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CHAPTER 1 PANIC IN THE STRIP CLUB
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The stripper wraps her toned leg around the metal pole and flashes me a dead-eyed stare. 

Platinum blonde hair tumbles over her bare shoulders as she gyrates to a hip-hop song, a titillating dance in the spotlight-splashed club.  

Turning her shapely butt towards me, the amount of one dollar bills tucked between her G-string makes her look like a peacock proudly displaying its colorful plumage. I sheepishly remove a dollar from my pocket and gently toss it at her. She smiles, scoops it up with manicured fingers, and places it with the rest.

In a flat voice, the stripper says, “Hey, Armand.” 

“Hey, Crystal,” I reply, avoiding eye contact. 

“How’s Vonnie?” The woman removes her bikini top, revealing two pert breasts. 

“She’s good. We’re getting married,” I ignore the bikini top she drapes around my bald head. 

“Oh? Congratulations.” Crystal spreads her legs. “I knew you two had chemistry.” 

My heart skips a beat and perspiration slicks my forehead. I absent-mindedly wipe my brow with the bikini top like it’s a monogrammed handkerchief. 

“Yeah. That’s what people say...” I tell her.

The other strip club patrons give me the hairy eyeball because the woman they’re ogling is chatting with me. One acne-scarred brute clutching a dollar bill pushes his way around me. Crystal crawls on her hands and knees, snatches the bill between her teeth, and growls at him. The patron melts in his chair, apparently satisfied.

Crystal winks at me and sends the bill down below with the others. 

“Tell Vonnie I said hi.” Crystal grinds her pelvis against the pole. The crowd goes wild. My stomach plummets, and I slink away from the stage as fast as I can.

I haven’t visited the Neon Oasis, Fresno’s swankiest strip club, ever since I met Vonnie Hudgens, a former stripper and now my fiancé. Watching other women perform on the same stage Vonnie did is a disquieting déjà vu. 

Now I’m here reluctantly because my brothers at the Legion of the Lamb thought hosting a bachelor party for me would be the ultimate boy’s night out. 

But all it did was dredge up memories. 

A hand claps my back. 

“Hey, Tark!” 

A wiry man, pale skin, military-style buzzcut, bushy pornstache covering his upper lip, holds his beer aloft. 

“Hey, Reece,” I say, my voice somewhere between tired and jaded.

“What’s wrong, brother? It’s your party. Your last night of freedom as a single guy.” Reece gulps his beer and belches loudly. “Enjoy!”

“I am.” 

“Look, between you, me, and the wall, I despise these kind of places. But we’re here, Hank’s bankrolling the whole thing, so let’s try and unwind. Okay, bro?” Reece says, too old to say “bro” but ironically blends in with the mostly younger, mostly sleazy crowd. 

“I need a drink. Excuse me, Reece.” I slip away towards the bar. 

I ease myself onto a barstool, take out my wallet, and place it on the bar, indicating I’m ready for business. The bartender, an attractive blonde with piercing, cold eyes notices me. 

She does a double-take. 

“Armand? It’s been a while,” she says.

“Hey, Vee. Yes, it has,” I reply. 

“Seen Vonnie lately?”

“Uh huh. We’re getting married.”

Vee smiles. “No shit? Congratulations, man. She really liked you when she worked here. That deserves a drink on the house.” Vee pours me a beer and slides it over. “What’ve you been up to?”

The condensation on the glass is cool and sweaty in my palm. 

“Oh, this and that,” I take a tentative sip. The beer slides down smooth like a dream. “I’m in the consultation business.”

I don’t tell her what I consult on, or that I hunt the things that go bump in the night. 

“Hey, man! What’re you doing over here?” the man with dark brown skin and handlebar mustache asks me. 

He’s wall-to-wall muscles and sporting a Legion of the Lamb leather vest. 

“Just getting a drink, Big Earl.” I hold up my beer as proof. 

Big Earl’s brows furrow. “Naw, man! Come over and sit with us. It’s your bachelor party.”

“So it is.”

“You seem down, Tark. What’s up?”

I sift through my feelings about Vonnie, marriage, and the Legion. My life took a wild ride over the past few years and I guess everything is catching up to me. 

“I’m getting married,” I reply meekly.

“Yeah.” Big Earl searches my face. “You getting cold feet, brother?”

“No. I don’t think so. It’s just that...” I trail off. What’s bothering me isn’t the wedding, it’s that the Armenian death goddess Spandaramet marked me and Hell’s legions are coming for me. That’s what happens when you hunt too many demons. 

“Whatever it is, let it go. We got you. Plus, it’s your night,” Big Earl tells me. “Now come on.”

I follow him to a table where the rest of the Legion awaits. Reece, Muskrat, and Hank are already there, drinking and staring at the strippers. 

“Uh, hey, Tark! Where, uh, were you?” says an overweight goofus who has barbecue sauce on his beard. Muskrat clutches a chicken wing in his thick fingers and devours it in front of us. “You, uh, try the wings?”

“While the idea of strip club chicken wings sounds tempting, I’ll pass,” I say.

“Come on, brother. This is your party. Last night of freedom.” The crotchety biker grandpa clutches his cane. His scraggily beard hangs down and his wrinkled face belies his seasoned age. 

“This place brings back memories, Hank,” I tell him. “Memories I’d sooner forget.”

Hank nods like he gets me. 

“Uh-huh. This is where Vonnie worked. Where her former boss Stuart was murdered,” Hank says. 

I didn’t think about Stuart Newkin’s worm-riddled corpse until Hank brings it up. The image flashes in my mind, the wriggling white worms in his eye sockets, his open mouth, his mummified skin. 

“This place certainly has its ghosts,” I mumble. 

If you can channel the dead, the ghosts won’t leave you alone. I’ve witnessed plenty of spirits thanks to my bloodline curse, and I don’t want to see any more, especially during my bachelor party. 

Reece stands up and hoists his beer. 

“A toast to our brother Tark!” he shouts. “Come on, my dudes! Raise those beers!”

Big Earl, Hank, Bill, and Muskrat all lift their glasses and offer a toast to my health and wish me a happy marriage.

“Congrats to you and Vonnie,” says Bill, a rugged Asian man with scars on his cheeks. “May you both have a harmonious union for a hundred years.” 

The Legion drinks to Bill’s traditional Chinese wedding blessing, but I’m not paying attention.

A lone figure in a black trench coat distracts me. He’s by himself near the stage, eyeing a stripper named Topaz, whose gravity-defying act involves shimmying around the pole. The stranger’s long hair hangs in oily locks and sweeps across his acne-scarred forehead. Long fingernails scrape across the table as he mutters a guttural language I can’t understand but have heard before. 

This dude couldn’t be more suspicious here if he wore an orange neon jumpsuit and a blue wig. 

“What’s that guy doing?” I nudge Big Earl.

Hearing that particular sentence, Big Earl’s head whips around faster than that girl from The Exorcist.  

“It’s like...a ritual,” Big Earl says. 

“Oh, yeah. Now I see it. But what’s he doing?” 

We get our answer a few seconds later when a crimson light bursts from the stranger’s hands and strikes Topaz. The woman flies out of her high heels and across the room before landing in a lifeless heap on the floor. Everyone in the club freezes. 

Reece pulls Crystal from his lap and takes a few tentative steps towards the stranger. Big Earl and Muskrat bolt upright.

“What the hell was that?” Hank drops his beer and points at Topaz. “Check on her. See if she’s okay.” 

I jump out of my seat and rush towards the incapacitated woman, while one of the bouncers, a sinewy young man with a shaved head, makes a beeline for the stranger. 

The stripper’s limbs twitch as if a powerful energy courses through her. Her eyes snap open. They’re full-on jet black. 

The bouncer advances towards the cackling stranger. 

“Stay away from him,” I warn the bouncer. 

With one fluid motion the bouncer grabs the interloper with both hands and is immediately repelled by a powerful blast of energy, sending him through the air and into the wall. The twitching bouncer strikes the floor with his full weight.

Topaz’s hand seizes my throat. My reflexes kick in and I hurl myself backwards to escape her, but she pulls herself up. A tentacle, covered in viscous drool, extends from her mouth towards my face. My fist makes sharp contact with the side of her head. It rattles her, but not enough. She still has me.

The bouncer’s body convulses and he hauls himself to his feet. He surveys the club through all-black eyes. 

“I’m on it!” Big Earl rushes through the club as the patrons head for the exit. 

Big Earl raises his hands and cautiously approaches the bouncer. 

“Come on, man. Settle down,” Big Earl says. “Nice and easy.” 

The bouncer – or whatever it is now – isn’t in the mood for conversation. He lunges at Big Earl, an inhuman howl escaping from his mouth. Big Earl swings and connects, but the punch does nothing. The bouncer shakes it off and smiles, his opal eyes black and soulless. Whatever the stranger unleashed isn’t good. 

Muskrat grabs Topaz by the waist and pulls her off me. My hands instinctively go to my throat. Whatever she did is gonna leave a mark. 

“Muskrat, wait,” I rasp.

The stripper wheels around and her neck grows several inches. A disturbing cracking sound, like sinew and bone splintering, emanates from her. Two obsidian horns push through her forehead. 

“A demon,” I whisper. “He put a demon inside her.” 

––––––––
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TOPAZ’S FACE BURSTS open, a cackling louder than the club’s sound system. A lumbering demon with two black horns and a nose pierced with a gold ring, rises from the meat-suit. 

Rasping in a sandpapery tone, the demon slashes the air near Big Earl. The big man deftly ducks, and sizes up his quarry. 

The stripper-demon reveals more of itself, peeling away the woman’s skin like he was part of a burlesque show. Taloned fingers tear at her legs like they’re pantyhose, revealing knotty brown limbs stunted with boils and thick hair. 

“Topaz!” Crystal screams. 

I punch the creature in the throat and my fist sinks into the sizzling goo bubbling from the wound. It’s like her body has been replaced with a shifting amalgamation of rotten flesh and decay. Needless to say, Topaz has performed her final dance at the Neon Oasis. 

Bill leaps into the fray with Muskrat. Both of them surround Topaz, who cranes her neck towards them. Topaz’s eyes move to the sides of its head. For a split second it resembles a horse, the two black orbs glaring at Muskrat and Bill while keeping me at arm’s length. 

“Uh, what do we do? We, uh, don’t have no weapons.” Muskrat smears his shirt with  barbecue sauce. 

“We improvise.” Bill grabs a beer bottle one of the patrons abandoned on a nearby table and smashes it. Holding the broken bottle, he lunges for Topaz. 

Bill catches the creature in the side with the bottle, which sinks into her soft, mushy flesh. 

Claws shred what’s left of Topaz’s face, revealing the demon underneath. Pointy-eared, two black horse eyes, and a jutting chin tipped with a beard. 

I’ve fought plenty of demons in my time with the Legion and this one is by far the ugliest. 

Two leathery bat wings rip through Topaz’s back and flap violently. Muskrat hesitates. The force of Topaz’s beating wings sends Muskrat crashing to the floor. 

I grab the demon by the throat and lean in for a punch, but its talons find my arm. A painful cut sends me reeling. Blood seeps through my shirt. I grab the wound and stagger back.

Bill unleashes a flurry of punches, striking Topaz’s face. A sickly snapping sound signifies the creature’s nose is broken. Bill’s martial arts training has paid off when he executes a roundhouse kick and sends the infernal beast stumbling backwards towards the stage. 

The bouncer starts crawling up the wall, when Muskrat strikes him in the back with a chair. Losing his footing, the bouncer falls to the floor. Muskrat pours salt on the bouncer before carving a symbol on the creature’s forehead. The bouncer growls and froths at the mouth, but otherwise lays immobilized. 

Reece emits a bloodcurdling scream and rushes the demon. He throws his arms around it and wrestles it to the ground. 

Hank reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tiny vial. He whistles towards Big Earl.

“Hey, big man! Think fast!” Hank tosses the vial. Big Earl deftly catches it and rips the vial open. The bouncer’s mouth opens really wide. A spindly, hairy appendage bursts from of the bouncer’s mouth and extends towards Big Earl, who showers the demon with liquid from the vial. 

The demon’s flesh bubbles and hisses like bacon on a grill. 

Holy water.

“Who brings holy water to a bachelor party?” I ask. 

“Uh, we’re the Legion, Tark,” Muskrat reminds me, and pulls a similar vial from his biker vest. “We’re, uh, prepared.” 

He pops it open and tosses holy water on Topaz’s back. The demon writhes and screams, its body contorting in on itself. The creature’s mouth hits the floor as the thing dissolves into a hideous pile of twitching limbs and fetid organs. 

The bouncer’s body also melts into a stinking puddle. 

Reece and Big Earl corral the greasy-haired stranger in the trench coat.  

“Okay, buddy. Who sent you? I want names,” Reece demands, his hands grabbing the stranger’s collar and throwing him against the wall. 

With an oil slick voice, the stranger says, “I am Rannoth, maker of chaos. Your Legion slayed too many demons.” 

“What are you? Hell’s errand boy?” I ask.

The stranger narrows his eyes. “When you give your soul to Hell, then Hell rewards you with uncanny insight.” 

He growls and swipes at Reece, who smashes Rannoth’s head with silver brass knuckles. A loud crunch, followed by a malodorous stench follows. A thick, black ooze leaks from Rannoth’s ears.

“Christ, what a shitshow,” Reece says, wiping blood off his chin. 

“Now what?” Muskrat taps the blob of what used to be the bouncer with his foot. 

“Get a couple of brooms, a mop, and some bleach. We’ve got cleaning to do,” Hank says.

We wrap the bodies in plastic tarp from Hank’s truck and put them in the flatbed. A remote field outside of town — the Legion’s burial grounds where we plant abominations we hunt — is mostly silent. We immediately get to work digging holes.

Reece props Rannoth against the truck. 

“Hey there, asshole,” Reece says, playing the bad cop, a role he’s too comfortable with. 

“You’ll never defeat Hell’s powerful reach!” Rannoth bellows.

“Maybe shut the fuck up because these next few moments could be your last,” Reece tells the demon.

Muskrat, Big Earl and I continue digging a deep hole in the ground. When you’re with the Legion of the Lamb, you’re either riding a motorcycle, killing monsters, or disposing of their slaughtered remains. 

It’s not much, but it’s a steady job. 

“You dare to...” the demon hisses before Reece interrupts. 

“So, Rannoth is it? Here’s what’s happening, my dude. I’m gonna ask you some questions and if you cooperate I’ll douse you with enough holy water to kill you instantly. If not, then I’ll still drown you in holy water but really slowly so you’ll feel each torturous second.” Reece lights a cigarette and takes a few puffs. “Sound good?”

“What do you want?” Rannoth snarls, not taking his red eyes off Reece.

“What do you have against my bros here?” Reece takes a drag of the cigarette. 

Rannoth grits his jagged teeth. “The Legion of the Lamb must pay for hunting demons. All filthy demon hunters must be purged.” 

“So you seek retribution? Revenge?” 

“Demon killers are enemies of Hell. The infernal servants marked you for death. They want...to drag you all back to Hell,” Rannoth growls, drool seeping from the corners of its mouth.

“Nobody’s dragging anyone anywhere.” Reece blows smoke in Rannoth’s face. The demon inhales the carcinogenic fumes like it’s a scented air freshener. “How’d you know we’d be at the strip club?”

“The dead...the dead tell me where you are. They...know things about you.”

“Your demons killed two people today, Rannoth. Shredded them up from the inside. That’s something I can’t let slip.” Reece produces a bottle with a cross on its side. He opens the bottle and pours its entire contents over Rannoth’s head. 

The demon emits a bloodcurdling scream and sinks to the ground. Its body melts into a grotesque mass of lesions and boils. Rannoth clutches for Reece, but its hand withers and melts into a gnarled mass. 

A large patch of demon goo stains Hank’s pickup. 

The rest of us drop our shovels and stare as Reece finishes his cigarette and tosses the empty bottle. 

“Keep digging,” Reece commands. “And bury what’s left of him with the others. Oh, yeah. Tark?”

“Yes, Reece?” I reply, still shaken by what I’ve witnessed.

“Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials,” Reece says with a chuckle. 
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​CHAPTER 2 THE MORNING AFTER
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Light filters through the bunkhouse windows, a golden sunbeam straight into my eyes. I roll over in bed with an old man groan. My mouth tastes like cotton. A stained, rust-colored bandage on my arm reveals I’m far from okay. 

I pull myself from the bed, splash water on my face, and struggle into my clothes. My head still swims from the night before, the hangover headache throbbing in my skull like the subwoofer from a shitty car stereo. 

Memories from the bachelor party fall into place:

Strip club demons. 

Blood and gore. 

Just another night out with the boys.

The bunkhouse has its rustic charm, where Legion members can rest up before heading out on the road. For me and Vonnie, it’s our home for several months. 

I switch on the coffee maker and rustle up a cup of Colombian wakey bean juice. It’s smooth and rich, with an acrid bitterness that forces my eyes open. Nothing like a cup o’coffee to slap you awake. 

I open the bunkhouse door and freeze. A large brown mastiff sits near the stairs, staring up at me with watery eyes. 

The animal lets out a sharp bark and unfurls two feathery wings. 

“Hey, Barkev,” I say to the creature. 

Barkev is what I named the Aralez, a beast from Armenian mythology who always pops into my life whenever he wants, like a long-lost relation that shows up on your doorstep uninvited and wants to stay for the month.

I kneel down and scratch the Aralez’s furry head. The creature closes its eyes and a large pink tongue hangs from its mouth. 

“How have you been, boy? Been a long time.” 

Barkev licks my hand. 

Ugh. 

I recoil at the amount of saliva the creature produces. All that magical dog slobber has its benefits, as the wound underneath the bandage closes and instantly heals. I rip the gauze off and no signs of my injury exist. There isn’t even a scar. 

The Aralez has pulled my bacon out of the fire more than once by healing me. 

Wht happens next is felatively new. Focusing intently, Barkev closes his eyes and leans forward. In a flash, a vision forms in my mind:

I see a common wooden chair. 

I sit on the chair and the people in the room bow their heads solemnly. 

I’m an important man, regal almost. 

I command past, present, and future. I am the minor and major arcana in the deck, a seer and prophet and warrior rolled into one. 

The vision changes. I’m back in the embalming room of my uncle’s funeral home. I stand in my old apron, nitrile gloves, and black wellingtons. I pull the mask over my face and turn to the body on the porcelain table. It’s me, naked, lying face up, flesh waxy and rigid, mouth and eyes open. 

I embalm my own corpse, feeling nothing but a nagging ache in the pit of my stomach.

Barkev showed me this same vision almost a year ago when I stayed with distant relations in Massachusetts. What flashes in my head next is different:

I’m crawling over a rocky escarpment, a hill of stone. Atop the hill, an outcropping rises. Built into the outcropping is an ancient carved slab with strange markings etched into the rock.

Then I’m somewhere else, torchlight illuminating oppressive darkness around me. Breathing becomes belabored and voices echo through the cavern. An earthy rot clings in the air around me, and something else. Something almost divine. Something pulling me to another realm, another reality. 

The link severs and the vision ends. Barkev stares at me through his chocolatey brown eyes and growls. He barks and the pink tongue plops from his mouth. Out of habit, I scratch his head.

“What did you show me, boy? What does it mean?” I ask the Aralez.

Maybe I’ll go spelunking underground during my honeymoon? Does Napa Valley have spelunking excursions? Are there cave systems there you can explore? 

I walk back inside the bunkhouse and sit on the bed.

Usually when a mythical dog is a harbinger of future portents it’s usually a bad thing. I could’ve heeded Barkev’s vision as an ill omen and taken precautions. But marriage is on my mind and I can only handle one terrifying thing at a time.

The bathroom door swings open and Vonnie emerges wrapped in a towel. The white towel contrasts sharply with her dark skin, accentuating her nakedness. 

Vonnie plants a kiss on my cheek.

“Morning,” she says. 

“Morning,” I reply.

She strips off the towel and slips on a pair of underwear and a T-shirt. 

“Today’s the big day,” Vonnie says. 

“It is.”

Vonnie wrinkles her brow. “What’s wrong?”

“Are you sure you want to do this? I’m all for getting hitched, but are you sure you want me? Look at me, Vonnie, I’m a mess. I’ve never been anybody’s hero. I’ve never been reliable,” I say to the floor. 

Vonnie touches my chin and lifts my head gently so our eyes meet. 

“Are you kidding, Tark? After everything we’ve been through?” Vonnie asks. 

I shrug. “I don’t know how this happened, Von. A few years ago I was in a dead-end job embalming bodies for my Uncle George, and now I’m in a motorcycle gang getting married to my best friend.”

“Yeah, life sure is funny.” She pauses. “Are you getting cold feet?”

“About us?’

Vonnie nods.

“No. No, I’m not.” A beat. “I don’t know.”

Vonnie puts her arms around me and draws me close. I can smell her from here, a curious aroma of coconut body wash and tangerines. 

“Tark, I love you. I know we’ve had our rough patches, but we always come through for each other. I just want you to know that I’ll try my hardest to make this work,” she says.

Now would be a good time to tell her about my little encounter with demons at the strip club, I think. 

Instead, I chicken out. I can’t tell her I’m marked for death after taking the Martyr’s Vow, a pledge I made in secret with my Watertown relatives. I swore to give my life for another, a sacrifice I’m bound to make. 

Knowing I’m marked for death gives me insomnia, anxiety and a whole passel of fears I don’t discuss. Instead, I bottle it up and pretend everything’s hunky-dory. 

Which is why getting married makes sense. 

If I’m married to Vonnie, at least I won’t die alone. 

From the stories I heard at the family funeral home, dying alone sucks. 

We head to the clubhouse and I ease myself into my favorite seat at the bar. A biker grandma, all pale skin, braided hair, and enough trinkets and baubles around her neck to classify her as a curiosity shop, greets me. 

“There’s the happy couple,” she says, the twang in her voice reminiscent of West Virginian backroads and foggy hills. 

“Morning, Wanda,” I reply, and smile at Hank’s white witch wife. 

During my time with the Legion, Wanda showed me how to tap into this power I’m saddled with by sending me on a vision quest. However, a hallucinatory trip seems like a walk in the park compared to getting married. 

Wanda prepares breakfast: pancakes, bacon, and another steaming mug of coffee. 

“You got the butterflies in your tummies?” Wanda teases.

I take another bite of bacon and nod. 

“More than usual,” I reply, chewing loudly. “How was it for you and Hank?”

Wanda wipes the bar with a rag. “Oh, you know how it is. We both got back from Vietnam. I was a nurse and Hank was a mechanic. In those days we were in a hurry. He rode his damn motorcycle from Texas to Kentucky, got down on bended knee in front of me and said he wasn’t going back home until I said yes.”

“Romantic and a little forceful,” I reply.

Wanda smiles. “Ah, I didn’t mind. Hank is a romantic. My pappy didn’t see it as romance. He says, ‘Who’s this asshole coming into my house asking for my daughter’s hand?’ But he warmed up to Hank. They all did. What family I had liked him just fine.”

“I’m almost forty, Wanda. I thought I’d never get married.”

“And yet here you are,” Vonnie says, rubbing my back.

Wanda waves away my concern. “Age is just a number, Tark. Count your blessings. Vonnie is a hell of a woman and the person you need in your life right now.”

I shoveled a forkful of pancake into my mouth. 

“Yeah. I know,” I mumble, chewing loudly. 

Vonnie and me shouldn’t be compatible, but we are. We come from two separate worlds. I was an Armenian-American embalmer with a smothering family. She was a Black stripper with no family of her own. I’m an angst-ridden overthinker. She’s a scrappy survivor. 

And yet, like Wanda says, here we are. 

“Listen to Wanda. She’s an astute judge of character,” Vonnie chirps. “Plus, we’re both cute together.” 

“If Vonnie here stuck by you when all this weird shit went down, then your love will survive anything,” Wanda tells me.

Wanda has an uncanny way of clarity and insight, so I don’t question her.

If Wanda speaks truth about relationships and the significance of love, Hank focuses on immediate concerns. 

He ambles slowly, balancing precariously on his cane. “Here’s the bride and groom,” he crows when he sees us. “Ready for your big day?”

“I rented a tuxedo. Have the rings. My brother is handling the reception, so I’m a nervous wreck,” I say, my sarcasm in high gear. 

“Where are you two lovebirds going for your honeymoon?” Hank asks.

“We haven’t decided yet. Maybe head up the coast. See Big Sur. Visit wine country. Spend a week looking at the stars and redwood trees,” Vonnie replies.

Now that I hear Vonnie say it out loud, a week traveling together seems like the ideal escape. We’re so accustomed to our dull routine, that we never relaxed with each other. I hope the honeymoon gives us calm moments where we can exist in harmony with the world, or at least get drunk as husband and wife. 

“Sounds peaceful. Sublime, even. Enjoy each other today and always. The future is an unpredictable cuss. The great wheel turns,” Hank says like some mystic on a mountain, a grease-stained guru fresh from the garage. 

“Oh, yeah. Your great wheel philosophy,” I mutter. 

“Call it philosophy, call it belief. The great wheel is the cyclical nature of things. Birth, life, death. Everything continues in a cycle, ever spinning, ever moving forward,” Hank explains.

“But what’s the great wheel?” Vonnie asks.

Hank grips the cane and steadies himself. 

“The great wheel is the immutable force of nature and the crushing weight of time. It keeps turning, and we are helpless to stop it,” Hank replies.

“That sounds fatalistic.” Vonnie sips her coffee and winces at its pungent bitterness. 

“Not at all. It’s a beautiful belief. We must roll with the wheel instead of against it. Instead of fighting nature and lamenting the passing years, we only can enjoy the ride,” Hank tells us. 

“Whatever happens, happens?” I suggest, trotting out that tired maxim.

“Basically,” Hank replies cryptically. “But you, Tark. You are living proof of riding the great wheel. When you first came here, you were clueless and frightened. Instead of retreating in the darkness, you trusted your instincts. You became one of the Legion of the Lamb.”

Before I joined the Legion, I worked at my uncle’s funeral home as an embalmer. Every day I spent with the dead, a torpid slog of strange bodies and routine. Then I started seeing ghosts and the Legion showed me a world where monsters are real, and I could fight them. I could change. And that one decision profoundly impacted my life.

Now I’m marrying a woman who I don’t deserve, but who keeps me around anyway. 

Lucky me.

Wanda screams, a primal keening that numbs my teeth. Nothing makes a grown man more frightened than a furious witch, and Wanda bounds over to Hank and gives him an earful about reading forbidden tomes in the Legion’s library without Bill’s supervision. From what I gather by their caterwauling, Hank opened Lassiter’s Compendium of Spirits, one of those leather-bound grimoires that melts your skin if you read from it aloud. 

“Magic is to be revered and respected,” she tells him, “not toyed with.”

“I know what I’m doing.” Hank grabs his cane and limps across the room. “It’s just a book.”

“Just a book? Hank, these books can kill you if you’re not careful,” Wanda hisses.

Hank grunts. “I was doing research. You’ve seen me in the library hundreds of times.”

“Yeah, but when you’re there, Bill is around. Lately you’re forgetting that. You’re forgetting plenty of things,” Wanda says.

Hank stops. He turns around, dragging the cane with him.

“What’d you mean by that?” he asks, puffing his chest.

“I mean you’re forgetful, Hank. Little things you should know you’re having a hard time remembering. It’s like your thoughts are someplace else.”

“I don’t want to have this discussion now.”

Wanda rests her hands on top of his. “I don’t care. We both know what this is about. You’re forgetting I used to be a nurse. I’ve...dealt with this...”

Hank jerks his hand away from her and continues limping to the bar. He notices Vonnie and me and tells his wife, “Don’t embarrass me in front of the bride and groom.” 

Hank brings his recalcitrant boomer energy wherever he goes, but here, in the clubhouse, he’s saltier and more defiant. 

Wanda points to her husband. “This stubborn old fool is living in denial.”

Hank eases himself into the large wooden chair he calls his “throne” and taps his booted feet on the hardwood floor. 

“I can read whatever I want,” Hank insists. “I thought we have a poltergeist in our house and I was reading up so I can dispatch it. That’s what we do: take care of the creepy things that go bump in the night.” 

Wanda brandishes a dishrag and wipes down the bar. “A poltergeist? Since when?”

“Since the rattling pipes in the basement,” Hank replies.

Wanda stops wiping the bar and chucks the rag at him. “That’s not a poltergeist. It’s the water heater. I told you for three days to call a plumber.”

Hank turns a light shade of crimson and grumbles to himself. 

Vonnie nudges my elbow and asks me, “Is this what marriage is really like?”

“I hope not. I’m running through all the possible scenarios where you murder me,” I reply.

“Don’t piss me off and you should be fine,” Vonnie says with a smile before we head out to tether ourselves to each other. 
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​CHAPTER 3 TYING THE KNOT
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Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major. 

It’s always fucking Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major. 

The most over-played, cloying, and maudlin song for weddings. It’s that, or Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March,” which has sent more brides down the aisle than any song in human memory. 

When the wedding planner suggests Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major, Vonnie and I both say no. We want a classical music free-zone in our ceremony. I don’t want my ears strained to the tune of Pachelbel, or Mendelssohn, or Wagner’s “Bridal Chorus” or Bach’s “Air on the G String.” 

Al Green’s “Let’s Stay Together” will welcome guests to our ceremony. 

That’ll make my uptight Armenian relatives uncomfortable. 

The bed and breakfast venue is my former childhood home. It’s hardly recognizable thanks to my brother Roupen and his boyfriend Brent’s handiwork. 

They transformed the back yard into a beautiful garden complete with a gazebo and koi pond. Where a rustic grape arbor once stood, now a stone path meanders through a healthy garden of wildflowers. Lush vegetation blooms amid a trellis and pergola. Our friends and family sit waiting on folding chairs before a gazebo decorated with lilies and white ribbons. 

My tuxedo itches in the heat; perspiration runs down my bald head over my face. I wipe it away and inhale forceful breaths. 

It’s only your wedding, I tell myself. No big deal. You’re only marrying the love of your life in front of your judgmental relatives.

Roupen stands by my side as my best man. Every so often he’d straighten his glasses and scratch his beard. He wears a tuxedo and a rainbow-colored bow tie and pocket square, a dapper selection guaranteed to annoy my bigoted uncle. 

“Now you’re sure you have everything, Armand?” he asks, voice going at a supersonic speed. “You sure? Huh? You sure you haven’t forgotten the ring?”

“Roupen, you have Vonnie’s ring, remember?” I remind him.

“Okay. Sure.” He double-checks his pocket. Satisfied, he gives the pocket a little tap and sighs. 

“Calm down. I’m the one getting married,” I say.

“I know. I know. It’s just...It’s just that I’m a little antsy. I want everything to be perfect for you.”

“My brother the worrywart.” 

“It’s a big day, Armand. You’re gaining a wife. I’m gaining a sister-in-law. Oh, the things we’ll dish about. Our late-night wine-infused bitch sessions will be epic.”  

“When Vonnie and I are back from our honeymoon, she’s all yours,” I tell him. “You can be catty about anything you want. We just have to get through this first.” 

“The gang’s all here,” Roupen mutters, and sucks air through his teeth. 

He’s not wrong. Seated in the front row, my family fidgets in their chairs. 

Uncle George, in a rumpled suit, scowls as he scans the crowd. Aunt Miriam is next to him, cooling herself with a paper fan. Cousin Dikran is here with his girlfriend, a sandy blonde from his job at the car dealership. Two of my mother’s relatives from Watertown, Massachusetts braved a long flight to come here for my wedding. Great-Aunt Silvie and her brother, Great-Uncle Antranig sit together, along with Antranig’s granddaughter Nooshig, who’s perspiring in her all-black dress. She brushes her long raven hair from her eyes and stares at her cellphone.

The Legion of the Lamb is here, not dressed in their biker gear but in formalwear. 

Wanda, in her white flowing robes and long graying hair in a braid, officiates the ceremony.

Vonnie walks down the aisle towards the gazebo. She smiles sweetly, her dark skin contrasting with the white sleeveless gown with a plunging neckline. A gossamer veil covers her hair. Hank accompanies Vonnie, both walking arm-in-arm down the aisle. Hank totters uneasily, but Vonnie steadies his wobbly gait. His hands nervously brush against the rumpled suit he found at Goodwill. 

My cousin Samantha and Josie, the Legion’s sassy mechanic, follow Vonnie and Hank as the bridesmaids, smiling at everyone they pass on the way to the gazebo. 

My heart skips a beat and my knees lock. Vonnie is an ethereal vision, a goddess made flesh. Her radiant smile and sparkling eyes make me fall in love with her all over again. She leads Hank up the steps of the gazebo and he stands by her, his eyes misty with tears. 

Wanda motions for everyone to sit. They do, and stare at us, expectantly. My mouth goes dry and I discretely wipe my sweaty palms on my jacket. 

“Welcome friends, family, and loved ones. We gather in peace to witness the union of Armand Tarkanian and Vonnie Hudgens.” Wanda clasps her hands together. “We are here today to celebrate with them and share their love for each other.”

I focus all my attention on Vonnie, her radiant smile and deep brown eyes drawing me closer. We reach out and clasp hands. She’s everything I’ve ever dreamt of in a partner, and now we’re getting married. 

Wanda holds a decorative ribbon in her hands.

She calls upon the spirits of the four cardinal directions and those of nature to bless Vonnie and me before asking those present to hold hands.

The Legion crew immediately clasps hands with each other, but my Armenian family rolls their eyes and refrains.  

“What is your name?” Wanda asks me.

“Armand Tarkanian,” I answer.

“And what is your name?” Wanda asks Vonnie.

“Vonnie Hudgens,” Vonnie replies. 

“Armand, do you come here to be joined with Vonnie?” 

“I do. She’s my beloved.” I can hardly get the words out. 

“And do you, Vonnie, come here to be joined with Tark...I mean Armand?” Wanda stammers. 

Vonnie chuckles and immediately composes herself. “I do. He’s my beloved.” 

“Gods and spirits of all the earth and skies, bless this couple. May they cherish and anoint one another with only kindness. May their days be long and fruitful and filled with love. May they never know darkness or strife or pain. But if it’s to be, may they possess the strength to overcome them together as one,” Wanda says. 

Roupen hands me Vonnie’s diamond wedding ring. The 14-carat beauty cost me a pretty penny, but it’s all for love, right? Tears stream down Roupen’s face as he flashes me an elated smile. 

I’m ready to break down right there, but I take the ring and slide it on Vonnie’s finger. Samantha hands Vonnie my gold wedding band and Vonnie pushes it onto my ring finger. We stare at each other, our eyes wide, our bodies trembling. 

Are we really doing this? 

Vonnie and I clasp hands and Wanda wraps the ribbon around them, binding me with my beloved. The ribbon snakes around my wrist, then loops around our hands and wraps around Vonnie’s wrist. Wanda ties the end of the ribbon into a knot, binding Vonnie and me to each other. My hand strains under the pressure. 

Wanda smiles and rests her hand on top of ours. 

“Bless this couple that their love may continue to grow, always with each new day,” Wanda says. “Now you lovebirds exchange vows.” 

I inhale deeply and look at Vonnie. She stares back expectantly. How can I put into words what she means to me, all the shit we went through and survived together? Sane people write down their vows or commit them to memory, but at that moment, I’m not sane.

I’m struck with love. 

“Vonnie,” I begin, my grip tightening around her hand. “You are the most important person in my life. You met me when things weren’t going great. I was a lonely embalmer who spent more time with the dead than the living. I thought my life would never change, then I met you. We shared our heartbreak. We shared our tears. We shared laughter. And along the way, we propped each other up and kept going when the odds were ridiculously against us.” 

Where the hell is this going? I think.

“Vonnie Hudgens, I take you to be my wife, and will honor and treasure you for the rest of my days.” My voice catches in my throat. “Whatever fate throws our way, I vow to be there for you. I will provide for and take care of you as we explore life together. I pledge not to only grow old with you, but to grow together. I will always offer a shoulder to cry on, a sympathetic ear, and a hand to hold.” 

Vonnie smiles. Tears roll down her cheeks, smearing her makeup.

“Vonnie, you are my confidante, my best friend, my ride or die,” I say.

Vonnie squeezes my hand. It’s her turn. 

“Tark, I love you. I’m not the most reliable person when it comes to saying that, but I mean it with you. You saw me at my lowest and you still wanted me. You showed me what real friendship looks like. I promise to take care of you, to comfort you, and to get you back on Velma when life knocks you off.” Vonnie turns to the crowd, clarifying, “Velma is his motorcycle.”

A flood of emotion ripples through me. Her words are turning on the water works, but I’m tamping it down. Nobody will see me cry. Not today.

“You are more than a friend to me,” Vonnie says. “You’re my rock, the only one I can rely on who’ll always come through for me. Our love – this weird thing we have – defies all probability. How the two of us met, our attraction, and everything else, is so random. I know you’re not a big believer in fate, but I’d like to think that you’re my reward for all I went through. The universe saw me sad and rewarded me with you. I know you feel the same way.” 

I hardly notice the first tear trickle in my eye, but then the dam breaks. I’m sobbing. Big, wet sloppy tears roll down my cheeks. That’s it. She got me. 

“You may kiss each other,” Wanda says. 

I plant a tender kiss on Vonnie’s lips. She responds by trying to jam her tongue down my throat. Our innocent peck turns into a steamy embrace that lasts several blissful seconds. I pull away and Vonnie’s eyes are still closed. She’s smiling. At that moment, I’m truly happy. 

“So mote it be,” Wanda says and bows towards us. “Folks, let me introduce you to...” She quickly turns towards Vonnie and asks, “You taking this big lug’s name or what?” 

Vonnie nods and replies, “Uh-huh.” 

Wanda playfully pats us both on our backs and announces, “Let me introduce you to Mister and Missus Tarkanian.” 

––––––––
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RELIEVED OF THE RIBBON, I walk Vonnie back down the aisle to a smattering of applause. I’m on automatic pilot at this point, scarcely believing I’ve married my best friend.

“Oh, Armand-jan! You two looked so cute up there!” Aunt Miriam plants a wet kiss on my cheek. Her strong lilac perfume stings my nostrils as she slobbers on me like a Saint Bernard. 

She embraces Vonnie. “Welcome to the family, sweetheart! Now I have got to show you how to make Armand’s favorite Armenian foods.”

“I have some practice from visiting Armand’s family in Watertown, but I’d love to learn more,” Vonnie tells Aunt Miriam. 

Uncle George gives me a firm handshake, followed by a hug. Our tenuous relationship has apparently mellowed to the point of civility. 

“Congrats, Armand,” Uncle George says as Aunt Miriam straightens his necktie. “Your dad would’ve been proud. Let me ask you something. Why have your wedding in this old farmhouse and not in a church? And what’s with all this tying hands?” 

”It’s called a handfasting ceremony,” I reply.

“Handfasting? That sounds pagan.” Uncle George’s eyes narrow. 

“God sees everything,” Aunt Miriam reassures him. “I think they’ll be fine.”

“You see these people?” he mutters. “They’re odars.”

Uncle George loves using the Armenian word for non-Armenians or outsiders.

“Odars or not, they’re good people,” Aunt Miriam sniffs. “Even the smelly bearded one.” 

I know she’s referencing Muskrat, but I don’t say anything. Today is one of love and I’m not going to have my stubborn Armenian family dump refuse on my parade.

“Cousin!” I can smell Dikran’s musky cologne before he even approaches. 

He shakes my hand and throws his arms around me. His fuzzy beard scratches my neck as he withdraws. 

“That was a great service. Confusing as hell, but great,” Dikran quips. 

Yeah, I get it. It’s not an Armenian Apostolic wedding with a priest in a bejeweled miter who places golden crowns on the bride and groom. We didn’t marry in a church with God watching. But it’s our wedding and if we want a white witch officiant, then we’re getting a white witch officiant.

“Glad you could make it, Dikran,” I reply, tongue firmly in cheek. 

“We’re family, bro,” he says, a response cliched yet weirdly profound, much like Dikran himself. He’s the living embodiment of every muscle-bound dude-bro cryptocurrency-hoarding douche-nozzle with a sports car. 

And yet, for all these shortcomings, he’s right.

We’re family, bro.

His sister, Samantha, throws her arms around me and plants a wet kiss on my cheek. Her hair, sprayed and styled to ridiculous proportions is finally tousled thanks to the humidity. 

“Vonnie tells me you’re going to Napa Valley for your honeymoon,” Samantha says. “If you are, can you bring me back a bottle or two? A really good Cabernet Sauvignon. Or maybe a Pinot Noir. I’m not fussy.” 

Great-Uncle Antranig and Great-Aunt Silvie offer their congratulations in the most New England way possible. 

“It’s so brutally hot here.” Great-Aunt Silvie cools herself with a paper fan. “My gracious, Armand! How can you live in this absolute furnace?”

She kisses my cheek and smears half her lipstick on me.  

Great-Uncle Antranig wipes his thick mustache and shakes my hand. “Silvie wanted to come, so I had to accompany her. She’s the family matriarch now.” Antranig dabs his perspiring neck with a handkerchief. 

Great-Aunt Silvie shoots him a look. There’s more fire in those old bones than Antranig knows. 

“You’re right, brother dear. I am matriarch,” Silvie says, her honeyed voice dripping with pride. “As such, I congratulate the happy couple.” She wraps her scrawny limbs around Vonnie and me, and kisses us on both cheeks, like an Armenian crime boss. 

“Thanks, Great-Aunt Silvie,” I say.

“Yes, thank you,” Vonnie tells Silvie.

Great-Aunt Silvie lovingly pats my chest. “You picked a lovely girl there, Armand-jan. Love her always. Life’s too short.” She turns to Antranig and commands, “Come on, Antranig. I need a bourbon.”

“You sure?” Antranig asks, browbeaten.

“Yes!” Great-Aunt Silvie snaps. “And if you don’t escort me inside, may the Scribe take you!”

“The Scribe?” I ask.

“Old Armenian folklore,” Great-Aunt Silvie clarifies, letting slip a laugh. “In Armenian myths, Grogh is the god associated with writing and scholarly pursuits. The Scribe, if you will. After reviewing a person’s deeds in the mortal world through the Book of Life, Grogh functions like a psychopomp, a guide to the underworld, to Spandaramet’s realm.”

Spandaramet, Queen of the Armenian Underworld. I met this solitary goddess a few times and on each occasion she revealed frightening portents about my fate.  

“Does this Grogh dude have to do with the writing on my forehead?” I ask.

Back in Watertown, Great-Aunt Silvie told me that when we’re born, our entire fate is written on our foreheads. 

“The Scribe is the one who writes our fate, and then reads it back to us when we’re dying. That’s where the phrase ‘May the Scribe take you’ comes from,” she says.

“Wow. It’s like you’re wishing death on people?” 

“Exactly.”

That’s harsh, even for Armenians, I think. 

“But you need not worry about the Scribe visiting you.” Great-Aunt Silvie lovingly pats my arm. “You’ve got plenty of time and when the inevitable comes, then you’ll get your ‘three apples from Heaven’ ending.”

“‘Three apples from Heaven’ ending?”

“Armenian stories and folk tales usually end with, ‘Three apples fell from Heaven: one for the story-teller, one for the listener, and one for he who lends an ear.’ It’s our version of happily ever-after.”

“I think Vonnie and I have our happily ever-after. Don’t know about the apples, though.” 

“You will, my boy. You will,” she replies with a sly wink. 

Ancient mythologies with their bearded gods and nearly-nude goddesses stokes dormant flames in my heart. These obscure epics represent the lodestone in Armenian culture, a co-mingling of civilizations, the house we’ve constructed brick-by-brick over millennia. 

Antranig gives us a smile and escorts Silvie into the house, his face haunted and pale. 

“What’d you think?” I ask Vonnie. “Does Silvie keep Antranig’s balls in an urn on the mantle?”

Vonnie stifles a laugh. “It’s not that bad. Homegirl digs being the matriarch. All that familial power suits her.” 

Our fingers interlace and I stare into her eyes. Deep brown irises with golden flecks that sparkle in the sun. I plant a tender kiss on her cheek. 

“I love you,” Vonnie mumbles. “Even though your family is hella crazy.”

“I hate to inform you that it’s your family now,” I tell her as Luther Vandross’ “Here and Now” plays over the speaker. We sway dreamily to the music. “Let’s go inside for the reception before Roupen loses his damn mind.” 
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​CHAPTER 4 “I WILL EAT YOUR LIVER”
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We gathered as a family, all of us seated around the dining room table, drunk on champagne, high in the moment. The butterflies in my stomach yielded to a hazy calm of my beloved, the woman I’d grow old with. 

Bizarre guest pairings around the table led to interesting conversations. Josie and Nooshig talk about tattoos and death metal music, while Muskrat and Antranig discuss true crime podcasts. Wanda and Great-Aunt Silvie found mutual company in each other’s arcane interests.

Aunt Miriam taps the side of her glass with her spoon, an annoying custom to goad the bride and groom into kissing. Soon, others join Miriam, and the air is filled with the sound of metal repeatedly tapping on glasses. 

I give Vonnie a peck on the cheek.

This apparently doesn’t satisfy the impatient crowd, who only tap their stemware even louder.

“Again, these glasses are Williams Sonoma, people. Anyone breaks theirs will pay for them,” Roupen reminds his guests. 

Nobody listens, and the cacophony continues until I fling my arms around Vonnie and plant a passionate kiss on her. Tongue is involved. We take so long that the family stops tapping their glasses and resumes their conversations.

“Great job, you two.” Roupen puts an ice bucket with a fresh Korbel beside us. “You made everyone happy and super uncomfortable at the same time.”

“Thanks, brother,” I say, adding, “For everything.” 

“Well, it’s the least I can do. My big brother is now a married man,” Roupen sits down beside me. We clink glasses and sip our champagne.

“So, when are you and Brent getting hitched, Roupen?” Vonnie asks him.

Roupen sucks air through his teeth. “Don’t think that’s happening, Von.”

“Why not? Brent is a great guy,” Vonnie replies.

“Oh, I know that. He’s the cinnamon roll stud I adore. It’s just that...I don’t know. I always figured I’d be a lifelong bachelor.” Roupen pours himself another glass of misty pale champagne and swirls it around. 

“Bachelor? You two have been together for years,” I remind him.

“I know, Armand. But marriage is forever,” he reminds me. “Besides, Brent is too emotional for such a lifelong commitment.”

Brent emerges from the kitchen with two plates of chicken and steamed root vegetables. He sets them down in front of me and Vonnie and pauses. Without uttering a word, Brent smirks at Roupen and heads back to the kitchen. 

Roupen shrugs. “See? Too emotional, that one.” 

Animated conversations fill the room, along with peals of laughter. By dessert, strangers become family and family becomes closer. 

Vonnie coaxes me to play something on the duduk, and after several glasses of wine, I’m drunk enough. I grasp the Armenian flute and blow into the reed. A soft, melodious sound emerged from the apricot wood, while my fingers gingerly moved over the holes, creating a low baritone. It’s a sad, mournful tune, one of a displaced people, a song that reverberates through time. Guests sit in rapt attention, each one silently watching as I played. 

I gauge how heavy things are getting and switch it up to a happy tune. This one is lively, more celebratory. 

I bow when I’m finished and the guests gift me a smattering of applause. 

Great-Aunt Silvie, who gifted me the flute in Massachusetts, smiles. 

“I knew you had it in you to play!” she crows. “Krikor would’ve been proud.”

Krikor, her grandfather, was a dakhanavar – an Armenian vampire – who I met when I visited their Watertown mansion. Not sure how I feel about a blood-sucking monster being proud of me, but I let it slide. 

“I didn’t know anything about the duduk, but slowly learned to play,” I confess.

“Oh, Armand-jan. You’ll learn more. The old ways will never leave you,” she says.

Uncle George grips me by the hand and grins. His rugged face softens, one of the rare times he appears human. 

“That was some fancy playing. Well done,” he slurs, his speech as stable as a house on a fault line. The booze is loosening him up. “You look worried.”

“I guess I’m jittery. This is my first marriage. Vonnie was married before. What if I’m not a good husband?” I ask, never dreaming that I’d be asking for consolation from Uncle George. 

“Take it from someone who’s seen plenty of funerals. Life is short. Vonnie loves you. I can see that. You two are beautiful together.” Uncle George pauses, before adding, “Don’t be afraid to tell her everything.”

“Even the deep dark secrets.”

“Especially the deep dark secrets. I tell your Aunt Miriam everything, whether she wants to hear it or not,” Uncle George drains his scotch and hugs Aunt Miriam. 

“So where are you two going to live?” Aunt Miriam asks. She lowers her voice and adds, “Not with those biker people, I hope?”

“We’d like to live in Fig Garden,” I tell her.

Fig Garden was constructed in the early 20th century and marketed as the future of Fresno’s residential areas. It became notorious for enacting a series of deed restrictions that forbade buyers to purchase or lease the homes to “Asiatics, Mongolians, Hindus, Negroes, Armenians or any natives or descendants of the Turkish Empire.” 

The deed restriction lasted until the 1960s, but Fig Garden’s history is one of exclusion, which specifically decreed only “persons belonging to the Caucasian race” should occupy the homes, and to not sell, lease or convey the properties to “any Armenian or to any descendant of an Armenian or to any lineal descendant of any Armenian, save and except [those] employed as servants by the residents.”

If I could get a house in Fig Garden, it would be the ultimate revenge to all those dead white racists who employed deed restrictions and redlining that kept so many Armenians from living in desirable homes.

“Those Fig Garden homes are so expensive,” Aunt Miriam says dismissively.  

“I know, but it’s the dream, right?” I counter. 

I divert my attention from righting past wrongs to my lovely bride. 

Everybody is pleasantly buzzed on champagne, except Vonnie. She chooses a ginger ale, what she normally drinks when she’s not pounding beer after beer with the Legion. 

Roupen stands up and offers a toast as the best man. My brother’s forehead drips with perspiration and his hands tremble. I never pictured him nervous at public speaking before, but here we are. 

“When you first introduced me to this lovely woman Vonnie, I couldn’t be happier, because for all you’ve done for me, here was someone who would finally take care of you,” Roupen says.
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