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INTRODUCTION










I don’t know Daniel I Russell personally. I’ve never met him face-to-face and we’ve only occasionally corresponded over email and via the Audrey II of the web, Facebook (I imagine Mark Zuckerberg sitting at his computer screaming, ‘Feed me, social network users, feed me!’). Yet, after reading Tricks, Mischief and Mayhem I feel I know him. And that’s the incredible magic of fiction: you get to know the author through the worlds they design, through the characters they create, through the types of stories they tell. Their fears, desires, obsessions: it’s all there on the page for the reader to peek at (whether the writer meant it to be there or not) and by reading an author’s words you get an insight into who they are.

Well, as long as the author is doing it right.

I’ve always believed that good fiction can be more truthful than nonfiction. Those truths we keep buried deep inside, the embarrassing secrets and hidden quirks we rarely allow to see the light of day, they’re a lot easier to bare to the world when they’re wrapped up in a piece of fiction. That horrible time at school when you were bullied? You may have told your friends about the torment, the name calling, maybe even the beatings at the bike shed after school. But the day the bullies dragged you into the men’s toilets and dunked your head into one of the toilet bowls? That disgusting and embarrassing event you keep to yourself.

Unless you’re a writer. Then you take that brutal experience and work it into a piece of fiction. It’s not just that it lends a verisimilitude to the writing, but it’s a release. A catharsis. You may never have told your wife about the toilet incident, but a hundred, a thousand, maybe (if you’re one of the lucky few) a million strangers will read about it, and then they will know a truth about you that in another context you would have never revealed to a single soul.

And that’s what good fiction does. It expresses an author’s thoughts and feelings. Yes fiction can hold up a mirror to our world, to ourselves, but at its best it’s the writer who holds the mirror and what he sees reflected back is himself.

Now I don’t know whether Daniel was ever bullied at school, whether he ever had the unpleasant experience of getting a mouthful of toilet water, but I feel I do know a few things about the man; at least, a truth filtered through the wonder of fiction. Because Daniel writes good fiction. There’s a feeling of truth within these stories of strange mutant creatures and evil clowns.

For example, I’m fairly confident that Daniel was either born in England or spent some time there. The majority of the stories in this collection are set in the UK, which might seem like a good bet that my assumption is correct. However, often a setting is written about at a distance by a writer who’s good at using Google. There’s nothing inherently wrong about writing about a place you’ve never been to, just as long as the setting is crucial to your story and you go beyond Wikipedia when researching, but it always lends authenticity to a piece of writing when the writer is dealing with a place he knows well. And usually readers can pick up when a writer is writing from experience or from research. 

In Daniel’s case, I feel like he knows Britain well, like with the story, ‘Fluffs’. It smacks of first-hand experience. Not, I hope, with the eponymous creatures, but in the way he describes the dreary terraced house of the main protagonist, and the greasy fast food joint, Kelly’s Kitchen, where he dines on something called the Hunger Buster meal. Or the way in which he describes the dingy pubs and cobbled alleys of the East End of London in ‘The Love Revolution’.

It would also seem that Daniel identifies closely with the hard-working class, as most of his characters are blue-collar workers. There are very few lawyers, executives or aristocracy to be found within these pages. No mansions populated by suits and models or faraway castles filled with suave vampires. No, Daniel’s characters are slaughterhouse workers, supermarket deli employees, policemen, miners, soldiers. It feels like he knows these types of people well, and while most of the characters aren’t always overjoyed with their lot in life, and more than a few are of the deviant variety, Daniel still treats them with a certain amount of respect. He’s not judging these people or looking down on them. They’re his people, they’re the everyman, and it seems Daniel is most comfortable writing about them. And in doing so, it lends his stories grit and realism. These may be tales of the fantastic, but they’re steeped in the mud, sweat and blood of the proletariat.

In reading these stories, I also got a good sense of some of Daniel’s interests; those mild obsessions that fuel every artist. And in the case of writers who dabble in the dark side, of his fears.

I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Daniel was a fan of comic books, including old horror comics such as Tales From the Crypt. I would be fairly confident in saying that one of Daniel’s favourite movies was Creepshow, and even going so far as to including its lesser sequel among his guilty pleasures (okay, you want truth in writing? Here we go—I’ve always enjoyed the sequel more than the first movie. It’s goofier, sure, but I find it a blast. You can send emails of derision to the following address...). Many of Daniel’s stories read like segments from the gruesomely entertaining Romero/King movie. Daniel’s stories contain that sense of pulp fiction, that same sense of fun and devilish delight in scaring the reader that the movie has. Most of his stories deal with monsters in varying forms encroaching upon the ordinarily lives of its characters. It’s the unnatural occurrences within an everyday setting, populated by everyday people, which evokes not only the movie, but also Stephen King’s fiction. And for me, perhaps most tellingly, the evil in Daniel’s stories usually comes about as a direct result of the actions of his characters, and not from an evil that acts independently and for its own end.

Take the segment in Creepshow, ‘The Lonesome Death of Jordy Verrill’. In it, a dim-witted hillbilly is turned into a giant weed-creature when he touches a meteorite. The itching and disfigurement becomes so great that in the end he kills himself. Unlike, say, The Blob, in which the characters are innocents attempting to stop an outside alien force, the horrible fate of Jordy Verrill is of his own making. It’s his greed that makes him touch the meteorite and starts off the strange alien growth over his body, and it’s his wanton disregard for his ghostly father’s warning not to take a bath that ultimately leads to his own end. The two Creepshow movies are full of these types of stories, where the actions of the characters directly result in their own demise/terror: you could say they’re old-fashioned morality plays wrapped up in a funhouse parlour (both ‘Old Chief Wood’nhead’ and ‘The Hitchhiker’ from the sequel are two more examples of the horror stemming not from outside forces inflicting the innocent, but resulting from the actions of the characters).

Daniel’s stories are told in a similar vein. More often than not, it’s the characters’ greed, recklessness, desire or penchant for violence that results in a greater evil coming into play. Take the story ‘Roots’, for example (a story that wouldn’t be out of place in a Creepshow anthology, if such a book existed). In it, the antagonist, a nasty serial killer with a green thumb, employs a particularly gruesome fertiliser to help his plants grow. However, it’s this nasty —albeit clever—way of disposing of his victims that leads to his karmic fate.

This concept of switching the evil back onto the bad guys runs throughout Daniel’s stories. Bad things happen to good people, but usually the baddies get their comeuppance in the end.

Talking about Creepshow and tales such as ‘Jordy Verrill’, it’s apparent to me that one of Daniel’s interests/fears (sometimes the two aren’t so easily distinguishable) is nature. In a number of his stories, nature, whether it be flora or fauna, is the focal point of the horror. I’ve already mentioned ‘Roots’, but Mother Nature in all her malevolence also features in stories such as ‘The Lady of Potter’s Field’, ‘Creeper’, ‘Fluffs’ (the protagonist avoids all parks and green areas, as he’s deathly afraid of bees) and ‘Nobody Messes with Venus’. Now I don’t know where this interest—or fear—in the natural world stems from. Maybe Daniel always wanted to be a park ranger, or maybe when he was young he got lost in the bush and spent a dark, scary night among the trees and creepers. Whatever the reason, making something as natural and ubiquitous as plants and animals be the catalyst for so much fear and animosity makes for fascinating reading.

I also gather, from stories such as ‘A Picture Tells’ and ‘Following Orders’, that Daniel has an interest in World War II, and with the numerous references to music and instruments (in particular the guitar), Daniel is either a music-freak, a musician, or both.

So you see, whether he meant to or not, Daniel has told us a fair bit about himself over the course of these twenty-two stories. Now, I could be wrong in many of my deductions. These are, after all, only my thoughts and feelings as a reader, and others may come away with different ideas and interpretations. Whether I’m right in every detail doesn’t ultimately matter; what does matter is that the stories Daniel has written feel like they contain parts of himself in each creation. It’s the mark of a good writer when the stories they tell feel authentic, that they are unique and can only be told by that author, based on their own experiences, desires, obsessions and fears.

Daniel I Russell is a talented young writer with a bright future. He writes with clear prose, grit and a devilish sense of humour. Contained within these pages are a lot of truths. Sure there are ghosts and killer pigs, zombies and vampires, bizarre phallic creatures and mutant toddlers, but if you look hard enough, you will find them.

And that, my fellow readers, is because Daniel I Russell is doing it right.




Brett McBean, June 2013


 

 

 

LIVING HAUNTS










Darren Henderson had described a dirty magazine left inside the building.

Bobby thought about this as he walked down the railway path: a tarmac trail running parallel to the train tracks, traversing the side of the valley. On his right stood a handful of trees and bushes that separated the path and the residential streets above. On the left, the ground sloped away beyond a high wire fence towards the tracks.

Bobby searched for the gaping hole some teenagers had cut weeks ago.

The sun smiled down from the clear sky with the familiarity of an old friend come visiting. The months through winter and spring had been arduous for a young boy with a heart for adventure. The cold and wind turned his house into a prison; the rain flowing down the windows better at keeping him indoors than any metal bars.

But now summer had arrived. The doors of freedom had opened, and life was a non-stop cycle of bike riding, tree climbing and exploring. Bobby decided to leave his bike at home; more likely to find the gap in the fence on foot.

Even the air smelled of summer—cut grass and barbecues. This, mixed with the smell of the suntan cream his mother had insisted he wore, inspired memories of holidays past. The warm breeze caressed his arms and bare legs beneath his shorts.

Bobby spied the hole in the fence, hidden behind an overgrown bush. He pushed the leaves aside.

The gap sat at ground level, about the size of a car wheel. The edges were neatly trimmed, not the jagged rim of cut wire he expected.

He crawled through in an instant and climbed to his feet at the top of the slope. His heart quickened, and he licked his dry lips. The other side of the fence lay before him: the forbidden land. 

His excitement grew as he descended the gentle slope towards the tracks on gravel covered ground. He knew of the dangers of the railway. His mother had warned him of high speed trains. He’d even seen a safety video at school where a boy had his feet caught in the tracks and chopped off by a train. They’d found the boy’s trainers with the feet still in them, much to the horror of the girls in the class. The boys cheered. 

Forget the trains, he thought. I’m not going near the tracks.

A squat brick building, no bigger than a standard garage, stood in the shade of lightly swaying trees. Its doors and windows were long gone, now just black holes in the frontage. Spray paint coated the brown brickwork, forming a crude collage of words and pictures. One symbol looked like a white, upside down cross. A bong in time was streaked across the side of the building in big green letters, next to a picture of a leaf. Bobby wondered what a bong was. 

He reached the bottom of the slope and started the short walk towards the building. Adrenaline rose with each step, and expectation tightened his shorts. Darren Henderson had said the magazine lay just inside the doorway, and the girls in its pages showed everything.

Bobby had never seen a girl completely naked before. He’d seen his mum stepping out of the bath, but that was different. She wasn’t a proper girl, and besides, he got a funny feeling when he looked. A funny bad feeling. This way he’d see for himself what the girls had down there and explore the old building at the same time. 

Broken glass shattered and crunched under his feet as he peered around the doorway, his eyes quickly adjusting to the inner gloom. Sunlight beamed in through the extinct window, forming a golden square on the ground at the centre of the single room. Birds in the trees voiced a raucous song, as if encouraging the intrepid adventurer on.

Bobby took a few hesitant steps inside, his gaze roaming the floor, seeking out the legendary magazine. The building reeked of damp and metal; the scents of summer abandoned at the door. Debris lay scattered on the floor, mostly empty cans and bottles. Maybe the mess left behind after a drunken party? Dirty rags and bin bags brimming with rubbish were strewn about the place. 

Bobby walked in a little further, the semi darkness swallowing him up as he moved away from the entrance. 

Small, clear bags that resembled deflated balloons clung to the floor like slugs. Bobby stepped on one. It stuck to the sole of his trainer, and he scraped it off with a groan.

Needles lay among the discarded balloons. Bobby had seen one once before, at the clinic, and the nurse had stuck one in his arm.

He edged deeper into the building.

Following another scan of the floor, he decided that Darren Henderson was a big fat liar. There wasn’t a girly magazine here, just filth and rot.

Filled with disappointment, Bobby looked out of the window cavity. He watched traffic crawl along the road at the top of the distant embankment.

Hearing something move behind him, he spun away from the window. His gaze darted among the rags and piles of rubbish, desperately seeking the rat or bird that caused the slight sound.

Nothing stirred between the bottles and cans, leaving Bobby to think that the sound was all in his head. A small boy, alone in a derelict shack, had a right to let his imagination torment him a little.

He decided to go. The corners had become a little too dark, the smells more rotten.

He stepped into the square of light at the centre of the room. He listened to his own breathing over the silence. Even the birds had ceased their song.

“And where do you think you’re going?”

Bobby flinched from the voice and froze.

Tears surfaced, carried by a cold, hard panic.

“I asked you a question!” demanded the voice.

“I... I...” Bobby stammered, his mouth screwed up, not allowing the words to escape. 

A man stepped out of the shadows in the corner. He wore blue jeans and a leather jacket, his blonde hair slicked back. He locked Bobby in a hungry, blue stare.

“After everything that’s happened tonight, you were just going to go?”

Bobby didn’t know what the man was babbling about, which added to his worry. He’d been caught by a lunatic. 

“I don’t care!” shouted the man, answering an unheard voice.

Bobby inched towards the doorway, keeping his eyes on the blonde man, ready to bolt if he made any sudden movements.

“You can’t just go, Elaine! I love you!”

Bobby burst into a run as the man stepped towards him. He almost escaped, but the man covered the short distance in a few long strides, reaching out. Bobby lost all control, kicking and thrashing. The man seized him by the wrists.

“You’re a cock tease, that’s all. Nothing but a fucking cock tease!” the man yelled into his face.

Bobby screamed.

“I’ll show you, bitch. Look at me.”

The man shook him, and Bobby peered up.

The man clenched his teeth, spittle flying out between his lips. His breath whistled out. He held Bobby’s wrists higher.

Bobby saw his own hands and screamed again, releasing high-pitched feminine cries that reverberated around the room. Normally small and chubby, his hands had become pale and slender. The nails were long, shaped and painted a bright red.

My hands! his mind reeled. He’s done something to my hands!

The man cursed and shook him again, causing long, black hair to fall about Bobby’s face.

“Bitch!”

He threw Bobby onto the litter covered floor, among the needles and rubbish, and the boy scooted back from his attacker until his back met the cool wall. The black hair fell into his eyes.

Bobby whimpered as the man approached.

“Now,” he said coolly. “Let’s see what you have under that dress, shall we?”

Bobby looked down at the slim fitting black evening dress that clung to his body.

He glanced back up, ready to kick out at the stranger, but he found that the man had vanished. Bobby sat alone in the building by the railway, a crying heap by the wall.

He wore a t-shirt and shorts. No evening dress. No painted nails. No long, black hair.

The birds still kept their solemn quiet.

After a few minutes of hushed sniffles, Bobby leaned forwards off the wall. He crawled through the rubbish towards the door.

He gasped and pulled his hand back as it moved over a broken bottle. A quick look showed no blood on his palm, and he gave a sigh of relief. Replacing his hand on the floor, his fingers brushed a thin plastic object. He shuddered.

Another needle.

Although this one was different from the others. Clean, the needle shiny instead of dulled and rusty, it appeared brand new. The cylinder contained a milky liquid.

Bobby watched in horror as he picked it up. He brought it up to his face for a reluctant closer inspection.

His blood screamed out, hungry for the sallow liquid.

With expert handling, he manoeuvred the needle tip to the top of his forearm. The panic returned in full force. Cold metal pricked his skin, needle slid into flesh.

“No!” he shouted. The word echoed back over and over, mocking his pleas. “No...! No...! No...!”

His outburst shattered the illusion. The needle vanished.

Bobby jumped to his feet and ran for the door. 

An old man one moment, with a long, greying beard and half a bottle of vodka, Bobby staggered forwards. He smelled his own odour of urine and alcohol. In a heartbeat, he transformed to a young girl: battered, bruised and hiding from her father. 

Bobby fell through the doorway onto the sun-baked ground and threw up. 

The earth trembled, and he closed his eyes tight.

Bobby feared the ground would open up beneath him and he’d fall into the darkness, the building claiming him forever.

A horn blared, and he opened his eyes. A train rumbled down the tracks towards him. The wind whipping back his hair as it passed.

The birds sang again. Sparrows and blue tits jumped around the bushes and treetops in their secret games. A car horn blasted out on the road at the top of the embankment. The sun kissed Bobby’s sweat-slicked skin and the world came back to life.

Bobby ran.

Climbing the grassy slope up to the wire fence, he dared a glance over his shoulder. The building sat still and silent. Diving for the hole in the fence, he scurried through and stood up on the tarmac path, hunched over and panting.

“Excuse me, can we get by?”

He flinched as the blonde man in blue jeans and a leather jacket walked past, his arm draped around the shoulders of a girl, with long dark hair and red painted nails.


 

 

 

THE BLOOD PIT










Trudging through the courtyard to the small building at the rear of the farm, Bert shielded his eyes against the glare of the sun. He already felt the stroke of heat against his forehead and wiped his hand against the skin, as if he could rub away the imminent burn. The sunrays bounced off the flagstones, the white slabs shining golden, dazzled Bert. He squinted.

Gonna be a hot one today. Just what I need, damn it.

The smell of the abattoir grew stronger as he neared, the stench of blood and rot seeping out, even though the door stood closed. Bert spat on the ground and wiped his forehead again, knowing it was going to be a hundred times stronger inside.

But someone’s gotta do it, eh Pa? he thought with a sigh. He placed a hand against the wooden door and shoved it open.

The smell hit him like a knife up the nose, swimming up into his head then down into his stomach, catching in his throat on the way. Bert breathed the foul air in deeply, encouraging his body to acclimatise to, rather than reject, the stench.

Patrick looked up as the old man entered. The boy was finishing off the clearing forms, confirming the identity of each of today’s pigs and their farm of origin.

“Smells like heaven,” Patrick said, looking back to the papers on his clipboard.

“Smells to high heaven, more like,” replied Bert, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. The bright sun vanished; three glowing fluorescent tubes overhead produced a draining white light for the man and boy.

Bert paused to watch Patrick work. Glad the boy had come in early to make a start, he was especially pleased the paperwork might be done. He hated the boring, and in his eyes pointless, tasks. There wasn’t any paperwork in his father’s day.

“How’s your mum?” Bert asked, striding deeper into the room.

“She’s fine... I guess...” said Patrick, his gaze darting briefly up to Bert then returning back to the job at hand.

“She still not happy with you workin’ here?”

“Yeah, but what else can I do? I mean, there’s only me bringing in the money and I can’t just jack it in, can I? Be different if my chicken shit dad was still around.”

Bert’s throat tightened.

She still hasn’t told him.

“You okay?” 

Bert looked up to see Patrick, the paperwork temporarily forgotten, staring back with concern.

“Fine, boy. Just thinkin’. Us ol’ timers do that time to time. Anyway, how many porkers we gots today?” Bert pulled on his soiled apron. The original whiteness was long gone, the material stained brown with use. He slid on a pair of thick, black rubber gloves.

“‘Round thirty,” said Patrick, wiping the sweat gathered on his face away with his hand. “Looks like we got a busy day, and in this heat...”

“We’ll have no jaw flappin’ here,” said Bert. “My Pa was a slaughterer, so was his Pa. You’d never catch them complainin’ about a lil’ thing like the heat! Rain or shine, boy, they’d be a workin’ with smiles on their faces.” Bert displayed his own crossword smile. “Sooner we starts, sooner we has us a cold beer and a bacon sandwich, eh? Bring out the first squealer, less you have anymore moans in that soft head o’ yours.”

Patrick obediently turned and left through the back door, which led to the holding paddock.

Bert placed his hands on his hips and shook his head.

You don’t half do some whinin’, boy. Just like your Ma.

He went about checking his equipment, a routine he could have completed with his eyes closed. The stunner lay on the floor beside the pig pen, its thick cable leading from the generator hung up on the wall. Safer up there with no risk of it sparking in a puddle of blood. If that happened, it wouldn’t just be the pigs getting fried. The stunner itself was nothing more than an oversized pair of metal tongs with deep plastic handles. The tongs ended in two metal blocks, which would be placed either side of the pig’s head.

Above the pen and the stunner, a metal rail ran the length of the ceiling with several chains hanging from it. It made access and movement of the stunned pig that much easier. A few metres along the rail, the blood pit sat beneath.

Nothing more than a large, open tank covered by a metal grating, the pit caught the blood and other fluids released by the pig during slaughter, and the grating stopped any clumsy workers, namely Patrick, from falling in.

Bert walked over to the pit and hooked his rubber-clad fingers through a slit in the grating. He slid it free a couple of inches and looked inside.

The level of dark fluids, a mixture of browns and reds, hung below the edge of the pit. The smell coming out of it was just bearable, even for Bert.

“Jesus Christ!” he shouted, letting the grate fall with a solid clunk. “Patrick! Hey Patrick, you lazy sack of shit!”

He hated himself for talking that way to the boy, but he had to learn. It was how his Pa had taught him.

The rear door opened a crack. Bert heard sounds of a struggle from the other side. 

“You doin’ okay back there, boy?”

“Erm... yeah, Bert. We got a feisty one here!”

“He won’ be feisty much longer...” Bert looked down into the blood pit. “Why this not been drained this mornin’?”

“Sid called, something about an industrial action. Says it might be Wednesday.”

“Wednesday? Son of a bitch! This shit stinkin’ out the whole farm!”

“You get used to it,” called Patrick. “Ouch! Damn pig rammed me!”

“You better bring that swine in here, boy,” said Bert, walking from the pit to the pen. He picked up the stunner by the handles. “I seen ‘em take chunks outta bigger than you.”

The rear door swung open wide and Patrick, clutching a stick and a wooden board, did his best to guide the pig down the short track and into the pen. He released a gasp of relief when he shut the gate behind it.

“Vicious little fucker,” he said, laying down his tools and rubbing the back of his leg.

“Probably knew what’s comin’,” said Bert. He unhooked the bright yellow cable from the wall and rammed the connector into the stunner.

Patrick moved around the pen and took his position at the generator.

The pig, a large potbelly with black patches splashed across its sides, looked up from beneath floppy pink ears. It grunted.

“Ready?” asked Bert, already leaning over.

“Ready.”

The pig, who now appeared quite complacent in its final moments, allowed Bert to attach the stunner, the metal blocks pressing into its temples. Bert held on tight.

“Okay. Go.”

Patrick flicked a switch.

A loud crack rang out through the room. The pig fell on its side, feet kicking in the air or scraping the floor.

Bert, quickly and efficiently, removed the stunner, pulled out the cable and hung it back on the wall. He passed the warm metal tongs to Patrick before returning to the pig. He picked up a loop of chain and placed the ankles of the hind legs inside. Tightening the loop, he gave Patrick a single wave.

Already at his next station, Patrick pressed a green button on a box at the wall. Hydraulics hummed into life. The chain pulled tight and began to lift the pig.

“Easy,” said Bert. “Nice ‘n’ slow. She’s a big girl.”

The back of the pig followed its legs into the air. It kicked and shuddered.

“Are you sure it’s out?”

“Yup,” said Bert. “Just a spasm. Keep her going.”

The front trotters trailed along the floor and then rose to dangle under the head. Patrick lifted the pig another couple of feet in the air.

“There we are,” said Bert. He pushed the suspended pig out of the pen. The chain rattled along the rail above as the pig moved over the blood pit. He removed a knife from the apron. “My tool of bacon-creation.”

He paused.

“You wanna do this one?” He raised his eyebrow and held the knife out to Patrick, handle first.

Patrick’s eyes flickered to the upside down pig that still jerked and swung on the chain.

“You go ahead,” he said. “I’ll clean up.”

“Hehe!” chuckled Bert, switching the knife around in his hand. “You gotta draw your first blood one day, boy!” He turned to face his task. “Lil’ pig, lil’ pig, let me come in.”

He casually stuck the knife into the pig’s throat and gave a short, powerful sideways pull.

Blood instantly jetted out in spurts, forming a red arc. It splashed against the grating and dripped through the slits into the pit. The pig grunted, its movements slowing.

“Easy,” said Bert, replacing the wet knife. “Let’s get her in the tank.”

The scalding tank lay against the far wall, looking like a metal coffin or iron lung, with various tubes and pipes coming off it.

With Patrick guiding, Bert pushed the now dead pig further along the rail and lowered it into the open and waiting tank. He removed the chain from its legs and closed the lid. A pull of a lever and the bulky machine began to churn and slosh like a dishwasher as the boiling water poured in.

“Is it cooking?” asked Patrick, looking past. “The gauge hasn’t moved.”

With a frown, Bert studied the motionless temperature gauge.

“Damn thing.” He gave the dial an open hand smack. The needle jumped up. “That’s more like it.” He pulled off the gloves and dug out a pack of smokes from his pocket, offering one to Patrick.

“So Sid said Wednesday, eh?”




*    *    *




Ten minutes later, the pig was stark white; the black patches appeared bleached away. The hair had been removed along with several layers of skin. Steam still billowed from the pig’s open mouth, like a dragon about to belch a plume of fire. Bert and Patrick loaded the pig back onto the chain and moved it to the middle of the abattoir, hanging down towards the floor.

“You’d better get that hose ready,” said Bert, extracting the knife again. “Swine this big gonna have a whole lot inside her.”

He cut the pig from belly to throat and fanned out the fatty folds of flesh. With expert nicks and slits, Bert cut through the tendons and the gristle that attached the organs to the body. Intestines hit the floor, followed by the heart and lungs. Within a minute, the pig was hollowed out.

Bert picked out a few speciality pieces for sausages and the like, then allowed Patrick to hose the floor clean. The boy knocked the red and pink lumps of tissue into the blood pit with a high pressure spray.

While Patrick was on clean up, Bert unhooked the pale carcass and held it like a lover.

“You were a pig, my friend. Now, you’re pork.”

He carried it to the far corner, opening the large metal door leading into the freezer.




*    *    *




Bert, outside and glad to be in the fresh air, leaned back against the side of the abattoir, the last beer in his hand and a bacon sandwich in his stomach. The saltiness of the fatty strips cut through the somewhat hazy taste of the cheap lager. He’d returned to the house to fetch the can, leaving Patrick to make his way alone to the local shop to pick up extra. Bert raised the beer to his lips, guzzling the last of the contents as he listened to the sheep bleat in the north field. The sun hung low on the horizon; a golden ball of flames casting the surrounding fields and buildings in a deep orange glow. He raised his empty can in silent salute to Patrick and then threw it on the floor.

Glad the day’s nearly over, he thought, stretching. Damn hogs nearly had me beat.

He knew he was lying to himself. They would never beat him. He’d be slaughtering pigs until he died, just like his Pa and his Pa before him.

But thirty squealers in one day was a lot of meat. A banquet of bacon. A celebration of sausage.

And they’ll be more tomorrow, he thought. Bert leaned off the wall and turned to the door, deciding to do the final clear up as a surprise treat for Patrick.

Boy works hard. I can see the slaughterer in him.

Inside, the stench was stronger than ever, the fresh juices of the day mingling with the old inside the blood pit. Bert couldn’t believe he’d stomached it all day. 

The odd patch of red-stained concrete needed scrubbing down, and congealed hair and skin had to be removed from the scalding tank before it clogged. The blood pit would have to wait until Sid sorted out his industrial action.

“Industrial action, my arse,” said Bert, picking up the hose. He walked over to the tap and turned it on, blasting the floor with water. “This lil’ piggy went to market...” he said in a singsong voice.

He showered off a particularly stubborn piece of meat. It skittered across the floor, through the grating and landed with a plop inside the pit.

“This lil’ piggy stayed at home. This lil’ piggy had a bacon sandwich...”

He directed the hose over the pen.

“Fuckin’ cannibal! Anyway, this lil’ piggy had none...”

Returning the spray to the floor, he formed circular patterns and grinned, feeling light headed from the beer.

“And this lil’ piggy went—”

Squeal!

Bert rushed over to the tap and frantically shut it off. The last of the water sluiced from the hose, and the abattoir fell into silence.

Bert’s gaze darted between the front door leading to the courtyard and the rear door of the holding paddock.

Where in God’s name did that come from?

Bert checked the clock hanging on the wall. It was a little after six-thirty, too late for any last minute delivery of pigs.

But all the hogs here are gutted and chillin’. No more squealers here.

“If this is you playin’ tricks, boy, you best knock ‘em off,” he called. “I ain’t got time for no silly beggars!”

The cry came again. Bert jumped, his old heart racing.

Don’t you go gettin’ carried away, he thought, swallowing. You been listenin’ to pigs all day. Maybe you just hearin’ things.

More grunting. Bert held his breath, trying to locate the source of the noise.

The freezer.

Ain’t no hogs in there, he reasoned, walking forwards. None that can grunt, anyway.

The noise grew louder as he approached, rising to a cacophony of cries and grunts when he grabbed the deadbolt.

He slid back the bolt, preparing for the stampede of pigs that would inevitably come rushing out. 

How the hell they got in here? I’ll tan that boy’s hide when he gets back...

Bert swung the door open.

The noise stopped instantly. He listened to the low hum of the freezer’s cooling unit. The thirty hollowed out pigs hung still, their frost covered faces pointing at the floor.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Bert, about to step inside. He poked his tongue through a gap in his teeth as he looked around the freezer, keeping a tight grip on the door. “This ever happen to you, Pa? Hearing them hogs when there ain’t no hogs to hear?”

A splash sounded behind him, and Bert cried out and whipped around. The freezer door closed with a soft thud. Bert gripped his chest.

“Don’t know how you doin’ this, boy!” he shouted. “But I’m gonna stick my boot so far up your arse you gonna shit out your ears when I getta hold of ya!”

Bert frowned, looking around the abattoir. The splashing seemed to come from the blood pit.

“If you ain’t in there already,” he said, heading towards it, “you soon will be!”

He stopped at the edge, staring down through the slits in the grating. Something moved inside.

“Son of a bitch,” Bert moaned, crouching to his knees. “This thing ain’t never meant to be this full. Sid’ll swing, I promise.”

He grabbed the grating and pulled it clear, revealing the circular pit. The murky liquids inside frothed and bubbled like a disease-ridden Jacuzzi.

“Now what’s gone and caused this shit?” asked Bert, taking slight comfort from the sound of his own voice. He leaned over for a closer look, the toes of his boots inches away from the edge of the pit. “Dang!”

A misshapen hand darted out of the brown tempest. The fat, hard fingers reached out and scraped against Bert’s boot.

He leapt back with a cry.

A long and slender arm followed the hand out of the blood pit; somehow clean despite its origin. The hand reached across the floor towards Bert.

He scooted backwards on his rear until his back hit the side of the pen. He watched in a terror-born paralysis as the hand swept left and right over the floor like the head of a fleshy snake.

Bert couldn’t peel his gaze away from the few fingers on the hand, so chunky and swollen, the nails thick and black.

That ain’t no hand, his panicking mind screamed. That’s a trotter!

Congealed blood splashed up in a wave. A head burst from the depths.

It was a pig. 

Its tiny eyes, like two ebony marbles, scanned the abattoir and found the slaughterer. Sniffing the air, its flat snout rose and fell in excitement.

Bert screamed, the stare of the pig sending shivers and jerks racing up his body. He’d failed to see the second arm until the pig pushed out of the blood pit as a swimmer climbs out of the pool.

Bert’s stare fell down onto the body of the emerging hog. For a second, he thought it might be someone in an elaborate mask, for its body was almost human. He gasped as the chest rose out of the pit, displaying a pair of exposed and generous breasts. The nipples were stiff, jutting out and pointing in Bert’s direction. His gaze travelled down in disbelief at the other sets of teats steadily decreasing in size, lined up underneath. The bottom pair, with nipples no larger than pencil top erasers, lay just above the slender body’s navel.

Releasing a long, high-pitched whine, Bert shifted along the pen towards the door.

The pig pulled a long and toned leg from the pit that ended in another mangled trotter. Pushing up on the knee, the creature removed the other leg from the mire and stood.

Bert glanced at the sacred spot between its legs. It possessed what any normal woman would have, even a dark triangle of curly hair sat above.

The pig opened its mouth, displaying rows of small, yellow teeth. The roar rocked the building, a hundred-strong chorus of pigs, grunting and squealing.

Bert added his own cry to the din and clamped his hands over his ears.

The pig closed its mouth, cutting off the noise, and took a step forwards.

The movement spurred Bert into action. He jumped up from the floor and, ignoring the throbbing protests from his knees, bolted for the door.

The creature was fast, gliding across the room in a second and grabbing Bert by the shoulders. He recoiled at the touch and thrashed to break free. The pig held on. The hard trotters pinched Bert’s skin through his shirt. Its breath stank of smoky fat.

He screamed as the beast howled again, the voices of suffering hogs ringing in his ears. Sliding a hand into the pocket of his apron, he found the cool plastic handle of his knife and tugged it free. With the roar still filling his head, Bert stuck his elbow out to the side and punched the blade up.

The pig squealed as the sharp metal penetrated deep. It released Bert and staggered backwards.

Bert hobbled to the wall and turned.

The handle of the knife protruded from below the bottom right breast. The pig tilted its head back and bellowed its awful noise, blowing back the few hairs scattered on Bert’s head.

Again, he needed to slap his hands over his ears, blocking out the phalanx of squealers before it split his head in two. He looked to the floor, feeling dizzy.

The creature stood in a loop of chain that dangled from the ceiling rail and lay spread out on the floor.

Bert looked back up to find the humanoid hog staring at him. Was that the flare of hatred in its eyes? Or the flames of the Hell that spat the monstrosity out? Bert slowly reached to his right, fingers creeping across the wall to the metal box a few feet away.

The pig voiced its anger and pain once more.

Gritting his teeth against the noise, Bert’s probing fingers found the button on the box and pressed it.

The pig looked up at the hum from the overhead rail before staring back at Bert. It bent its snout and grunted.

Bert stayed rigid against the wall, his finger still pressing the button so hard his joints burned.

The beast stepped towards him, but fell forwards, hitting the ground with a crunch. The knife was forced deeper as the handle struck the concrete, but the pig hardly seemed to notice. It kicked and writhed to be free of the chain.

Bert leered at the jiggling breasts of the creature and snatched a glance at the quick flashes of its sex. Keeping the button held down, he watched the creature lift off the ground and dangle upside down. He only released his finger when the hydraulics had fallen silent, the chin reaching its maximum height.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead and fell back against the wall with a sigh. His shirt clung to his back and chest, drenched in a cold sweat. The apron felt heavy and confining.

The pig swiped its arms through the air, causing its body to sway and little else. It released a series of agitated grunts.

“I gots you,” said Bert, smiling. “I nearly crapped out there, but I gots you!” He leaned away from the wall and walked forwards on wobbling legs, stopping a safe distance away. “You early, lil’ piggy! I was expectin’ you next year maybe. P’haps you impatient, piggy!”

Bert leaned forwards, keeping high enough to avoid the beast’s flailing arms, and pulled his knife free. The pig whined in pained protest.

“You shut your trap!” ordered Bert, wiping the blade on his apron. “You got nothin’ to complain about. I be doin’ the work ‘round here.” He jabbed the still bloody knife towards the pit. “You know how much blood it take to get you here? You hard work, piggy. I’m just thankful I likes the job. Day in, day out, cuttin’ up you hogs.” He relished every word as it passed his lips, especially the last one. He drew it out, pronouncing it haaaawgs. “Pa said you’d come for him, just like you did for his Pa. Spill enough blood, he said, and there gotta be consequences, boy! Sooner or later, she be comin’. That’s what my Pa said. You mighta scared him with your titties and snatch and eyes of fire, but not me. No, piggy. Not old Bert!”

He winked at the creature and resumed cleaning his knife.

“It all ‘bout blood lines,” he said after a moment. “I gots slaughterin’ in mine, and you, o’ course. My boy gonna be a slaughterer, a damn fine one, and you ain’t gonna be takin’ him. Your bloodline goin’ the same place as all those brothers and sisters—down the pit.”

Bert kicked the pig in the chest, feeling the breasts squash under his boot and the bones in his knees rub together. The creature flew back, the chain rattling along the rail, until it dangled over the blood pit. It squealed again, lifting its hanging trotters from the surface of the stinking fluid.

“No matter what they say, demon or pig-god or whatever you are,” said Bert, approaching the pit, his blade switching from hand to hand, “you just another shit load of bacon far as I’m concerned.”

With a practised hand, he reached down, popped the knife into the creature’s jugular, swiped it across and stood back.

The jettison of blood was instant, pouring down in powerful spurts.

Bert tilted his head, watching the life drain from the beast.

Unlike his pigs, who were stunned and had no true arms to speak of, the creature put its hands to its opened throat, trying to squeeze the wet folds of flesh back together. It managed to create a red spray as the blood was forced out between its trotters. The black eyes rolled frantically in their deep sockets, and the pig released gurgling chokes.

“That’s it, piggy,” said Bert. “You quiet down now.”

He stood cleaning his knife until the dark eyes glazed over and the kicks and jerks of the creature became mere nervous twitches. Its arms fell down, hanging below the head and trailing circles in the liquid of the pit.

“I gots you and you ain’t getting me or my boy,” said Bert. He turned away from the pig, looking around the abattoir. “Now, whats I gonna do with your ugly hide?” His eyes found the scalding machine. “I know... you gonna be cleaned up and put on cold with the brothers and sisters you care so much about. My Pa would get a real kick outta that! Then I’m gonna slice you up, fry you up and eats you on a sandwich with a bit o’ red sauce. You like that, piggy?”

He placed the moderately clean knife back into his apron and turned to grab his trophy.

At the height it was suspended, the creature’s vagina was directly in front of his face.

“Purty...” he said, running his tongue over his few crooked teeth. “I bets all those other demons lurve you...” He reached out, eager to explore the beast before it went into the scalding tank and lost the enticing patch of hair.

The body jerked.

Bert yelped and jumped back. His eyes darted up in time to see the ankles slide through the loop of chain. The body flopped out and plummeted, landing headfirst in the blood pit.

“God damn it!” cried Bert as the legs disappeared under. The resulting wave splashed over his boots and jeans up to his aching knees. “Now I gotta go fishin’.”

He edged forwards to the lip of the pit and looked inside. The contents swished around with no sign of the pig.

“Looks like you sunk, piggy. That don’t put old Bert off. I ain’t gonna forget about you! I’m gonna get that tank steaming and come back for you with ma pole.”

Smirking, Bert crossed the silent abattoir to the scalding tank.

The long metal box was closed and locked. Bert strained to pop the three hinges needed to open the main chamber. His hands trembled.

Don’t fail me now, he thought. It’s done, the curse is over. You saved yoursel’ and the boy and got one hell of a carcass to show off!

Bert clicked open the final hinge and grabbed the handle of the tank.

Hell yeah. Quite a carcass. This could be national news. I could makes enough to open a whole chain of slaughterhouses!

He swung open the scalding tank and looked inside. 

He screamed.

Patrick lay on his back, what was left of his skin appeared to glow white. All the hair from his body had gone—the steam had done its work efficiently. The boy’s lips were peeled back in a skeletal grin, his eye sockets empty. His fingernails were torn off.

Bert put his hands over his mouth.

“No!” he wailed. “Not ma boy. Not ma boy!”

He reached inside and stroked the bald head gently.

“He didn’t even know!”

Bert closed his eyes from the sound of a splash from the blood pit.

“You took him,” Bert cried, collapsing against the tank. “You took ma boy!”

He grabbed his chest as pain roared through it.

Behind him, the heavy footsteps splashed through the puddles of reeking fluids, growing closer.

“My boy...” Bert managed, falling on the floor still clutching his chest. His left arm tingled and grew numb, resting at his side. He barely registered the grip on his leg. The ground moved beneath him as he was pulled along. His eyes rolled up, locking on the still, white form of his son.

“My... boy...” he whispered. His body fell over the edge and into the blood pit.


 

 

 

BY THE BANKS OF THE NABARRA










The slap hit her full in the face, whipping back her head. 

Melissa covered her cheek and examined her teeth, probing with her tongue. They felt rooted in place. Not even the slightest of wobbles, thank God.

“You’d think you’d have learned.” Shane lowered his hand and picked up his smouldering cigarette from the ashtray. He took a drag and blew out, staring at her through the gust of blue smoke. “Well? You standing there all night?”

Melissa removed the full plate from the table and retreated to the kitchen, her face throbbing. She opened the microwave and placed the food—steak, mashed potatoes, green beans and gravy—inside. Hoping the poison wouldn’t be affected, she set the timer for two minutes. Listening to the hum of the microwave, she leaned back against the worktop and rubbed her cheek.

Still at the table, beer in his hand and watching the television, Shane puffed on his cigarette. Heavy stubble shadowed his lean face, a result of several days on the road. His baseball cap, brandishing the Walgarup Timber logo, sat low on his head.

“You seen this, Mel?” he called, pointing at the television with his beer bottle. “Absolute fucking disgrace, aye? Country’ll go down the shitter soon.”

You deliver timber. What do you care about the economy? There’ll always be trees in Western Australia.

“The kids are trying to sleep,” she said, more to herself.

Shane sniggered. “Kids? The boy’s sixteen. He should be out there drinkin’ and chasin’ skirt, not holed up in his damn room.”

Melissa glanced at the microwave, imagining the particles of poison heating and crumbling into a useless powder. How much had she sprinkled on? One spoonful? Maybe two. Probably five. Shane was a big man. Mashed potato hid the taste, or so she’d read in a book somewhere.

Tears threatened. She sniffed.

Think of the women who do what it takes to protect their families... by any means possible. 

“Hun? Get me another stubby.” Shane shook his beer towards her.

Melissa walked into the dining room, took his empty bottle and dumped it in the kitchen bin. From the fridge, she grabbed another beer and screwed off the top. About to head back, she paused. 

One more spoonful?

“Mel? Whatcha doin?”

She flinched. 

Ding!

“Y-Your food’s ready,” she said and cleared her throat. “I’ll bring it out with your beer.”

Shane grunted. 

Cursing herself, Melissa opened the microwave and pulled out the plate. Its edge felt warm. She hoped the food was piping hot, otherwise she might get more than a slap. Balancing plate and bottle, she returned to the dining table and placed them before her husband.

Shane turned his head from the television to study the meal. He nodded.

“That’s more like it,” he said, picking up the new beer and taking a sip. “A bit of heat, Mel. A man can’t spend four days out on the road and come back to a cold feed.” Another sip. “You just don’t think. Do you?”

Melissa quickly shook her head, black locks of hair quivering on her face.

“Too fuckin’ right.” Shane picked up his fork from the table.

Eat it. Eat it, you bastard.

“I’m going to check on the kids,” she muttered.

“You do that,” said Shane. He scooped up a forkful of potato and shoved it into his mouth.

Melissa walked away to the first bedroom. Trying to control her shaking hand, she grasped the doorknob and slowly turned it.

Light spread on the carpet, driving back the shadows and revealing the edge of a bed. A white blanket hung over the side, almost touching the floor. Melissa pushed the door wider. Tammy slept on her back, hair splashed across the pillow. Her chest rose and fell in a slow rhythm beneath her nightshirt.

Melissa froze, transfixed by the sight of her daughter. A rush of love flushed in her chest and seemed to radiate out like a sunbeam. Her hand shook on the doorknob. She released it and pressed her hands against her sternum, somehow afraid that the glow she felt in there might disturb the sleep of her angel. 

There’s no way you’ll touch her, Shane. Even before it starts, you son of a bitch, I’m going to kill you.

Tammy had come out of the bathroom earlier, fresh from showering. She had worn a towel, and her hair had been slicked down and shiny on her back. 

“She’s growing up, that girl,” Shane had said. 

Melissa had turned to him and saw it. The look. The look she despised. He’d stared at his step daughter with a burning intensity, the corner of his lips raised in a crooked, sly smile. It was the way he sometimes looked at her as she undressed for bed, or when he came home late from the pub...

Letting Tammy sleep, Melissa walked to the next room, noticing the strip of light at the bottom of the door. She tapped on the wood and listened.

“Yeah?”

“It’s Mum. Can I come in?”

She listened to the bed springs creak.

“Sure. If you want.”

Melissa opened the door.

Stephen lay on his bed in shorts and a dark green t-shirt with a black skull emblazed on the front. Pillows propped up his back, and his small television played in almost silence on a nearby chest of drawers. His arms were folded beneath his head.

“How you doing?” she asked. “It’s getting late.”

“It’s only eleven,” he said. “Going the bike track with Jason at lunch, so I can sleep in.”

Melissa frowned. “The bike track? That’s the other side of town. How you getting there?”

Stephen glanced away from the screen. 

“Pop is taking me.”

Her frown deepened. Funny. Dad never said he was coming. Probably trying to catch Shane out. Never going to happen.

Especially after the poison kicks in.

Melissa smiled. “Okay then, sweety. I just wondered because I didn’t think Shane—”

“I didn’t bother asking Shane, I just called Pop. You gotta get a ride out when you’re stuck out in the bush. I’m not biking it all the way.”

“We’re not really in the bush, Stephen. It’s only a few kilometres to town. You make it sound like we’re in the middle of nowhere, cut off from civilisation.”

“We may as well be.” Stephen snorted. “There’s never been anything here.”

He changed the channel with a remote. 

“There’s the Nabarra,” said Melissa. “You can go fishing? Swimming?”

“Sick of it,” said Stephen. “It’s barely a lake, and there’s always stuff dumped there. And used condoms. Bet everyone in Walgarup got rooted by the banks of the Nabarra...”

“Stephen!” she hissed. “Sleep. Now.”

She turned, her hand reaching for the door.

“I heard him hit you again.” 

Melissa stopped and looked through the doorway. Shane remained watching the news, his plate now half empty. He swigged from the bottle, burped and resumed with his fork.

Potato really does mask the taste...

Melissa closed the door and turned to face her son.

“He could’ve heard you,” she whispered. “You know what would’ve happened?”

“This?” Stephen unfolded his arms and reaching down, lifted his t-shirt. On his side, about three inches above his left hip, the skin had bloomed a dark purple. It looked like an ink stain.

Melissa’s body seemed to deflate, and she leaned back against the door. “Oh, honey. When?”

“This morning,” said Stephen, replacing his t-shirt. “Mum, when is he going again?”

“He has a delivery the day after tomorrow. He’ll be home till then.”

Stephen sighed and closed his eyes.

“It’s only two days,” she said. “If you can stay out of his way...”

Stephen squeezed his hand into a fist and slammed it on the mattress. 

Melissa’s heart pounded against her lungs, beating out the air. 

“We shouldn’t have to!” he spat. “Why the hell should we?”

He threw his arms across his chest and folded them. Melissa relaxed a little with the fists put away. Shane’s temper had passed to her son, and she hated her husband for it. Violence, it seemed, was as contagious as the flu.

“But you said Pop was taking you to the bike track. You can easily avoid him.”

“Until next time. There’s nowhere to go, Mum, that’s why he moved us here. All we have is that stupid lake. I hate it here.”

“Just go to sleep, sweetie. Everything will look better in the morning.” She rubbed her still sore cheek. “We’ve all had a long day.”

Stephen shot her a glance and rolled away from her, facing the wall.

“Hun?”

He grunted.

“Please... stay in here.” She swallowed. “Whatever happens, just stay in here.” 

She closed the door, hoping he hadn’t heard the tremble in her voice.




*    *    *




Melissa wiped the plate clean with the sponge and placed it on the draining board. She glanced at the clock again. Eleven forty-five. Shane had finished eating about thirty minutes ago.

Drying her hands on a dishcloth, she ventured out of the kitchen.

Shane lay on the sofa. The ashtray sat on his flat stomach, rising and falling with each breath like a boat on stormy waters. Smoke curled from the cigarette perched within.

“Mel, get me another beer.” Not a request, an order. “Stomach givin’ me grief. Probably your cookin’.”

Melissa slunk back into the kitchen. She fetched a beer from the fridge, wondering if more liquid would dilute the poison. Probably not. 

It must be in his system if his stomach hurts...

Her own stomach performed a little twist. It had begun. Her husband’s death drew near.

She forced a smile, walked into the living room and handed Shane his beer. He snatched it from her.

“Open it myself, shall I?” he said and unscrewed the top. He flung it on the carpet.

“Sorry,” she said, and sat down in one of the armchairs.

Melissa looked past the reflection of Shane sprawled on the sofa and the flickering television screen and gazed out of the window. She struggled to make out the distant Nabarra. The still surface reflected the moon, and it flickered like a phantom between the far away trees. 

Shane moaned and placed the ashtray on the floor. He rubbed his stomach.

“Not getting any better?” asked Melissa.

“No,” he said and swigged his beer. “Feel... odd.” He stared at the bottle and shook his head. “Maybe too many of these. Head’s a little fuzzy.”

Melissa stared back through the window, across the void of night and to the Nabarra.

“We could go for a walk,” she said. “Just to the lake. The fresh air might help clear your head.”

Shane lowered his beer to the floor and dropped it. The bottle struck with a dull thunk, fell on its side and rolled away, pouring froth from its neck.

“Shit,” he muttered and sat up. Feet on the floor, he hunched over, resting his elbows on his knees. “Dizzy...”

Melissa stood, her legs trembling.

“Come on,” she said, approaching him, “just one beer too many. I’ll clear this up later. Let’s get you outside.”

She grabbed his left arm and helped pull him up. He swayed and leaned against her. 

“I’ve only had what? Four stubbies? Think I’m gonna hurl.”

“You’re not going to hurl,” said Melissa and slid her arm around his back. “And if you do, you’ll be better outside. Come on.” She guided him across the living room like a drunk from a party. She felt Shane drifting from side to side, but she pulled him on a direct course to the front door. She swung it wide and kicked open the screen. The warm night smelled faintly of wood smoke.

A single bulb lit the veranda, and they staggered beneath it, feet stomping on the worn boards. Crickets chirped in the shadowed bushes around the driveway, and a slight breeze rustled the dry grass. They descended the steps to the driveway and walked around the side of the house. A narrow dirt path led from the corner of the garden down to the Nabarra. 

“You know,” said Shane, breathing deep. “I think the air is doing some good. My head feels a little better.”

True, Melissa had noticed his body regain a little composure. If he felt better, did that mean the poison hadn’t worked? If his body had beaten it...

She glanced over her shoulder at the house. Tammy’s window remained dark, while in Stephen’s, a glimmer of light peeked between the closed curtains.

“Come on,” said Shane, not looking back. “We’ll go to the lake, the walk should shift whatever mess your goddamn cooking caused me.”

Melissa marched on.

Shane walked quicker, his legs cutting through the grassy shrubs that grew onto the path. The moon cast a pale light, creating a monochrome landscape. Stephen was right: it did feel like the middle of nowhere out here. Goosebumps tickled up her arms like spider legs. 

They neared the banks of the Nabarra, and already empty cans littered the ground. The small lake was a popular spot for fishermen, young lovers and the occasional wild party. It had been a while since she’d heard music blasting out from this direction, and had guessed the local teenage population had found another spot to drink, smoke and screw, somewhere closer to town.

Shane kicked an empty beer can and groaned, rubbing his stomach. 

Melissa’s heart leapt and she licked her dry lips. “Sweetie?”

“I’ll be fine,” said Shane, his voice strained. 

Adrenaline surged upwards through Melissa’s chest.

Shane stopped. “Mel? You out of breath?”

“I’m okay,” she gasped. “Just creepy out here is all.”

Shane’s eyes squeezed shut and his lips drew back in a tight grimace.

“You look awful,” said Melissa. “Let’s get to the lake, we can rest for a few minutes.”

Shane nodded, the white of the moon reflected in the sweat on his forehead, and continued down the path. 

The body! 

The thought struck Mel like a hammer to the head, and she clamped her hand over her mouth, suddenly feeling sick. 

I didn’t even think to plan this. 

Shane wailed and stopped, clutching his stomach.

“Ah Christ!” he cried. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

“Walk it off, honey,” said Melissa, calm returning. 

Anything to protect my kids. Maybe the lake...

“I’m sure it’ll pass.”

Shane walked on. “You don’t seem too bothered, Mel,” he said, his voice weak and starting to croak. “I’m starting to think you’ve poisoned me or something.”

Melissa’s throat convulsed, and she swallowed hard to stop herself gagging. For a moment, the path lurched.

“But you’d never do that,” Shane continued, still facing ahead. “You know better.”

Melissa sucked in a breath and held it for a moment. She slowly released it through her nose, willing her pulse to ease off before something internal burst from the rush. 

The path widened ahead and met with the bank of the Nabarra. The sun-bleached soil sloped down to the edge of the water, with occasional barren trees, looking like starving old men, poking out. The branches appeared as hands with long, skeletal fingers. Melissa often wondered why they never grew leaves.

Shane snatched in a breath of air and roared, falling to one knee.

Melissa ran up alongside him and returned her hand around his waist. She pulled him to his feet and led him down the bank. The glow of the moon reflected from the lake, illuminating the trash and debris on the shore. She aimed for the remains of an old campfire ringed by rocks, framed by a triangle of three thick logs. The perfect calm of the lake lay a couple of feet away. The recent visitors had picked a good spot.

She dumped Shane on the closest log, which he nearly fell from. Satisfied he was balanced, she stepped to the next log and sat to face him. She wished the fire was lit to see all his suffering. For now, she settled for staring at the left side of his face, basked in the lunar glow. He gasped and strained. Behind him, the Nabarra spread away, the dark water tranquil.

“Oh God,” he cried, both arms wrapped tight across his stomach. He swayed back and forth, panting. “It’s getting worse. Melissa, do something!”

Again, not a request. A demand.

She remained seated, watching...

“Mel!” he screamed. “Don’t just sit there... I’m in fuckin’ agony, you dumb bitch!”

A low choking sound escaped from his throat, and he flopped forwards, doubled over.

Melissa, still as the trees and the waters of the lake, studied him, her hands crossed neatly in her lap.

Stay down. Stay down and die, you bullying piece of shit.

As if he reacted to her venomous thoughts, Shane snapped back up and looked at her. A dark line emerged from his nose and ran down, over his mouth and chin. Keeping his gaze fixed on her, he raised his hand and dabbed his waxen skin. The blood trickled onto his hand. He opened his palm and displayed it to Melissa.

“What... have... you... done?” forced Shane, squeezing his hand into a fist. It shook, through anger or weakness. His stare faltered for a second to dart about the dark bank. “You’ve done something...”

He tried to stand, but another stab of pain appeared to rip through his stomach. It looked like something had booted him.

“Don’t just sit there,” he yelled. “Help me!”

Melissa sat still.

“Bitch...” he hissed and slid from the log. He fell on all fours by the remains of the campfire and grabbed her thigh hard, fingernails piercing her skin.

Melissa snapped from her fugue and screamed. She clawed at his hand and kicked at the ground. He held her fast. 

“What did you do?” he roared and swung his free fist. 

Melissa twisted at the last second, and the punch struck her right shoulder. A bolt of electricity shot down her upper arm. Her hand tingled. She tore at the hand on her thigh and ripping it free, jumped from the log.

Even through his pain, Shane remained quick and lashed out at her trailing leg, striking the heel. She stumbled and tripped over one of the rocks, sprawling besides the blackened earth. He pounced on her and sat on her stomach.

“Tell me...,” he gasped as he blocked her weak blows. “Tell me what you did. I might...” He winced for a few seconds, and she landed a scratch to his face, tearing the skin of his cheek. He opened his eyes and slapped her across the jaw. Her teeth clacked together. “Tell me... and you might be able to walk home when I’m through with you.”

She attempted to roll beneath him. Shane tightened his thighs, and they clamped into her sides, hard as wood. He slapped her again.

She thought of the .22 pistol he used for hunting ‘roos, useless in the garage. 
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