it in one final sweep before shuffling forward and past the stairs, aiming for the opposite end of the parking lot. He turned and walked backwards away from Midge, who followed him dutifully with her eyes alone. He took a good look at her, just as the school’s doors rattled open. 

“Sure,” he agreed, minding his disbelief. “Looks an awful lot like blood, though. Don’t it?”

Jonas met her at the trunk of the Trans Am before the twin had the chance to fully disappear. He crisscrossed through the other cars and popped the trunk, scattering her thoughts like aphids. His cheekbone was watercoloured from that fresh night at the Hacksaw, raspberry-red and bile-green, and his right hand had locked up so terribly the night before that he’d gone to bed fisting an ice pack. When Midge turned to him, peeling her eyes from the redhead’s shrinking silhouette, she found Jonas had been watching, too; one hand on the trunk and the other fisting his jeans pocket, a queer scowl fitted across his dry lips.

“Friend of yours?” Midge joked halfheartedly. 

She expected him to jerk his eyes from the twin and find her, burn red with surprise, make a sharp, disapproving noise. Except Joe never budged—his eyes remained glued to the boy’s back, and his wincing silence turned Midge into a readied needle.

“Jonas,” she pushed. “Do you know him?”

“What’s it to ya who I know?”

Cold crept beneath the slick of sweat that dressed Midge. Joe turned to look at her, ripped free from a sheltered thought he’d never consciously hand over. He took a stunned look over her shirt, his gaze tethered to a fury seen only in the grit of his jaw, and hurled his knapsack into the trunk, peeling Midge’s from the dangling hook of her fingers and looking into her eyes to see that she understood: he wasn’t about to ask. She would have to come to his side of the riverbank to tell him more.

Midge shrank into her seat inside the Trans Am. By the time she ceased her trembling, a look in the rearview mirror assured her that the twin was long gone, but if she followed him the same way she followed Jonas to the Hacksaw, what could she possibly find?

Herself, it seemed. A frightened possum in the passenger mirror. 

Before they ever came close to the cattail bridge and its cleansing waters, Midge wiped every ounce of lipstick into the filthy neck of her shirt. Her collarbones sizzled the rest of the way home.








  
  

BODIES OF CHRIST
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The sixth rib Midge rescued from the rainbow trout didn’t fit with the troupe, so she kept it close. 

They were hair fine things, translucent pink under last night’s moon; a fine addition to Burt’s kitten claws and her turtle skull, the catfish whiskers, the dog teeth hidden beneath the socks in her dresser. She’d laid on the floor of her half-empty bedroom all evening just toying with them, lining them up, glued to the wooden floor by a fleshy pulp and a tart stink; five of them, one for each, even her. 

She only noticed the sixth that morning upon waking up: a stranger, an offset piece that soiled her fool’s illusion. She’d make use of the others as hair pins beaded with dried elderberry and juniper, but the sixth crept along her wrist this morning like a morbid worry stone, witnessing the milky sunlight prickling the trees, adrift from its body. 

If the remnants of things and people could be grateful, Midge liked to think that this fish was glad to be stitched into the silk wrist of her best Sunday dress, to be held in place by something again. But dead things couldn’t be grateful; living things had quite the trouble enough. She was perched on the back steps of the Furman’s peeling white porch, working the damned thing beneath fat, flat stitches of white cotton with all the grace of a catfish on a dune. Jonas had made her a bone needle in the ninth grade as a thank you for doctoring his book reports, and she wielded it now like a trusty sword. 

Around her, the canopied woods made good company; an ever-present obscure sort of shuffling, the distant bleats of cautious deer and the last of the late-summer cicadas screaming blue-murder, hunting the earth for mindless creatures to devour. She punched through the side of her thumb while drawing her very last knot, and a flute of blood unfurled beneath her translucent nail and down her fingertip. She sat with her salty skin in her own mouth, listening to her brother’s radio purring over the upstairs shingles, wondering how far the nearest beach was. How long it might take Jonas to drive them both there; how quickly their parents would notice them gone. 

All the while, she stroked the hidden bone just to feel it bend in response, a whole new creature to bear witness to the Hell that had become Sundays. She awoke on these mornings before all others, slamming down breakfast before her nausea could grow its first recoiling leaves, diving into the early morning humidity to busy herself from her violent trembling by hurling rocks into the sinkhole or mimicking to the cardinals in their distant nests, hollering through the woods like lasers in a sci-fi feature.

The birds had never made her lonely, but they’d never ceased her shakes, either. So Midge kept on trembling, even as the blood cooled to a fine bead.

November in Georgia was a still-warm carcass—only the shade could truly keep her alive without crushing her. It rolled over her body in a grassy, pungent wind that cinched her eyes closed, that made all Sunday mornings bearable for a bleary moment before reality crashed in again. As the weak whine of the patio door met her ears and the frame rocked against the shingles, she became all too aware that someone else was watching her. Someone whose skin smelled like hers, someone who drug the doormat to the step so she’d have somewhere soft to sit, despite the leaves and dust. 

Midge saved an extra ounce of patience solely for her mother, and Bonnie was as light on her feet as the wind that crept through the yard. The porch wood never winced to warn Midge of how close she was; the fingertips that brushed her scalp sent a hot pain through her gut.

“You’re all set now,” she whispered, “aren’t you, my girl?”

Midge tucked her chin against her chest. She stared into the hard pleat of her mother’s skirt, willing the lie to come out. Banging on the door that separated her from the Lord. 

“Yeah. Mhm.”

“Yes?”

“Yes.”

Surely Bonnie had already found her out before she came outdoors. One look at the C-shaped curve of her daughter’s back could tell Bonnie that Midge was thinking about the church. That she was carving out a bubble around herself so she might be able to breathe for a while amid the pews. She was smelling the oils of White Light Parish in Tennessee and hearing the straw doormat skidding across the goddamn floor. 

“You aren’t convincing me.”

Midge lifted her head and looked into her mother’s face, into features Bonnie had shared almost down to the hair with her older sister. She couldn’t help but think about the posts of Aunt Heidi’s cottage being ripped from the earth. How that basement, in the summers, had felt like a whole other world untouched by Christ. 

Bonnie was smiling at her all the same. Soft, pitiful—but smiling. Maybe today she would do this kindness. Maybe, despite having sworn it away, she would fill Midge with a moment of relief. Without control, Midge’s eyes went wide and hopeful. 

“D’you have any left?” 

Dragging hair from her face, Bonnie took stock of her daughter and tipped her head, offering a skyward ear in the hopes that she heard Midge wrong. Instead, her round face morphed with worry, then watery-eyed displeasure. 

“Oh, Margaret,” she crooned. “You’ll put me in an early grave. Look what you’ve done.”

Midge followed her mother’s eyes, expecting a wide variety of things that could be wrong with her. Today, it was only that her index finger had begun to drool again—sluggishly, tracing the quick with darkened blood. 

Bonnie rubbed her nose against her sleeve and stood, puttering back through the patio door without another word about it. A dizzying spell came over Midge, and she shrank into herself. Her mother’s silhouette drifted through the den, around the corner and up the stairwell. The cardinals returned to their blaring trills, and all the while Midge waited for a killing wind to kick up and whisk her away.

Won’t take much, she thought to herself. The foundations aren’t as deep as we think. 

Guilt chewed at her fingertips; by the time Bonnie returned with a closed fist and a half-glass of tap water, they were pushing numbness. The split alprazolam dropped like a tooth into Midge’s palm and she rolled it back and forth gratefully. Love and despair intertwined between her lungs.

Technically, it was her fault; her mother had spent months angry and decaying after her birth, long enough that she’d ignored Curtis’ merciless rules and had driven a town away for a sensible prescription. Jonas, joking or not, had once revealed in the midst of a now-pathetic argument that it’d been because of all of her incessant crying; that he’d heard their father say so. He’d apologized, sure, but the words tacked themselves to the wall of her subconscious. If Midge had been the cause for the hollow, pill-shaped slot in her mother’s rib, then it only made sense to attack the sickness where it began. 

This, of course, made the pills go down like hot pieces of chalk left out in the sun. 

Unease kept Midge still as Bonnie reached out and pried her curled fingers from her indented palm. The wound hissed beneath a sudden tongue of wet cotton, jerking Midge’s hand an inch from her mother’s grasp. Bonnie reeled her back with a careful dedication that made Midge disbelieve the need for the alprazolam. How could her mother have ever hated her? Disappointment, sure, in the fine creases—but hate? Hate?

Once the bandaid was looped around her finger, Bonnie leaned her still-tired body into the railing and watched the crows barrel through the trees in pursuit of a flurried streak of purple finches. She drained Midge’s glass in one swift gulp, smoothed the tan skirt over her knees, and took a long look towards the vague whereabouts of the sinkhole. Neither of them said anything for some time.

Then Bonnie gestured with her bottle and asked, openly rather than to her teenage daughter, “God takes what He must in so many different ways, cruel or kind. But why a hole in the ground?”

Midge waited for the hole to burp a response. Her eyebrows crept upwards, her mouth drawn in a peculiar, unsure frown. 

“I—I don’t know.”

A soft sigh slid from Bonnie. “No,” she guessed, “I wouldn’t expect you to know, baby. Only the Lord is all-knowing; some things He has to keep to Himself.” She turned to Midge, pressing their shoulders together like a cattle prod to skin. The lines of her squinting eyes webbed in a stunning array. “But, my goodness—why a gigantic hole in our lawn?”

Her mother was so beautiful when she smiled. She’d always been beautiful, even in her browning high school photos not yet unpacked from the upstairs boxes, but right now—her splotchy cheeks, her big eyes half-shut, rutting her arm clumsily into Midge’s in a way that was once so painless—she was perfect, and it was terrible, and the birds went quiet for it. 

Fear, relief, and a pale comb of fingers groped Midge’s shoulder, spiking agony straight through her heart. Bonnie used the leverage she had to gently help herself up, and dusted her touch over the back of Midge’s head.

“Sew it up, hon,” she whispered, frightfully oblivious. “Your dad’s already in the car.”

Midge watched her disappear back inside, the whine of wood as she dragged the screen door closed, the soft clatter against its frame. The wind kicked up through the trees, extracting a stiff, sweet stink from God’s hole in the earth. Midge pressed the sixth to her cheek, and picked at a scab of blood edging her bandaid. 

I’ve been unbearable to you, she thought. Maybe not right this second, and not in the last day or even week, but at one point. How can you touch me and not burn? What makes your skin so much tougher than his?

By the time she got in the back of the car and the wheels began to roll, the alprazolam swept her questions tidily away. 
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Though the drugs did little to comfort her. Unmatched by the heat, which poured through the cracked windows in a last ditch effort to revive the dying summer, lapping over the fanning elderly and restless children alongside a blinding white-gold morning light that sank Midge into the milky-brown pew and numbed her hands like old doll parts.

The alprazolam was there to guide her through the pinched hallway of Sunday’s service like a shuffling nurse. Thus far, it’d only jellied her, no longer a girl but a puddle of paranoia seated in the middle pews like a jagged rock smothered by a stream. Sweating and maddened, a scream she’d been building for months held within the pocket of her larynx.

It wasn’t the reverend, not by himself—if the Lord’s grace wasn’t flowing through him, he’d be just another father with his head bowed behind folded, praying fists. Today, he was a crooked stop sign at the foot of the raised stage, his rolling-block eyes swallowing each and every parishioner as if savouring their unanimous air of admiration. Despite the comfortable, worn-in way about him, and the purposeful drag of his truck-engine voice that made all preachers south of Charleston feel homemade, Midge could see through the wiggling buzz of the drugs that he was merely a funhouse animatronic with busted gears.

Nausea swept Midge into its eager mouth. The fear of God-loving men turning sour ruled over her heart, parasitic in its attachment. The reverend seemed of little threat now, simmered by a feverish righteousness that sent Midge terribly off-kilter, but that was the very reason he could always become one; in the grand scheme of things, when the show began for those seated within the Lord’s darkened stadium, none could be the wiser to which voices were commanding them, and which were their own cruel impulses taking form in shadow.

Through the aisles He crept, devouring the peeling wails and worshiping cries of devout women and their glossy-eyed men, the children mirroring their elders with pitiful whines, the brilliance of Curtis’ attention scalding Midge’s cheek. His followers may have put out tables and dressed them with old cotton and cheap plastic dressage, but God Himself inspired them to. God was in the potato salad, in the five cup salad, in paling corn pudding and the brisket. He was the hive of chatter around the tables and the burgundy sauce at the corner of Midge’s tightly-shut mouth, chewing through gristle in self-punishment. God slid down their throats, made alive by the feast, welded by gleeful worship into the sockets of Midge’s teeth. 

He’d be made alive in the coming weeks when December bore down on Ruby in its slow plague, the darkening of days, the greying of the earth and integration of jackets and sweaters, the disappearance of Midge beneath a veil of ice and sleet. He would come alive at the hearth where the nativity play would be staged, all caramel and white light, robes and real hay, young women in white dresses and wings and others in taupe robes and shawls. 

Midge would be an angel. They all would. Burdened by the wings of holiness, surrounded in white feathers like shot pigeons on a baseball field. 

And that made her fucking ill. 


      [image: ]Hollowed out by Xanax, Midge staggered through the catacomb behind the nave, which radiated black death as she passed, down a two-step decline into a dusty, unused kitchen, beyond which Reverend Waylon’s office sat firmly locked. After unpacking her stomach’s contents on the sole shadowed section of lawn outside, the spare paper plates and utensils in her arms were an anchor on her joints, and of all the things she’d could possibly find in that narrow little dinette, she sooner expected to hear her late aunt’s voice instead of the rumblings of Heaven. 

At first, under the drab blue wallpaper of that unending hallway, Midge guessed that someone must’ve left a radio on—but it was too interspersed, too private to be a blazing conversion on Ruby’s lone gospel station. Too real, too close to a whisper through the sheetrock—she tried that, too, pressing an ear to the wallpaper until her jaw cracked—and the closer she stepped to the kitchen, the clearer it became. Rich, feminine—angry.

A shock of unfunny laughter bounced around Midge’s skull beneath the haze of the drugs. She crept towards the entryway and the voices rose above the distant chatter of the chapel, snaking to her ears. 

An angel whispered, “I don’t think stabbin’ her at breakfast would’ve made her take it off any quicker, Edith.”

God—Edith—said, “It was a dinner fork. It didn’t even leave a hole.”

And when Midge turned the corner out of intrigue, God looked just like the blonde from the riverside. 

She blamed the alprazolam. Christ wouldn’t gift her with this, not even in such a strange and unbearable way. It wasn’t an act of God, either; Midge had never quite harnessed the courage to crane forward and look down the rows of pinched and powdered elderly to find the blonde; she’d have to look past her father to catch even a glimpse.

Now, she knew even that would’ve been worth the shame.

She was a daydream up close and personal—the same one Midge harboured all week, of textured flesh and hair the colour of inner bone, each strand a paint stroke against her mole-kissed neck. Built on a sloping frame and pinned down by two soft upper arms tensed across her ribs like she might explode by breathing, two feline eyes burned through the lenses of her grey-trimmed glasses and punched holes into Midge’s chest. She’d straightened so sharply upon Midge’s arrival that something near her tailbone had audibly popped, as though the enforcers of her etiquette were one spin away from catching her.

Edith. If anything made sense on that day, it was the name. A cicada song on a river breeze. Edith, Edith, Edith. The sharp snap of a drum, a gargantuan iceberg splitting in two. A finger-blackening winter wind. Edith.

Well, Edith was staring at Midge like she was made entirely of the piglet blood that ruined her favourite blouse.

She wasn’t alone, though at first she dulled everything around her to a blurred, ignorable slush. The smallest twin stood aside her, wrapped modestly in a silken pink dress and made anonymous by a large berth of sunlight cutting through the diamond-paned window behind her coiled head. She was waving—no, swiping smoke from a palm-hidden cigarette toward the open pane to quench the smell. It did little to help. Midge tried her best not to gag on the leftovers as she ducked sheepishly against the counter, feigning ignorance by driving the plates into the cupboard and hunting the Pyrex-cluttered counter for her mother’s name on a Post-it. The words writhed illegibly in worms of dark reds and blues, set alive by adrenal excitement that vibrated the very room they were in.

Out of the corner of Midge’s eye, the twin cowered beneath Edith’s comparative height, a fire-topped candle on a careful breeze, and whispered, albeit unsurely, “Jer’s gonna have to find somewhere to go before she can leave. C’mon, you know that. Don’t go packin’ her up before you give her a chance. Just a chance.”

“She knows,” came Edith’s husky voice, quieted by Midge’s arrival. “Trust me. She could go anywhere. She has gone anywhere, and she will again. She’s only mooching because it was a dull fucking fork. I told her yesterday morning that if she doesn’t leave Hazel’s rings alone, I’ll snip her fingertips off and leave them in the jewelry box. Nothing scares that old bitch.”

The redhead snorted hard, a sudden, pinching laugh that reeled a small hand to her whistling mouth, and Midge caught flame. 

“I’m serious.” The cigarette went between Edith’s piano fingers, dusting ash across the sill which she paused to sweep away. “So what if she’s too proud to crawl back to her mama’s place? Join the club. I’d haul her there myself if I knew where it was.”

“Hey, but we don’t. So maybe another night couldn’t hurt either of you. Especially considering the way you’ve both been actin’—”

“Or maybe I’ll ship her in a box to your place. She and Art can be bunkmates for a week. You three could have sleepovers and paint each other’s nails and go through the Reverend’s things. How’s that?”

Midge couldn’t resist. Her gaze edged over her shoulder, halted by the twin’s erect posture and lacking response. She’d turned from the sunlight that left her faceless, lemon-tart stiffness pinching her plush mouth into a scowl as she wrangled the cigarette from Edith’s hands with the timid disdain of a slapped child. With shadow now carving out her features, Midge’s stomach shrank and puckered; she was in the basement of the house in Linden again, turned to stone by Myrna Loy in The Thin Man. A headshot held next to the twin’s face would show scarce differences.

Edith tucked a loose strand of silvery hair behind her glasses-pinched ear. “That was a joke, Audrey,” she clarified. “Seeing as I’d put her in an actual box sooner than—”

“Uh-huh,” came Audrey’s clipped whisper. “It’s not happening with us. There’s no room.”

“You wouldn’t lend her the floor? That’s less than you’re asking of me.”

“Ain’t nothin’ I can do.”

“Well, it’s not happening with Hazel. So what’s left?”

“We’ve got room.”

Both heads swivelled in Midge’s direction. The muscles coiling her larynx betrayed her twice, snapping tightly shut as Edith’s eyes glossed over the lacy throat of Midge’s blouse. Like a flickering coal in a deep fire pit, an attentive gaze had always been impossible for Midge to hold; two at once crushed her tailbone into the counter, her curling fingers using the Pyrex as a life raft.

“That girl you run with. That’s—that’s who you’re talkin’ about, right? The bottle blonde in the overalls?”

The pitted browns of Audrey’s eyes clawed into Midge’s brain. It was as if, though Midge had caught her attention when she’d first entered, Audrey hadn’t truly noticed her until now. She bored through Midge’s face and into the pockets of her uneven skull, past her sinuses and shallow pores, and saw something there; the tweak of her lips, whether in amusement or disbelief, was not a product of Midge’s swirling imagination.

“We’re over on Gladden Street,” Midge offered, glossing the glass dishes with sweat. “The—dead end by that swampy bridge with the steel railings. The one with all the cattails?” Her desperation curtained the girls in an odd, interrupted silence. “I’m—y’know, I’m real sure it’d be fine. For a couple days.”

A disbelieving sigh skated from Edith’s throat as she spun to ash past the window’s bug-encrusted tracks. Audrey’s turned with her, her curls dancing at the whip of her head and the scolding purr of her voice. Midge studied the illusory wall between them—they and she, separated by something she’d never been able to grasp. They radiated with it, even in the belly of the church where dreams went to starve and die; an echo of carelessness, of delight, casting them in a dreamy film. 

Audrey spun back around, resting against the wall. She’d donned an inquisitive smile, built just for Midge.

“I know you. You and your folks are still green. Y’all landed here in August, right? And that’s your brother, standing out there like an old fence post.” Midge sucked in a breath as Audrey craned toward Edith’s spitefully turned ear. “Art’s obsessed with that boy’s car. I told him he’d get his lights beat out if he ever brought home a ride like that.” Her eager stare crashed over Midge again. “You were there on the river last week, right? Wanderin’ around all by your lonesome?”

Briefly, under the tongue-numbing terror of being seen, Midge wondered if the split-cherry sweetness in Audrey’s tender voice could even manage cruelty. Cold, creeping panic washed down her cheeks and throat; how much wandering had they seen? How fucked was she, truly?

“She’ll say no,” came Audrey again, warm and concise. Her soft, pale hands rose to adjust a thin string of tonsil-stone pearls at her throat. “Not to make you feel bad or anything, ‘cause it’s real sweet of you. Jeraldine’s just never been all that friendly of a girl, and she don’t know you. But we can tell her you offered—?”

“Margaret.” It parted from her lips like old gum, stale and dense; she tried again, softer the second time. “Midge.”

With pursed lips and a tidy nod, Midge found Edith beside the window, her pinpoint pupils two old dots of blood freezing Midge where she stood. She’d begun wiping down the cigarette smell from her fingers with a wet towelette. Midge wormed her way around that stare, absorbing the lengths of her shortened blonde lashes, the edge of her slanted jaw—seeking disgust, coming up fruitless.

Edith cut that thread briskly and turned away, plopping a baggie of cigarettes in Audrey’s hands and dribbling from the kitchen with little more than a glib goodbye and the rattle of the garbage can. 

“Midge,” came gently from Audrey, snapping her back to the kitchen like the crack of a steel bat. The warding sound of the preacher’s footsteps scuffled overhead was a foreboding promise, and in Midge’s absence of mind she’d inhaled a cough drop and exuded a stiff, sinus-slackening mint when she craned closer. “She will say no. But if she doesn’t, then you’ve saved us all from a bloodbath. I’m sure Edie’ll thank you.” A smile whipped painlessly across Audrey’s lips. “If she can find an instruction manual for it.”

Though Audrey spilled from the kitchen with a quick wash of her hands, abandoning the conversation for Midge to feed on, numbing her teeth on the edge of her words, all the youngest Furman could do in the new quiet of the kitchen was shake. She feared where the offer had been born from—an excavated place deep inside, a demon nestling in the crooks of her tummy, shoving out her desires with its rotten elbows and knees. 

Midge swore herself down to the floor, crouching and coiling up against her knees, rapping her fingers against her pounding skull. She yearned for the sights and sounds and scents to depart from her mind, though they had already invaded her soul like greedy seeds and rooted inside of her something incomparable, something she’d find herself suckling on just to survive, something she bore victim to on the floor of the kitchen, engraving her entire morning with the sight of those two girls by the window, sharing a smoke.

Midge. She pinned her eyes closed with bony knuckles. Like a stout little pigeon on a filthy sidewalk. Midge, Midge, Midge. Like the bottom of a sneaker after a mud-logged day, like a teenage girl sent hyperventilating at the prospect of praying. Margaret. Like a woman on her deathbed, too far gone to pray, her brain broiling against the curve of her skull like blackened sugar at the bottom of a saucepan. 

Midge, like an open wound. An assault on the tongue.

Only when the preacher’s uneven footsteps faded and a denser silence carried down the hall and into her frantic ears; then, Midge steeled herself to return to the fray, a coatless skier in a wolf-infested wood, backing herself into God’s den with a burning torch.








  
  

DEATH OR SOMEWHERE WORSE
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Midge found the Pig Boy again that night, surrounded by his wet-lipped cult and a familiar flush of cattails. 

She’d been thinking of her father as she walked her bike around the corner and upon them; how easily she might be able to sneak another girl into the house when he wasn’t fond of his own. She’d just begun to rationalize a monkey climb up the latticework when the pack of boys rose beneath the navy-blue evening heat. They were a carousel of flailing limbs in the shrinking light, oafish in their carelessness, prodding at a writhing creature with a wide tarp of fabric parachuted over its wounded frame; surely the work of the boys themselves. Pig Boy was their muddy ringleader, his sweating nape scarred with a thin tendon of white tissue, his teeth chattering with adrenaline. 

One stocky boy ducked close to the soil and yanked at the edge of the quilt, dragging their wailing victim through a skiff of soaking mud. The fabric unfurled and sailed into the grassy ditch, and a tattered woman in a melange of coats slapped the ground with a dull thump. 

A mesh of long, iron-black hair swept the gravel. One filthy hand went clawing for the road’s shoulder and was kicked away like a baseball-sized tarantula.

A deep, unholy red split Midge’s heart wide open. Her bike bounced off the road in a jitter of dirt and bugs and she thundered across the asphalt, stopping just before a dripping willow with a smoking, “Get off her, you jackass!”

Pig Boy spun and nearly toppled backwards, propped up by a snickering friend who was immediately punched away. Their laughter poisoned the dull evening chill. 

“Aw, hell, boys,” came his rickety voice, a picture of the country boys Bonnie liked on the vintage radio station from Linden. “I think she’s followin’ us around now.”

Midge swole with rigid hate, leeching from her acidic innards. He sounded just like a boy she’d known, or many she’d known—all the same lip-splitting, woman-hating, tobacco-slurping fetuses of their own fathers. She took a step forward, counting the peripheral porch lights in her vicinity. So few that the night seemed imminent and unending—a warning.

“You’re in my neighbourhood,” she told them. “I could smell your stink a mile away.”

Pig Boy didn’t like that, but his friends did. They cackled at his back, failing to shut up despite his scolding, snarling glance. He swung forward again, his golden head glowing under the dwindling light.

“Neighbourhood? You ain’t got a neighbourhood, bitch. Just four walls and a roof, far as I know.” The bastard smile never left his lips. “Doors ain’t nothin’ but a lock and a prayer, y’know. You live down the way there? Just over the bridge?”

Midge cooled to a solid finish. “My brother’ll bury you.”

“Will he!”

“He will.” Her attention cut to the wobbling shape in the ditch. Her tongue grew fat, and sharp, and anger lapped at the lid of its well. “If your mama knew you spend your time beating women, I bet she wouldn’t even bother diggin’ you up.”

Gage rolled with laughter. “She knows there’s too many of you fuckin’ cuckoo birds in Ruby, that’s what she knows.”

“Yeah, well,” Midge swung, “there’s too many of you pigs everywhere.”

Pig Boy came upon her like a slow tide. In his eyes sat a deep-river blackness, heavy as a stone.

“The hell are you gonna do about it?” he asked.

Or began to. 

A wolfish snarl sliced his response in two. From somewhere behind Midge, a jagged stone the size of a loose fist came sailing past her ear, fluttering the baby hairs at her throat as it arced and struck the ledge of bone between the Pig Boy’s nose and eye with a twang like a hammer to tin. The Pig went fumbling into his friends with a stunned yowl. Each of them froze solid—glancing between Midge and the earth-bound woman, glazed in a sudden fear that Midge wished she could drink.

From the weeds came a battle-ready cry: “Get the fuck on, you little cunts!”

Jeraldine rose from beyond Midge’s shoulder, tearing away the shallow ditch weeds at her heels, dressed in a skim of dirt and wet grass. She paid no mind to Midge as she butted past her and reared up, all snarling teeth and chipped-polish claws, her ponytail pulled tight behind her ears so that through stray tangles of fried hair, Midge could hear the snapping of her jaws. 

“I’ll drink your blood an’ eat your fuckin’ eyes!” she was barking, clutching a second stone so tightly that blood was oiling its jagged edges. “Go tell your mommy about me, Gage-y! Tell that hateful prude she’s next!”

She readied it like a punch, took one step, and the Pig Boy collapsed in a wave of humiliating fear. He jogged into the street and his friends darted alongside him, already chattering about the psychotic bitch in blue denim, scurrying down the sidewalk and howling cruel names backward like riotous jays before cutting into the woods.

Sucking in air under the losing light, Jeri twisted around, never giving the poor soul in the soil a glance. She ditched the bloodied stone with a flick of her wrist, and spat a wad onto the pavement.

“You live down next to that sinkhole?”

Midge wedged her amazement deep in her belly, sinking beneath the sun-spotted face pointed at hers. “The—white house.” 

“S’what I said.” Jeri twisted on one booted heel and started toward the bridge, pausing only to fix the strap of the limp khaki knapsack at her back. “You waitin’ for the frost? ‘Cause I ain’t got a coat on me.”

Midge waited for nothing: instead, Jeraldine’s presences welded her to the earth. The name came absurdly from her mouth like an otherworldly language. “Audrey thought you’d say no.”

“Audrey thought all ladybugs were chicks ‘til ninth grade. And she’s never slept on a hardwood floor.” Her uneven nose wrinkled. “I still fuckin’ might if you don’t move.”

Midge shook dry her senses, wheeled toward the bridge, and halted. From there, the figure in the dirt was nothing but a filthy head protruding from a carpet of dressage, winter jackets, and shredded gloves. Midge followed the zigzag of her dark scalp and propped her bike against the railing, creeping away from Jeri’s waiting stance on the heavy wooden slats. 

Down the edge of the embankment she went, crouching just before the gravel sought to drag her into the ditch’s murky, rot-sweet armpit. There the woman sat, made of it; the spice of rot mixed with tangy soil and damp skin. Midge’s hand went outstretched, shrinking from a brief wind. 

“Can you stand?”

The woman’s tucked head unearthed from the neck of a worn-down, fur-throated jacket like a beak sliding free from a coveting wing. The jagged cheekbone that peeked at Midge, followed succinctly by a stark, kelpy eye, was fine enough to slice paper. Her long, thin eyelashes were marred by dust. She looked right through Midge at first as if she was nothing but light from a distant fire, a glimmer of false hope on a mountainside.

“It’s alright,” came Midge’s own voice, cut raw by disparity. “They’re plenty gone now, those stupid pigs.”

That peering eye lolled like an eight-ball upon Midge’s face. With a dry whimper, the woman sucked in all the air between them and snatched Midge’s fingers with the frigid, slick hand nested beneath her jackets. 

A whistling breath fired from Midge’s lungs. Her elbow locked instinctually and still, with the grip of a sinner climbing Hell’s mountainous walls, the woman used Midge’s hand to lurch forward and press their faces close together, peering deep into her, seeking inside of her some ancient glimpse of anything, anything, anything. 

“Hey!” came Jeri’s nearing bark. “Quit grabbin’ on her!”

Something wretched spilled from the woman; a grief-powered, harrowing wail that sucked Midge’s throat dry of the plea it’d begun to form. Then bloomed sickening, rotten stench, and a word intermingling with that petulant cry as the woman’s second hand grappled the tender flesh of Midge’s forearm, scratching cold mud across her wrist.

The sweetness was Death. Surely, it had to be.

The gravel gave. One of Midge’s feet skidded, dragging a long track down the sloped hill of the ditch. Her ass hit the cooling gravel, and a scream bubbled.

Maggieeee, wept the decaying woman.

Jeri’s arm cut across Midge’s chest and snatched her away, hauling Midge from the woman’s rooting grasp and back onto the asphalt. She struggled on foal legs for a brief, embarrassing second before righting herself with Jeri’s rubbed-dry hands. What moments before held a distinctly human shape sank weakly into the rocks, melting against the earth from which they all came and would all go again, in time.

Midge turned to Jeri, hoping for an explanation, and found instead something rock-hard wedged deep within her cloudy eyes; bewilderment, hatred, disbelief, all splayed in the deep wrinkle between her dense brows. 

Maggie. The name spilled so woefully from the woman’s lips, straining the line of Jeri’s mouth with tongue-sucking tension. Maggie.

Weeping rose above the slim breeze, and Jeri released Midge with an urgency bordering on repulsion, her face drawn to the increasing shadows as she turned her stiff back on the weeping woman.

“She knows her way home,” is all she said, driving her knapsack further onto her shoulder. “Leave her. She doesn’t need us.”

Though Midge followed Jeri across the bridge and down the fingertips of Gladden Street, she choked on the stiffening air around them. Could sense, even in the brilliant, lingering haze of Jeri’s admirable rage that something was amiss now. A hair-fine piece of shrapnel plunged squarely between the exposed shoulders facing Midge, bleeding her all the way to the pit. Neither said a word as Midge whisked Jeri toward the flank of the house and up the latticework beneath her bedroom window. 

Departing through the grass to delve inside Hell, Midge didn’t dare ask about Maggie. Whatever Jeri did or didn’t know, she surely wasn’t keen to share.


      [image: ]Jeri was leagues friendlier with the tan end of her cigarette than she was with Midge for the entirety of their first evening together. 

That served Midge just fine. She’d pointed Jeri to the window upon her request to smoke and even propped it open for her, doling instructions on exhaling into the wind until Jeri’s pale stare turned her away. She even left Jeri alone for forty minutes while she was plugged into her designated seat at the table, milked to her last drops of conversation by Bonnie whose eyes walked the same route most evenings; from the empty seat adjacent to Midge, out the window, then back between her daughter and husband—trying to carve a clear line of communication into hardened cement. 

When Midge returned, petrified of a stranger left alone in the crypt of her deepest vulnerabilities, Jeri hadn’t budged from the windowsill. She stayed glaring outdoors with her daggered chin in one palm and her knees stretched across Midge’s desk chair as a bed was built on the floor beside her, a half-baked creation of lacy pillows and thick quilts stacked into a miserable mattress. Midge’s fingers trembled over their stitches, the darkness warping each seam into the greedy teeth of a jacket zipper, each floral patch a web of blood and dirt. Onto her bed she’d gone without a sound once it was made. Only the click of her reading light and the bone-snapping spread of Heidi’s old bible, the last thing she touched at night once the Xanax zapped her dry, marked her presence. 

She savoured it—the last moments before the flood, stilling her fingertips against the page, absorbing nothing despite molding her mind around each rough-cut shale of a word until her brain began to swell and thump and burn. Burn, like the hot summer sun in Linden, like the top of a scalding picnic table against the back of her thighs, until her jaw began to quiver and the words blurred into an illegible threat, until she began to feel like she was sliding her fingers beneath God’s door and demanding he put his hoisted mallet back on the shelf rather than split her open. 

“Ain’t you miserable?”

Jeri’s voice scraped free like rust from a discarded pipe, muffled in the plush black cotton of a sweater she’d dragged from her knapsack. Her eyes held on the bronze-lettered cover, flashed at her like a filthy image in the dark. 

Midge steeled her trembling hands over the leather spine, pressing deeply into one page with her thumb. “About?” 

Jeri freed her chin-cradling hand and gestured immaturely. “That—that’ll make you miserable. If you ain’t already fuckin’ miserable reading it.”

Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t seen Jeri at the parish that afternoon, nor any Sunday before. The girls spoke about her openly as though the chance of her overhearing wasn’t a viable threat. Midge’s eyes darted to the ajar window.

“You don’t pray?”

“Not like you. Not in a million lifetimes. Broke an elbow two years ago and never prayed for the pain to stop. Not once,” said Jeri, measuring her lack of faith as a mark of endurance. Midge had never thought about it like that—she still was when Jeri leaned toward her. “You ain’t reading. You’re just biding time until I fall asleep. You can say so.”

She must’ve noticed the uneven lilt in Midge’s voice, or the glazed scroll of her unfocused eyes, and caught on to her long-abandoned opinion that prayer was something beautiful; prayer was instead to be memorized, to be ran through and flicked like a bandaid into the street. A compulsive act, as necessary as the picking of your fingernails. An adrenaline jab to bring Midge back from the aether.

“Your elbow,” asked Midge, closing the bible over her thumb. “Does it ever still hurt?”

Something feral passed over Jeri’s angular face; it was hurting now. Her pupils were cast in a strange, moonlit shade. It was her left—she favoured it as she offered Midge a shielded shrug.

“Sure. Sometimes.”

Midge had ached, too, since life punched a hole clean through her. In the evenings, there remained a puckered sinkhole where her perseverance had become raw and infected. The bible was a monumental weight in her lap; in thirty years, would she accept that her dedication to the mirage of faith had left a dimple in the tissue of her thighs?

“Something you’re supposed to do shouldn’t make you miserable.”

“Don’t be fake,” said Jeri. “God rolls around in misery like a pig in shit. Our emotions are all the same shade of brown to Him.”

Midge did her best not to quake beneath that acknowledgment. Tried not to wheeze over the worry that her father might hear the unholiness taking place there, in a room she’d done so well to keep clean.

“Sure,” she whispered. Her eyes found the blanket, then rocketed to Jeri. “But it’s like sleepwalking to me, now. I feel it in the morning when I don’t do it. Just as much as I feel it when I do.”

Jeri’s eyes steeled on the open window. “Sounds like a lose-lose.”

“Yeah,” guessed Midge, tracking down the passage she’d been glazing over as her face swirled with disgust. “I’m used to that.”

On the evening’s highest crest, Jeri finally gave in to sleep, pouring across the floor like she’d never known the difference between a stack of blankets and a mattress. When the air fell icy and the wind began lashing into the bedroom, Midge finally laid down her leathered deadweight and used the last of her strength to slide the window closed, tiptoeing around Jeri and collapsing into her sheets only after dragging the spinal notch of a doe she’d found roadside in Tennessee from her desk.

Things came and went in the wicked black—bulbous clouds, the smog of bugs drifting in the cooling night air, a loose dog thundering down the street and into the woods. Her fragile hands laid across Burt’s untidy fur, his face tucked deep into her lap as she waited, and waited, and waited. 

Jonas crossed the driveway hours later, far into the evening when the dark was no longer new. He pulled in slowly as though trying to make the tires creep over the gravel, and cranked the headlights off the moment they hit the tree line. Midge sat, bated in breath for the sound of his footfalls on the stairs, their rhythm determining how drunk he’d really gotten, welling the fear in her that he’d flown home three sheets to the wind. But footsteps never came—and sometimes, they simply didn’t. Sometimes, the den lamp was a lighthouse, warding him away. 

So Midge went carefully into the night, parking a sleeping Burt on her worn-down pillow and stealing an insulation-coloured slab of wool—the unused sort that made you too hot—from her foot chest. She crept down the steps of the Furman house, abandoning Jeri’s sleeping body in the darkened upstairs alongside her parents. Sure enough, unused lamplight licked at the base of the stairwell, tonguing the kitchen entry before passing into clean shadow.

She still used the back door despite this. Over the unkempt lawn and across the driveway in her slippered feet she crept, to the backseat of the Trans Am where Jonas’ head laid cushioned by a half-drained forty. He went soaring when the door popped open, feet kicking and ankles digging, backing himself into the opposite door with a short blade of dull steel pointed towards the open door and thus, his sister. 

Midge stared directly into Jonas’ draining face, looking over his scattered hair and the exposed, raw rounds of his shoulders, scarred and scabbed from nights spent bouncing off the asphalt.

“Forget your jacket at the bar?”

Jonas’ wild eyes thrust towards the unlit front porch. Haloing his cheeks was an oily stain of bruises, hollowed further by the sunken bags beneath his exhausted eyes. Balanced on one hand, Jonas hurled his blade onto the carpeted floor with a cruel shiver.

“M’sorry. Shit—I thought you were someone else.”

“Oh, ‘course.” Spite rolled off Midge like beads of water as she dropped the blanket on the doorway’s lip. “Joe’s got a whole new roster of friends. Someone comin’ over in the middle of the night to make friendship bracelets with you? I’m sure Ma’d love that.”

Two cold pennies stung upon her face. 

“Margaret, go on to bed. They ain’t worrying about me, and you shouldn’t neither.”

At that moment, Midge didn’t care if the front door flew open and they were spotted mingling in the dark. Venom pumped her cheeks tight and tired. “Someone’s got to,” she hushed, “and it’s me, whether they’re behind me or not. Whether you want me to or not.” She turned her face to the glib moonlight; like a toy on a pulley, Jonas’ eyes fell to the floor. “You’re out here suffering over a lamp that he forgot to turn off. You’re not avoiding whatever it is you think you’re avoiding as best as you want. You can’t keep this up. He ain’t gonna stand for it much longer, first of all, and your heart ain’t—”

Jonas’ anger cut past her, towards the woods. “Who gives a shit about what he thinks?”

“You do!” Midge’s hands curled into trembling fists. Neither of them were alone in the desire for their father’s approval, meaningful or not, but she could still scarcely recall a boy who hadn’t let desire ruin him. He was probably tucked among the books in Jonas’ old bedroom, waiting to be found by squatters. “Oh, what? Am I wrong? You don’t care at all? You don’t care any more than you did back home? What about me, then? What about what I think of you?”

Jonas’ tongue rolled beneath his upper lip. “Well, go on,” he goaded. “Tell me you hate what I do. You’re preaching to the goddamn choir.”

The wind sank its fangs into the neck of Midge’s shirt. She stood in the well of that pain, her ankles sucked downwards by its muck. In the brief time she had to collect her courage, only one thing passed across her sleep-probed mind: was her hatred not enough? Was her desperation for him to be safe and home with her simply not enough? 

Could that even be considered a shock? How long had it been since either of them had inhabited a world in which love was ever, ever enough?

Midge’s throat whistled open.

“I think,” she whispered, “that you’re selfish. If I was like you, with my own car and plenty of places to go, I’d take you with me or I’d figure out some way to handle it.” Midge lifted a trembling hand and pointed sharply into the shadowed car. “If you think you have to sleep in the backseat of this stupid hotrod, then you do that. ‘Cause I’ll see to it that nothing bad happens while you’re out here, Jonas, but if you’re not here, then you’re dead in the dirt somewhere to me. And that doesn’t feel good.”

Pain flooded in upon that last word—just as Jonas rose from the dead and towards the moonlight, climbing out of the Trans Am, bearing the same infuriating scowl she’d perfected as a child. 

“You know what doesn’t feel good?” came his biting whisper. “Havin’ some rotten veteran at the Hacksaw tell me that his kid saw my sister at school, covered in blood and playin’ with dead fuckin’ pigs.”
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