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To Herman, Steve, Israel, David, and Rachel. Sorry I put you guys through all that.










PART I










HOMILY










CAIN'S END 1903










TWENTY FIVE, YOU SAY?





LYDIA CROSS’S NOSE twitched as she rounded the staircase into the upstairs hall. She paused, hand on the railing, and sniffed like a dog, her eyebrows bouncing on her forehead.


“Rotten meat,” she muttered. “Someone’s been smuggling food.”


She struck forward, thrusting her nose at each door, left, right, left, right, starting at 2D and making her way down to the end of the hall. She stopped at 2B, Mr. Grimsby’s room, noticing, as if for the first time, the broken bottom half of the B, which made the room look like 2P—a ridiculous number, in her esteem, for though Epler’s Boarding House and Inn (or The Epler House, as the locals referred to it) was large enough to board twenty-four guests, two to a room, from 1A to 3D, it did not have rooms up to the letter P. 


Mrs. Cross sniffed the jamb from the door plate up to the corner and back down again, frowning at the sour smell. 


Thus offended, she rapped on the door.


“Mr. Grimsby?” she said. “Mr. Grimsby, are you cooking something in there?”


She turned her ear to the door. No answer came from the other side. She rapped again, harder now, bordering on pounding, with all the force befitting a woman such as herself, which was to say, a woman of intent, a woman who did not suffer insubordination or disrespect, her hardened knuckles suffering the brunt of the assault.


“Mr. Grimsby? Have you been drinking? I’ll remind you that there’s no tippling in my house.” 


Still nothing.


“Mr. Grimsby!” Pound, pound, pound! “I demand you open this door immediately!”


She pressed her ear to the wooden panes and listened, but for the third time, no sound came from within. She slapped her side pocket for her keys, a pocket she’d sewn into her skirts herself, and feeling nothing, suddenly remembered she’d given her ring to Jeannie, and Jeannie, that stupid girl, was in the basement with the wash. With a huff and a deeper frown than before (seemingly impossible, we know, but evinced by the deep ridges on either side of her mouth), she bustled toward the stairs.


“Jeannie!” Mrs. Cross bellowed as she descended. “Oh, where is that lazy girl? Jeannie!”


A groan from below, followed by footsteps clomping up the stairs. Both women arrived at the basement door at the same time: Mrs. Cross, full, substantial, broad of shoulder, her gray hair tied back in a bun, and Jeannie, slimmer, mousier, but stoutly built, a future Mrs. Cross in the making.


“What is it, ma’am?” Jeannie asked, wiping her forehead with the back of one calloused hand. “I’ve got washing to manage.”


Mrs. Cross wagged her considerable chins in disapproval.


“Where have you been? I called for you.”


“You told me to do the laundry.”


“Do you have the keys?”


“Of course I do, ma’am.” Jeannie patted her skirt, where the keys hung from a string she had tied around her waist. 


“Give those to me,” she ordered.


Jeannie unclipped the ring from the string and held them out, and Mrs. Cross snatched them away.


“When’s the last time you stripped Mr. Grimsby’s bed? It smells like something died in there.”


“Mr. Grimsby? The writer?”


Mrs. Cross couldn’t help the sour expression that formed on her face


“Is he?” she sniffed, squinting at the ceiling.


“He writes the most fantastic stories, filled with haunted castles and ghosts and murderers.”


“Murderers? He doesn’t write for The End Times?”


“Maybe. He says he sells his work to a magazine in France.”


“He’s French?” Mrs. Cross said, her lip curling. “Did I know that?”


“He’s American, missus. Just speaks French. Or writes it.”


Mrs. Cross sniffed again.


“Don’t the Eplers have a rule about… writers?”


“No, ma’am. Irish and actors, but not writers.”


“Well, perhaps they should.”


“I’ll fetch the sheets,” Jeannie said, and started back for the basement.


“No, not now, girl. I suspect he’s storing meat from the tang. He’s not in, I’m afraid, so I need you find whatever’s making the stench and get rid of it.”


“Meat? Are you sure?”


“Of course, I’m sure!”


“If it’s so bad, why didn’t you do it when you were up there?”


“You have the keys! Now do as you’re told before I swat you.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Jeannie grumbled.


Mrs. Cross stepped aside as the girl scooted by and hurried up the stairs to the second floor.


“Hurry up now,” she called after her. “That wash won’t wash itself.”


With a satisfied humph, Mrs. Cross started for her office. She wanted to check the books, make sure her fancy French writer had paid that week’s rent on time. Harboring food was bad enough, but it hardly warranted eviction. But if he was in arrears…


Jeannie’s high-pitched scream shattered her thoughts. 


“My heavens, what’s gotten into her now?” she asked the ceiling.


She followed Jeannie’s footsteps as they pounded down the hall overhead, then watched as the girl, still screaming, charged down the stairs like a horse crossing an open field, ran through the parlor to the door, ripped it open, and shot out of the house. 


   


Constable Thomas held a handkerchief over his nose as he leaned over to inspect the corpse. It was sprawled out in a leather wingback, waisted legs stiff as stakes, head resting against one of the wings. Its tongue, or what should have passed for one, poked out from between desiccated lips. It was dry and shrunken and twisted, as if all the moisture had been wrung free. One hand lay in its lap, clutching an interesting-looking pen. Constable Thomas leaned in for a better look.


“Is that bone?” he asked aloud.


“Bone?” Mrs. Cross repeated. “Heavens me!”


The constable noted the dark stains on the stylus, red and clotted. The grip wrapped in hair. On the rug beneath, a dark, dry stain. He leaned over the inkpot sitting on the side table to sniff it and drew back, frowning.


“What is it?” Mrs. Cross asked.


“I can tell you what it’s not,” Thomas said. “It’s not ink.” 


He peered around the chair.


“Where’s the book?” he asked. 


“I beg your pardon?”


“You said he was a writer. I see the pen. Where’s the writing?”


Mrs. Cross sent her own startled look around, hand clutching imaginary pearls. Thomas refocused on the scene at hand. Judging by the smell, poor Mr. Grimsby had been dead for at least two days. Maybe three.


Thomas took a pencil out of his breast pocket and pushed one of the withered lips up. The teeth were brown and rotten. He wiped the pencil off on his jacket.


“Sucked dry,” he whispered.


“Oh, that poor young man,” Mrs. Cross said.


“Young man?” Thomas stood erect and gave her a withering look. “Madam, I have seen many dead people. Dead from disease. The pox. Consumption. Cholera. Drink. Hollows ‘em out, it does. Like a leech. But even the young ones somewhat maintain their youth.” He nodded at the corpse, chuckling. “This one here, though, he was no young man.”


“Oh, certainly he was, sir,” Mrs. Cross said. “Why, I saw him with my own two eyes not a month ago when he first came here. Ripe as a peach, him.”


Thomas snorted.


“Bah.”


“It’s true.” Mrs. Cross's voice hardened. “Mr. Grimsby was twenty-five years old. No more than thirty.” 


The constable ignored her.


“I’ll not have you questioning my honesty,” Mrs. Cross said. “I might be a lot of things, but I am not a liar.”


Thomas considered the discrepancy between the woman’s conviction and the thing reposing before him, the shell that used to be Solomon Grimsby. A writer, whatever that meant. Fantastic French fiction. Now nothing more than a husk, empty orbs staring forever into the abyss, rictus grin belying the horror of the end. 


As he pondered, one of the arms slipped off the armrest, swung back, and struck the side table. The bones shattered upon impact, dusting the air and dropping splinters on the rug. Mrs. Cross gasped and held a hand to her mouth.


Thomas squatted and poked one of the shards with his pencil. It crumbled. 


“Twenty-five, you say?” he asked.
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WITH ONLY ONE entrance to Cain's End Senior High School’s combination staff parking lot, bus lane, and parent drop-off, the morning rush could get tricky. But if the busses ran on time, and if none of the parents tried to drop their kids off on the street in front of the school, and if security wasn’t too sidetracked by other duties to direct traffic, and if none of the teachers attempted to back into their spaces, and if all of the parents who did drop their kids off in the designated place followed post-drop-off protocols, and if it wasn’t raining, or sunny, or cold, or hot, some days it could be mostly somewhat manageable.


The fifteenth Monday morning of David Lowe’s two hundred and twentieth month of teaching at CEHS (not that he was counting) was not such a morning. He had been sitting in his white 2008 Toyota Corolla on the street in front of the school, fourth in line for the turn into the parking lot, for fifteen minutes. He’d texted Jim, his department head, to notify him of his unavoidable lateness, a message to which Jim immediately replied, “admin is aware of the situation,” and nothing else since. 


Someone laid on the horn behind him. He cringed. He craned his neck to see if something, anything, had changed. 


It hadn’t.


“Come on,” he muttered.


Rain spattered his windshield. He turned the wipers on. The blades smeared water across the glass. A tight knot formed in his belly. He was going to have to replace wipers, and the last time he looked, wipers cost close to forty dollars each. He stared at his phone. The arrival time on his maps app flipped from 7:00 (still twenty minutes early) to 7:05 (if he parked and ran in, he’d still be comfortably on time) to 7:07 (okay, seriously move people!).


When he was sure he was about to scream, the cars, as if by magic, drained from the road into the lot. He tried not to speed as he headed for his familiar space in the back.


It was 7:11 by the time he parked. The rain had transformed from spatters to an outright downpour. Fortunately, he had an umbrella. A fancy one with a button. He propped his door open a crack and stuck it out and pushed the button and it shot open with a THWAP! 


Several other teachers in the same predicament were jogging ahead of him toward the faculty entrance. Some wore raincoats; some held umbrellas. A few covered their heads with their book bags. 


Mrs. Commody, an algebra teacher who’d been in the classroom since the Reagan administration, struggled out of her car. The downpour escalated into a deluge, and Mrs. Commody glared at the sky. She floundered across the lot, her overstuffed teacher’s bag (she still took work home) slung over her shoulder. David slowed his roll and jogged over.


“Here, Mrs. Commody,” he called, reaching for her bag. “Let me take that.”


She pulled away.


“Oh, no, Mr. Lowe, I’m fine.”


“You sure?”


“I might be older than dirt, but I can still carry a satchel filled with paper. I’ll share that umbrella, though.”


They crossed the lot, David simultaneously holding the umbrella over her and stooping as much as he could to cover himself, too. The last round of parents lined up in the drop-off lane. Children popped out of cars and ran for the side door, more than a few of them looking down at their phones as they did so, clomping through puddles they might have easily avoided otherwise. 


“I read the email Central sent out last night about P796,” Mrs. Commody said. “Are you still teaching Of Mice and Men?”


“As long as they’ll let me.”


“I’m surprised they didn’t put it on the list. It has the ‘n’ word in it about a billion times.”


“More like half a dozen, and mostly in one spot. And saying the ‘n’ word isn’t sexually explicit, so no list.”


“I had to P796 a book this year.”


“In calculus?”


“Yep.”


“I didn’t know math was sexually explicit.”


The old woman waggled her eyebrows.


“Depends on how you teach it.”


“You’re serious, though? How on earth…?”


“They told us we had to teach literacy in math this year, so I assigned my AP kids a biography of Oppenheimer, and Oppenheimer had mistresses.”


The pair were about to cross the last lane to the curb when a minivan came roaring up from the right. David pulled Mrs. Commody back as it skidded to a halt, and the driver laid on the horn.


A few students were waiting for David in the hallway, all of them sitting against the wall, knees up, hunched over their phones. 


“Hey, everybody,” he said.


None of them bothered to unplug their eyes from their screens. David opened the door at the same time the warning bell rang (five minutes to go!) and aimed for his desk, where he deposited his backpack and lunch before turning back to the door to post-up against the frame. The zombies sitting on the floor turned into the walking dead as they shuffled into the room.


“Earbuds, earbuds,” David said. “Phones in the locker.”


A boy wearing a letter jacket strutted down the hallway.


“Señior Lowe! Good morning!”


David smiled. Chris Muñoz wasn’t the most outstanding student, but he was an anomaly in the post-pandemic world of phone-addicted teenagers. Garrulous, happy, and athletic, his parents wouldn’t let him have a device until he could pay for the line himself, and Chris wanted to play sports more than he wanted a device.


“Hey, Chris,” David said. You’re awfully chipper.”


“Notice anything new?” Chris asked.


He spun around to show off the back of his jacket, which bore his last name embroidered over an image of the school mascot: a glowering raven. He spun back around, a toothy smile plastered across his face, and popped the collar on his jacket. 


“You finally got your teeth fixed?” David asked.


“Haha, very funny, Mr. Lowe.”


The boy patted him on the shoulder as he entered the classroom.


“Looks good, Chris,” David called after him.


A boy with bangs covering his eyes like blackout curtains hunched toward the door. David put himself in his way, and the boy drew up short.


“What?” he grumbled.


“Not today, Wilson.”


“Not today, what?”


“Earbuds.”


“Man, I don’t have ‘em in.”


David peered at each side of the boy’s head, but Wilson’s hair was a thick, black wall.


“This’d be the third strike, Wilson.”


“I told you I don’t have ‘em.”


“Give us a break, Will!” Chris called from inside. “Everybody know you have them things up in your head.”


“Shut up, Chris!”


“Law of the land now, boy. Take ‘em out or get out.”


“Whose side you on?”


“Side?”


“Enough, Chris,” David said. “You too, Wilson. Enough.”


Wilson glared at his classmate, but the interference seemed to break his resolve. He reached into his hair-curtain and pulled his earbuds out one by one.


“In your bag, Wilson,” David said as the boy pushed by.


The final bell rang, and when David turned to enter the classroom, a lanky boy with high, tight twists darted in and scooted to the back. It was not the quasi-tardiness that bothered David. Nor was it the questionably appropriate slogan on the boy’s t-shirt (I LOVE MILFs!). It wasn’t even the boy himself, though he was in dire need of the kind of discipline teachers were no longer allowed to exercise. It was the fact that he was on his cellphone, carrying on an intense conversation, apparently with his mother.


“Mom, I’m telling you I have a review session!” he said.


“Sam,” David said. “What are you doing?”


Sam tossed his backpack on a table in the back and threw himself into his seat.


“Because I have to do the review first,” he said. “Or I can’t retake the test.”


“Sam!” David snapped, approaching the boy. 


No less than a year before, most of the class would have been too engrossed in their devices to even notice what was going on, though some might have glanced up, half-aware, music blaring out of their earbuds. Now they were silent, staring wide-eyed as the confrontation unfolded before them, some on the edges of their seats.


David positioned himself in front of Sam, who was now ducking down, feebly trying to hide what he was doing. He held out his hand to the boy. “Let’s have it.”


“Mom,” Sam said. “No… MOM.”


“Sam! Give me your phone.”


Sam held up his index finger.


“Are you kidding me?” David said. “Sam, end the call.” Sam kept talking. “Sam, end the call now.”


Sam held up his finger higher and shook it.


“Yo, yo, man,” Chris said. “That’s disrespectful.”


He stood up and rolled his shoulders.


“Chris, I got this,” David said.


“Yeah, Chris,” Sam snapped. “He got this.”


Chris clenched his jaw and balled his fists. David inserted himself between the pair and turned his back to Chris.


“Sam, get off the phone,” he said.


“It’s my mom.”


“I don’t care who it is. You can’t even have that out of your backpack.”


“My mom don’t care.”


“Sam, if you don’t put it away, I’m going to have to call security.”


“You better snatch that phone out that boy’s mouth, Mr. Lowe,” Chris said. “He ain’t handing it over.”


David turned and pointed.


“Chris, stop.”


“Yeah, Chris,” Sam snapped. “Sit your black ass down.”.


Everybody froze. David felt his stomach clench. A girl sitting at David’s elbow dropped her mouth. And Chris exploded.


He grabbed his desk with both hands and threw it aside.  


“Chris—” David ordered.


Chris marched forward, eyes zeroed in on Sam. David put himself up to the boy.


“Chris, calm down.”


“I’m gonna fuck that kid up.”


“Let me handle this.”


Sam ended the call to his mother and placed his phone down on the desk in front of him.


“Keep talking, son,” he said. “That’s all you got.”


David didn’t even have time to blink before Chris knocked him aside. He fell into the desks behind him, groaning as his back twinged. The two girls who had been sitting there helped by screaming and leaping to their feet. By the time he righted himself, Chris had already tackled Sam. The two went down in a tangle, and all he could see were Chris’s fists rising and falling. 


“Someone call security!” David cried.


“How?” one of the girls asked.


He got to his feet and limped over to the fight. 


In his twenty-seven years of teaching high school, David had seen plenty of fights, but he’d never broken one up. Every instinct he had told him not to insert himself between the brawling boys. He should have cleared the room and moved anything out of the way that one of them could weaponize. But Chris’s fists were making sick, wet thudding sounds with each blow, and by the time David reached the pair, Sam’s arms had gone limp.


“Chris!” David yelled.


Chris reared back for another punch, and David lunged for his arm. He managed to pull the boy to his feet.


“Get the fuck offa me!” Chris yelled.


David pulled backwards with all the strength he could muster. He twisted to the side as they fell, his back twinged again, and then—










INFECTION





“YOU OKAY, DOCTOR?”


David blinked. He was in the Grind. The Gory Grind. Mug in his hands. Warm. Half full. A framed poster featuring a grainy picture of what could have been either a flying saucer or a plate with the words I BELIEVE scrawled over it. In front of him stood a man with a towel slung over his shoulder, his arms folded over his chest. He leaned forward and waved a hand in David’s face.


“Yo! Doctor Lowe!” he said. “You okay, my man?”


“Y-yeah,” David said. “I’m fine.”


“You don’t look fine.”


“Gee, thanks.”


“Give ‘im hell, Eli!” someone from the back yelled. “I don’t know why you let him in in the first place.”


“Shut your mouth, Boone.”


“Can’t be good for business, trucking with a guy like that.”


“I SAID SHUT YOUR MOUTH.”


Eli returned his attention to David, who was glaring toward the back of the cafe.


“Don’t pay him no mind, doctor. Ignorant people gonna be ignorant.”


“Yeah,” David said. He cleared his throat. Sniffed.


“You sure you okay?” Eli asked. “Been staring at your drink for ten minutes.”


“Haven’t been getting a lot of sleep lately.”


A roll of thunder arrested David’s attention, and he turned toward the window. Rain spattered the sidewalk. A struggling maple, held in place by spikes and bungee cords, swayed in a sudden gust of wind. Yellow-orange leaves blew down the sidewalk. A gray sedan rolled through the intersection.


Thunder rattled the mugs on the shelves. The lights died. A woman in the back shrieked. 


“Jesus, Betty,” Boone snapped. “That was right in my ear.”


One of the emergency lights glowed to life. 


“Hey, Eli!” Boone called. “You pay the ‘lectric?”


“Mind your business, Boone,” Eli replied.


A siren wailed in the distance. Rain fell in dark sheets. When a second bolt struck, the entire block was lit up for a brief moment, spotlighting a hulking figure standing on the other side of the glass cafe front. Two red eyes beaming in the pitch black.


“Oh, my god what is that!” Betty cried.


“What’s what?” Eli asked, more irritated than concerned.


“There’s something out there!”


Eli scanned the window. The form had disappeared. 


“Just the storm,” he said.


The lights flickered back on, and Betty screamed.


“Shut the fuck up with the screaming, would ya, Betty?” Boone said.


The front door flew open, and Betty, not one to break the rule of threes, performed accordingly. 


The entry was a black void and falling rain. Then, into the dim, brown light of the coffeehouse hobbled a frail old man in a trench coat and galoshes. He was one of the oldest things David had ever seen. He didn’t walk; he shuffled, moving as if every step pinched some secret nerve in the deepest crevices of his spine. He paused in front of a print of an old illustration featuring Andrew Jackson brandishing a sword at a polycephalous snake and raised his head, revealing a pale face with a long, ugly scar running from his left ear to the corner of his mouth. Water streamed off the fedora and down a crepey-skinned cheek.


“I just flew in from Cleveland,” he said in a reedy voice. He raised his arms in a feeble attempt to flap them. “And boy are my arms tired!”


Thunder rolled in the distance. Eli leaned on the bar.


“You wanna close the door?” he said. “This is a coffeehouse not a slip-and-slide.”


The old man stared at him for a moment, disappointed, before returning to the door and pulling it closed. He put his hands on his knees and coughed up something dark and terrible from the depths of his lungs. The messenger’s bag strapped to his back shifted and slipped off his shoulder. Another crash of thunder dinned the air. The old man shook his fist at the ceiling. 


“There is no reason for that!” he cried. “No reason at all!”


Eli glared as the old man re-strapped the bag and shuffled toward the bar like a cartoon turtle. The wood floors didn’t even creak. David caught a whiff of something stale and putrid, like rotting meat masked by cheap cologne. When the old man was a few feet away, he shrugged his bag off his shoulder and caught it with one hand, his arm dipping precariously with the weight. Muscles shaking, he held it out to David.


“Please to help,” he said.


David took the bag and placed it on the bar as the old man attempted to mount one of the stools. 


“Hup one! Hup two! Hup three!” the old man said. He plopped into the seat and removed his fedora, brushing a long strand of stringy gray hair out of his eyes. “Barkeep. One Bloody Mary, please. Extra bloody.”


“This is a coffeehouse,” Eli said.


“Then what is the alcohol I see back there?”


The old man aimed a limp finger at the bottles of Jameson’s and other liqueurs lining the shelf behind Eli: chocolate and coffees, some citrus bitters.


“Not the same thing,” Eli said.


“Hmm. What is the closest beverage you can make to a Bloody Mary extra bloody?”


“Extra bloody? What’s that mean?”


“More,” the old man said. “Blood.”


“You mean tomato juice?”


The old man’s laugh sounded like a wheezing cough.


“Yes. Yes. ‘Tomahto juice’.”


Eli rolled his eyes.


“Alright, okay,” he said. “I’m going to make something up for you on the spot, old man. Gonna call it the GTFO.”


The old man smiled a brown smile.


“Appreciations and gratitudes.”


Eli turned his back to the pair, and the weird man smiled sheepishly at David.


“It’s raining pitchforks out there,” he said. 


He picked up a copy of The End Times that had been soaking up coffee on the bar and read the headline aloud.


“Local Group Calls For More Book Bans,” he said. He tsked and shook his head. “These people. A great shame they bring upon us.” 


“They’re idiots,” David said.


The old man cleared his throat as if about to make a great proclamation and said, “Every normal man must be tempted, at times, to spit on his hands, hoist the black flag, and begin slitting throats.”


“H.L. Mencken,” David replied.


“His most famous quote. Usurped recently by some unsavories, I think, but meaningful in this context?” 


The realization hit David so hard he nearly gasped.


“Mr. Grimsby,” he said. He stood up out of his stool. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize…”


“Not to worry, not to worry,” Grimsby said. “Please, call me Solomon.”


“If I’d known it was you… oh, my. I’m so embarrassed.”


He extended his hand for a shake, but rather than return the cordiality, Grimsby looked down at it, astonished, almost hungry.


“Are you sure?” Grimsby asked.


Flustered, David pulled his hand back, saying, “Oh, I’m sorry. I, uh—”


“No, no! Please, yes. Let us shake one another’s extremities in a display of friendliness and camaraderie.”


The hand that poked out of Grimsby’s coat sleeve was less a hand than it was a liver-spotted claw. David took it in his, intending to give it a delicate pump, but the old man clamped down.


“A pleasure! A pleasure!” Grimsby chimed.


David weathered the handshake as long as he could, and when he pulled away, one of the old man’s yellowing nails sliced into his wrist.


“Ow,” David said, frowning as he inspected the wound. A thin line of blood ran down his skin. He grabbed a napkin off the bar and pressed it onto his wrist.


Eli appeared and plonked a mug filled with red liquid down in front of Grimsby.


“Here you go,” he said. “GTFO.”


The old man grunted in lieu of a thank you. He wrapped his swollen knuckles around the mug and, placing his left hand under his right elbow, tipped it to his mouth. He slurped like a toddler, a line of red running out of the scarred side of his mouth.


“Ahh!” he gasped, smacking his lips. “Bloody delicious.”


“What is that?” David asked Eli.


Eli gave him an unreadable look.


“House secret.” 


Grimsby watched him walk back to his perch next to the register, a sanguine smile on his face.


“Well,” David said. “Shall we get down to it?”


“Yes. Yes, of course.”


Grimsby hooked a wrist through the handle on his messenger’s bag and dragged it toward him. With a quick motion, he flipped it open, the clasp clicking on the wood, withdrew a thick, ancient journal, and thumped it down on the bar.


The leather cover was ropey and raised, as if made from twisted skin, stitched at the seams with what looked like hair. A strange design was burned into the surface; though faded with time, David could still make out the sharp tips of horns, three rows deep, and the angular face of a beast.


“Beautiful, yes?” Grimsby asked.


“It’s hand written?” David asked.


“In my mother’s red blood! I joke, of course.”


“That’s not funny.”


“I would have to exhume her body to access her blood.”


David paused, uncertain.


“So! The down payment, yes?” Grimsby said. “As we agreed? One thousand to start?”


“Mr. Grimsby. Solomon. If the stories are hand written, I’m afraid I’m going to have to charge more.”


“Oh, my writing is pristine. Machine like, as my mother used to say.”


“Still…”


“See for yourself! Open her up!”


David folded the cover aside. Solomon indeed wrote like a typewriter typed, each letter evenly spaced and entirely legible, unlike David’s own messy handwriting, which he thought looked like that of a kindergartner with nerve damage. He leaned closer. The ink was indeed red. Blood red. He grimaced at a few disturbing phrases.


Clutched her throat… arterial spray…


“Something the matter?” Grimsby asked.


“No, no. It’s just… you were right. Your handwriting is perfect.”


Grimsby beamed. David folded the cover back over the journal. 


“Still. This is highly irregular. I do all of my edits on my laptop. Doing them by hand would add hours to the job.”


“Can you not use your lap doohickey to make the edits and print them off?”


“You contacted me about an editing job, Mr. Grimsby. If you want someone to transcribe—”


“Please, I—”


“It’s actually fairly insulting that you would even suggest—”


“I didn’t mean to insult you.”


“… not sure if this is the right fit for me.”


Grimsby banged his palm on the table.


“No!” he snarled.


David put his hands up. After a moment, he said, “Okay, I think you need to leave.”


Grimsby’s snarl quickly turned into a quiver.


“Wait,” he said. He reached out as if to clutch at David’s shirt but caught himself and clasped his hands to his chest. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please don’t leave. Please.”


David looked around the coffeehouse. Eli had disappeared. Boone and Betty hunched over their drinks in the back.


“Please, please sit,” Grimsby said. His eyes were glassy.


David patted the air with his hands.


“Okay,” he said. “But one more outburst like that, and I’m gone.”


“Yes. Yes. Of course. I’m sorry.” The old man swiped at his eyes. “You must forgive me. I’m old. So old. My mother… I’ve been taking care of her since she fell ill, and as I said, she’s gone now, and so recently. This book, it’s the only thing I… the one thing that…”


David breathed out of his nose. 


“Listen, the way this works is that, normally, a client will share a Word file. Word is the application I use to do my edits.” Noting the old man’s confusion, he caught himself. “Never mind. I get the file, then I make a copy and make my changes to the copy. The point is, I can’t make those kinds of changes on a separate piece of paper and rewrite the whole thing or even type it up. It just… it just wouldn’t work.”


“Can’t anything else be done?”


David picked up the journal again. Pulled the cover aside. The dark red ink. The perfect print. He scanned the first few sentences without actually reading them.


“Fine,” he said. “But I’ll have to charge you more.”


“How much?”


David shook the journal. 


“I’m assuming you have more of these waiting for me?”


Solomon patted the messenger’s bag.


“At least a dozen. Filled to the brim!”


“How many words have you written?”


“I don’t know. How many words does a journal hold?”


“The way you write, ten thousand each, maybe? It’s a lot of work, Solomon. You’re adding at least forty hours to the project.”


“I will pay you anything.”


David calculated. He didn’t want to scare the guy off, but an extra week was an extra week. He decided to start high.


“Four thousand.”


“Four thousand it is.” 


“That’s on top of the original amount.”


“Done!”


The man pulled a worn envelope out of his inner jacket pocket. The paper was thick and yellow, with tiny hieroglyphs decorating the folds and a red wax seal bearing the imprint of the same demon embossed on the cover of the journal.


“And the extra two grand?” David asked.


That overbite smile again.


“It’s there.”


Grimsby cantilevered his mug up to his lips and gulped the rest of his drink down, Adam’s apple bobbing.


“Ahhh!” he said, smacking his lips. He smiled. David winced. “Refreshing.”


A fresh gale rattled the window as more rain fell. The water ran down the street in sheets. A distant rumble of thunder.


David stayed at the coffeehouse long after the old man left. He told himself he merely wanted to wait out the rain, but he really wanted the guy as far away from him as possible before he left. The storm harrowed the evening. The streetlights, dull and blurry in the rain, struggled against the dark. Eli banged around somewhere deep in the bones of the building. The journal seemed to vibrate at his elbow, begging for his touch. David glanced at it, and his throat constricted.


When he finally decided to leave, he palmed the cuff of his jacket and used his forearm to scoop both the journal and the envelope into his backpack, trying to ignore the queasy feeling their mere touch, even through the fabric of his clothes, inspired.
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RETAIL WORKER IN CRISIS





BROWN’S HARDWARE WAS the only hardware store in Cain’s End. An anchor, a tradition, an institution. It somehow survived the Great Depression, some thirty-odd recessions after (including the Great one, though there was nothing great about it), and the 2020 Pandemic. In contrast to the run-down store fronts that populated the other businesses in the shopping center where it stood (the clap trap gym, the second hand second hand store, the dance studio), Brown’s turned a healthy profit, thanks to a local population that didn’t mind paying slightly more for a gallon of paint or an air conditioning filter or plumbing supplies or whatever else they needed. Sacrificing a few pennies in return for not having to fight the ever-expanding local traffic to shop at the big box retailers farther up Route 9 was more than worth it.


It was toward Brown’s that Herman Epler, forty-one years old, limped. He was late, as usual, having forgotten to plug his phone in the night before (thus missing his alarm), and on the walk over, he somehow hurt his leg. He hadn’t done anything. He was just walking. But twenty minutes earlier, his calf muscle tweaked, a sharp pinch in the meat that sent an electric shock up his hamstring and into his lower back. Soon, he couldn’t take a step without a jolt of pain radiating up his leg and into his lower back, and his mile-and-a-half commute, usually one of the few pleasures in his life, turned into a crucible.


Then it started to rain.


Herman shook his fist at the sky.


“Oh, come on!” he cried.


Twenty minutes later, he slopped through the front door of the hardware store, his thinning hair plastered to his pale pate, his glasses beaded with water, and his coat, his father’s canvas Vietnam War field jacket, soaked through. At least his lunch bag, which he’d stowed way in one of the massive jacket pockets, was dry. 


Sydney Special, the day shift cashier, turned from her perch at the register, her cheery greeting (“Welcome to Brown’s!”) dying on her lips when she saw him.


“Oh, Herman!” she cried. “You’re all wet!”


Herman smiled meekly


“It’s raining,” he said.


Sydney started to leave her post. 


“Let me get you a towel!”


A voice from the back said, “You’re not going anywhere, Ms. Special.”


It was their manager, Mr. Bruce, kneeling by the new fertilizer display. He stood up with a groan, sneering in a way that only school administrators and retail supervisors were capable.


“But Mr. Bruce,” Sydney protested. “He’ll catch his d—”


“That’s enough, Ms. Special.” Mr. Bruce fastened his glare on Herman, still dripping in the entry. “Late again, eh Epler?”


“Sorry, Mr. Bruce.”


“Sorry doesn’t cut the beans, Epler. I swear to God, if I had a nickel for every time an employee told me he was sorry, I’d have a barrel of nickels!”


“It’s just that I hurt my leg on the way in, and—”


“Do you know how much money I’d have if I had a barrel of nickels?”


Herman’s mouth hung ajar. His eyes flitted left and right as he searched for an answer.


“A-a couple… thousand dollars?”


Mr. Bruce’s face turned red.


“Clock in and get out to the yard. You’re on manure duty.”


“Manure? B-but it’s been raining, and…”


Mr. Bruce had already turned his back and was heading back toward the fertilizer aisle.


“Not my problem,” he said. “Hit the turds or hit the road.”


The rain turned to a light mist around eleven thirty, right in time for lunch. Weary and waterlogged, Herman retrieved his lunch bag from the break room refrigerator, making sure to avoid Mr. Bruce. He limped outside and around the corner of the building to his favorite spot: an old bench facing the cracked and weedy parking lot. Though it was nobody’s idea of scenic, he could eat there unmolested.  A small puddle formed on the grass under him as he sat down. He swiped hopelessly at the filth on his jacket and jeans, managing only to spread it around, creating a grimy human canvas of postmodern art. “Retail Worker in Crisis.” 


He unwrapped his tuna sandwich and took a bite, squinting up at the clearing sky as he chewed. A late fall breeze ruffled his hair, bringing with it the smells of petrichor and cinnamon. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds. A few half-dried leaves skittered at his feet. Herman almost smiled.


“I bought twenty bags of manure.”


A woman jutted herself in front of him, blocking the sun. She was large and jowly and wearing a flowery blouse tucked into a pair of too-tight jeans. When she spoke, the wind kicked her frilly collar up into her face. She flattened it with an irritated scowl.


“I’m sorry?” Herman said.


“I bought twenty bags of manure, and your manager said you’d carry them out to my car.”


Herman gaped. A hunk of tuna fish fell out of his sandwich and plopped on his knee.


“Are you stupid?” the woman asked. “Get up.”


“But, I’m on my—”


“You do work here, don’t you?”


“Yes, but—”


“Well, move it! Can’t you see I’m in a hurry?”


Herman’s right eye twitched. His face flushed. Something burbled inside him, a heat emanating from his belly. His lip curled and his eye twitched.


“You know what?” he said.


He stood. Didn’t even think. Just moved. It only took two steps to reach her, even with his pulled muscle.


“What are you doing?” the woman exclaimed, recoiling.


Herman grabbed her by the face and forced her mouth open.


“Help!” the woman cried, or tried to. Her eyes rolled in her head.


Herman held the remainder of his sandwich up so she could see exactly what was going to happen, squashed it in his hand, brought it up to her mouth, and with a sudden, brutal thrust…


“EXCUSE ME?”


“Huh?”


Herman blinked. He was still sitting on the bench. Something wet plopped on his shoe. Another lump of tuna fish. It slid off the toe and onto the wet grass.


“Now look at what you’ve done,” the woman said. “You really are dumb, aren't you?”


Herman waited until a little after noon to go back inside. That was usually when Mr. Bruce retreated into his office to complete, as he called it, “my managerial duties.” What those duties were, why they took so long, and why they had to be completed behind a locked door remained an enigma. Unfortunately, that time also coincided with the end of Sydney Special’s shift. She was stowing her brown Brown’s apron under the counter when he came in.


“Finally, off, huh?” Herman said.


“Hi, Herman. Yeah, I gotta head over to the cafe. Job number two awaits!”


She bustled toward the door, pausing before she left.


“Hey, Herman,” she said. 


“Yeah?”


“You shouldn’t let Mr. Bruce talk to you like that, you know.”


“I know.”


“Then why do you?”


Herman hung his head and shrugged.


“He’s the boss, I guess.”


The rest of the day swam by like a summer afternoon, mostly because Mr. Bruce spent the rest of it holed up in his office. Herman handled the store alone. He rang up customers, helped them find the right-sized nuts and bolts, mixed paint, mopped the floor, made keys. His calf worsened by the hour, and soon he was almost hopping to keep the weight off. Even so, he dared not speak to Mr. Bruce about it. Any interruption to his “managerial duties” was often met with an angry roar. 


Brown’s closed at five. Herman had to clock out exactly at 5:30 or risk being accused of stealing overtime, so at 5:01, he locked the front door and closed out his register, making sure to run the numbers twice. Then he did the second drawer, the one Mr. Bruce called the “contingency till,” which he kept “in case we get a rush, and I have to help” (something that never happened—the helping, not the rush). The first count came up short by $100, so Herman reran it, and again it came up short.


Sigh.


Mr. Bruce was not going to be happy.


The muffled sound of talk radio filtered through the office door, references to “the deep state” and “grooming” as well as advertisements for something called mungwort and a vitamin supplement called Testroflex.


Herman balanced both tills in one hand and tapped on a panel with his finger.


“Mr. Bruce, sir?”


“Pedophiles, you are on notice!” the radio railed. “And I mean you Hollywood!”


Herman rapped now, harder.


“Mr. Bruce?”


A groan from the other side. Muttering.


“Mr. Bruce, are you okay?”


The door ripped open, and there stood Mr. Bruce, hair askew, face puffy. Herman peered over his shoulder. A blanket lay rumpled on a leather couch in the back. Mr. Bruce filled the frame and tightened the door.


“What do you want, Epler?”


Herman held up the tills.


“Sorry, Mr. Bruce. I finished the count, and I’m about to—”


Mr. Bruce grabbed the tills from him.


“Give me those.”


“But… there’s a problem with the second drawer, sir.”


Mr. Bruce had already started to close the door.


“I’ll take care of it.”


“It was under by a hundred dollars.”


Mr. Bruce squinted at him, calculating.


“I got a complaint about you today, Epler,” he said.


“A complaint?”


“One of our best customers said you refused to help her carry her purchases out to her car.”


Herman paused to think. 


Oh, yes. That awful woman from lunch.


“But I did help her.”


“That’s not what she said.”


“She came up to me while I was on my lunch break, and—”


“Sounds like an excuse to me, Epler. You know what they say about excuses?”


“Um, no.”


“They’re like buttholes.”


“What?”


Mr. Bruce rolled his eyes.


“If I get one more complaint like that, I’ll fire you faster than you can say ‘boo,’ got it?”


And he kicked the door closed in Herman’s face.










THE BLACK CAT





THOUGH THE CLOUDS returned, the rain had finally stopped, something for which Herman was grateful. His day had been crap, which perhaps was why, even with his calf still throbbing with every step, he decided to limp downtown and sit in the park and feed the birds. It was something his father had passed down to him. He loved hearing the silly names, could still hear his father’s voice reciting them.


“That’s a grosbeak right there, Herman. That’s a nuthatch. And now a finch. Oh, look! A titmouse!”  


Herman put a quarter in one of the city seed dispensers and turned the dial. A small thistle sock filled with seed popped out of the slot, and he took it over to a bench and opened it and tossed seeds and smiled at the birds. When he finished, he pocketed the sock and closed his eyes. He knew about meditation. Had heard about its benefits. He’d even tried it once, but it didn’t work. His thoughts were too intrusive. So he was content to keep his eyes closed and focus on his breathing. He must have dozed off, because the next thing he knew, the big clock over the courthouse on the opposite side of the park rang, startling him awake. 


My goodness. 


It was already 6:45. 


Fifteen minutes later, he pushed through the ornately carved doors of The Black Cat. The Electropoint shift workers packed the joint for happy hour. They took up all of the booths and tables, draping themselves around the bar, nursing pitchers, and eating wings. An old jukebox, the kind that took coins and played real records, stood proudly against the far wall. Beside it stood a change machine, and next to that, a still-functioning Galaga video game. The electric beeps and boops burbled up under a warbly version of a song Herman recognized from his childhood. An upbeat number with lyrics about chameleons and running away. 


A tall, burly man crossed the floor, balancing a tray of shots in one hand. Upon seeing him, Herman quickly hung his head.


Great, he thought. Boone Phelps.


Phelps passed a table filled with other men, and one of them leaned back, laughing, and bumped him. The shot glasses clinked, spilling some liquor on the tray, and Phelps snapped, “Watch it, jagoff!”


“Sorry,” the guy said. “Didn’t see you there.”


“You’ll be real sorry if you do that again,” Phelps barked over his shoulder.


He brought the tray back to a table in the corner and slid it down on the fake wood surface, yelling, “BOMBS AWAY!”


Herman kept his back turned. He saw Clive, sitting at their usual spot at the bar, and his stomach unclenched. Clive smiled and waved him over, moving his backpack off the stool next to him. 


“Thought you were going to leave me in the lurch again,” he said. 


Herman eased down.


“Nah. Rough day at work. Did some bird therapy.”


“My friend. I ask this with the utmost compassion: when are you going to quit that miserable job?”


“You have one for me?”


Clive laughed at the running joke. He reached into his bag.


“I got you something,” he said. “Not a job, but it might brighten your day.”


He pulled a hardcover book out and presented it to his friend. Herman read the cover.


“‘Salem’s Lot!” he cried. 


“Take it. Check it out,” Clive said.


Herman took the book and marveled at the cover. He opened it up and read the copyright page. 


“First edition? How did you get this?”


“Took a bit of digging.”


Herman ran his fingers over the dust jacket. The 70s lettering. The peaceful vale of a town nestled inside the letter O. It was a little worn on the edges, but still in excellent condition.


“Go on,” Clive said. “Have a peek.”


Herman flipped to the first chapter, but Clive said, “No, I mean the blank page before the dedication.”


Herman drew a quick breath.


“Wait, are you telling me—”


“See for yourself.”


Herman carefully flipped back to the front of the book. There, on what should have been a blank page, was a note from the author. Herman read it aloud.


“Best Wishes, Stephen King. My God, Clive. SERIOUSLY HOW DID YOU FIND THIS?”


Clive smiled and shrugged.


“I have my ways.”


“Clive, this is too much.”


He tried to hand the book back, but Clive wouldn’t take it.


“Herman,” he said. “Take it. You’ve been having a rough time, and I wanted to give you something nice.”


Herman’s eyes welled up.


“I don’t know what to say,” he said. 


“Say thank you.”


“Thank y—”


Boone Phelps’s meaty paw landed on Herman’s back. It hit him so hard that his voice shook with the word “you.”


“Is that Hermy-pants?” Phelps cried.


Herman squeezed his eyes shut.


Through gritted teeth, he said, “Hey, Boone.”


“Don’t ‘Hey Boone’ me! Is that how you greet your best friend?”


Phelps gave Clive a chin-up.


“‘Sup, man.”


“Being a little rough, aren’t you?” Clive replied.


Phelps grabbed Herman by the shoulders and squeezed.


“Oh, Hermy-pants doesn’t mind, do you Hermy-pants?” Before Herman could answer, Phelps snatched the hardcover copy of Salem’s Lot out of his hands. 


“What’s this? Another one of your fag books?”


Herman lunged out of his seat and grabbed for it, but Phelps threw his arm over his head and hip-checked him.


“WHOA! WHOA! Take it easy, Hermy.” 


“Give it back!”


Phelps dangled over his head.


“Come on, boy. Jump!”


“Give it BACK!”


Phelps turned his back. He glanced at the cover and turned it over. Sneered at the picture of King on the back.


“Fuckin’ nerd.”


“Give the book back to him,” Clive said.


“Stay out of it, Poindexter.”


“Just be careful, okay, Boone?” Herman pleaded.


Phelps flipped through the pages.


“Words, words, words,” he said.  


He went back to the beginning and read the inscription.


“Best wishes? Hermy’s got himself a nerd crush!”


“That book is a collector’s item,” Clive said. “It’s worth more than a week of your pay.”


“OOOOH, a collector’s item,” Phelps said. He pinched the corner of the signed page. “It’d suck if someone ripped it, huh?”


“Don’t,” Herman said. 


Phelps smirked. Tugged the corner.


“Boone,” Herman pleaded. “Stop.”


Phelps leaned forward. Herman could smell the whiskey on his breath.


“Make me,” Phelps growled.


For the second time that day, Herman felt his face flush. His eye twitched. Phelps snorted.


“What’re you gonna do?” he said. 


Herman lunged for the book one last time and managed to grab the bottom. Phelps, surprised by the movement, yanked it away, tearing the page out of the spine.


Clive burst out of the door to The Black Cat. He spotted Herman hobbling through the lot, the desecrated copy of Salem’s Lot in his hand.


“Herman, wait!” he cried, striking after him.


“Leave me alone.”


“Please, Herman.”


“I’ve had enough for the day, okay?”


Clive caught him up and cut him off. He held out the torn page with Stephen King’s autograph.


“You forgot this.”


Herman side-eyed it like it was an alien artifact.


“It’s worthless now,” he said.


“No, it isn’t.”


“He shredded it. You must have paid thousands for this, and that idiot ruined it.”


“He tore one page out. I can repair it.”


“How?”


“I fix this kind of thing all the time at the store.” He held out his hand. “All I need is the book.”


“I hate that guy,” Herman said. “He’s been doing stuff like that since High School. I should have—”


“Don’t worry about him. Time wounds all heels.”


Herman snickered at the familiar phrase.


“I wish it’d hurry up and wound him.”


Now they both laughed.


“Give me the book,” Clive said. “I’ll fix the page tonight and have it back to you tomorrow, yes?”


Herman handed the book over.


“Thanks, Clive,” he said. “For everything.”


“You’re quite welcome.” Clive pointed the book at him as he backed away. “I’ll see you here tomorrow?”


“Here?”


“Herman. I’m telling you this as your friend. Don’t let anybody dictate what you can and can’t do, okay?”


“Yeah, I know.” 


“So. I will see you here tomorrow?”


“I guess.”










POSSESSION





HERMAN HEARD THE smoke alarm going off as he approached his house. He limped around to the back entrance and ripped the mudroom door.


“Mom?” he cried. 


He lurched through the mudroom and into the kitchen.


Flames had engulfed a pot sitting on the stove, and black smoke mushroomed over the lid and spread along the ceiling.


“Cripes!” Herman cried.


From somewhere inside, his mother screamed, “HERMAN HELP ME!”


Herman looked around, panicked. The dishes in the sink were piled so high that they spilled out over the counter. Mail and old newspapers littered the kitchen table. 


Ah! There! 


A wet dishrag lumped next to the faucet! 


He snatched it up, slapped it on the pot’s metal handle, and threw it into the sink, smashing plates and glasses.


“Mom?” he yelled, twisting the gas knob on the stove to OFF. “Where are you?”


“IN THE TV ROOM WHAT’S HAPPENING?”


On the way down the hallway, he waved at the haze that had gathered under the smoke detector. After a minute of furious action, the beeping cut off.


“HERMAN WHERE ARE YOU WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?”


“Mom, calm down!”


Every light in the living room was on, the couch cushions were piled in the middle of the floor, and the television was showing a college football game with the sound off.


“Mom?” Herman asked.


A small voice from the corner said, “over here.”


She was hiding behind the lounge chair, her eyes glinting from a space between the armrest and end table.


“Mom? What are you doing down there?”


“I don’t know. I was hungry so I made some soup and then I couldn’t find Scribbles and I ‘oh no, she ran out the front door!’ and we can’t do that, Herman, NEVER go in or out the front door, but I was looking for her and then that NOISE HAPPENED AND HERMAN I WAS SO SCARED!”


“It’s okay,” Herman said. He came around the back of the chair and held out his hand. “Come on, let’s get up.”


She took his hand and let herself be pulled to her feet.


“Herman are we in danger?”


“Everything’s okay. I took care of it.”


“Where’s Scribbles?”


“Scribbles is dead.”


“What?”


“He died when I was in high school, remember?”


“But I thought…”


She looked around, her eyes wild and confused.


“It’s going to be okay, Mom. Here. Sit down.”


“Okay.”


He helped her to her chair, grabbed the handle, and pulled up the footrest.


“Any idea what happened to the cushions?” he asked, surveying the pile on the floor.


“I don’t know who did that. Herman, I don’t want to watch football.”


“Lemme find the remote.”


Herman put the cushions back, uncovering the coffee table. The remote, along with an empty glass and a plate of half-eaten hot dogs, was sitting on it.


“I want to watch a movie,” his mother said.


“What movie?”


“I don’t know. Any movie. Not that one.”


“I haven’t changed the channel yet.”


“I don’t want to watch football.”


“I know.”


“Just turn it off,” she said, suddenly irritated.


Herman turned off the television. 


“Are you hungry?”


“What?”


“I asked you if you were hungry?”


“No. I had soup. A-a-and some hot dogs.”


“Can I get you something to drink?”


She seemed to think.


“Water?”


“Coming up.”


“No, I don’t want any.”


“Okay,” Herman grumbled.


His mother held out her hand.


“You were a good boy, Herman.”


“Thank you, Mom.”


“Your father loved you so much. It’s why he waited so long this time.”


“Mom, it’s getting late.”


“I’ve been sleeping all day. Will you stay up with me?”


Herman paused. He didn’t want to leave her unattended, but he was exhausted. 


“I have to be at work in the morning. I can’t be late, or Mr. Bruce’ll fire me.”


“Mr. Bruce?”


“He’s my boss.”


“Oh, I remember now! I remember! Herman, I need something from the attic!”


“The attic? Tonight?”


“Your father. He left it up there. I need it. A book, I think.”


Herman flapped his arms.


“You want to look at the photos again?”


“NO THE BOOK!”


“What book, Mom?”


“I-it’s in a bin. NO! It’s in the wall.”


“There’s a book in the wall?”


“HERMAN PLEASE!”


“I have to sleep, mom.”


His mother started to mumble, and Herman leaned in to hear.


“We were too late,” she said. “He wanted you to have some extra time, but he died.”


“Extra time? What are you talking—”


“We’re too late! We’re too late! HERMAN YOU HAVE TO FIND THE BOOK NOW!”


“If I find the book, will you stop yelling at me?”


“Yes! Oh, yes, Herman. Get the book.”


“Okay, Mom,” he said. “Okay.”


The attic stood silent in the night, lit only by the moon shining in through the half-windows on either side of the back wall. With a clunk and a whine, the hatch opened, and a shaft of warm light pierced the darkness. The retractable ladder slid down into the hallway, and moments later, Herman climbed up, still favoring his injured leg. 


He stepped into the attic and placed his hands on his hips. Everything sat in the same spot as the last time his mother sent him up there on a similarly weird mission. Their old Christmas decorations still spilled out of a bin to the left, and the tower of boxes remained stacked under one of the windows in front of him. 


Someone was standing in the corner to his right.


Ice formed in Herman’s stomach, and he turned, expecting to see an axe or a bat or something swinging in his direction…


But it was just an old headless mannequin leaning against his mother’s dilapidated sewing table.


He let out a combination sigh and laugh.


Herman reached up and felt around for the cord, grimacing when his fingers caressed some cobwebs floating in the air. He found it and pulled, and light filled the attic: every nook, every cranny, every corner. There were four rusty eyebolts screwed into the boards. (“To keep things tied down,” his father once explained.) There were the traps and trip wires (“Gotta keep the yard clear of varmints.”)


He took one of the boxes off the tower and put it on the boards. Then he dragged an old kitchen chair in front of it and sat down. He flipped the lid off and looked inside, hoping to see a book—any book—but instead all he found was a grimy white school binder. He swiped the surface clean. His father had written AP 11 across the front in black magic marker. Ah, yes. The Great Mr. Epler’s English Language and Composition class. Herman tossed it aside.


Under the binder was a mass of family pictures. He reached in and stirred them around. Dug out a handful. He and his parents on vacations. Elementary school photos. Herman playing with the kids on the street. Smiling at the memories, he set them aside and dug deeper. 


The next shot he picked up was a blurry Kodachrome from 1979. He was twelve. He and his parents were standing on the front porch of their home, the one he was never allowed to set foot on. His mother was covering her face (as usual), his father had shielded his eyes from the sun so the only thing visible was his mouth and chin. Herman stood between them, all smiles and teeth. In the white space under the image, he’d written their names, the script awkward and childish: Dad (Frederick), Mom (Stella), Me! (Herman). Herman ran his finger over the picture. His throat started to close up.


He dug deeper, this time retrieving an old black-and-white, again taken on the front porch of his house. 1940’s. His father, still a boy, beaming very much like Herman had in the first picture. Behind him scowled two old people. His grandparents. Or so he assumed. He’d never met them. There were no pictures of them around the house. Whenever he asked his mom and dad about them, they said they died young. These people didn’t look young. His grandfather was a veritable skeleton in a black suit and hat, his grandmother wearing a bonnet and dress under an overcoat. Both of their faces were blurry.


Another plunge into the old photos. Another picture. 


Same setting. 1915, maybe later. Sepia-toned. Two old people, stiff and unsmiling, dressed in black formalwear. A young boy in a Fauntleroy suit.


Something shifted to his right, something behind the mannequin. Herman’s head snapped up.


“Hello?”


He listened intently, wondering if it was a rat, but when he didn’t hear anything skittering around, he stood up and went over to the source of the sound. Almost all of the attic had been left unfinished, with bales of insulation staple-gunned into the frame, all except the side in front of which he’d placed the mannequin. That section had been boarded over, bottom to top, with thirty-six 2x4s. Herman had been fascinated by the wall when he was a boy, and he’d counted the boards many times. 


“Why is that wall up there?” he’d asked his father once. 


He must have been eleven or twelve.



