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“Goddamn motherfu—” A string of obscenities poured out of Quinn in a glorious explosion of verbal filth. He stopped jiggling the key, took a step back, and inhaled deeply. Adjusting the loaded grocery bag in his arm, he reached out and knocked on the door. “Grandma! I’m home! Can you open the door? Fucking deadbolt won’t turn again!”

A handful of seconds later, he heard the muffled shuffling of feet from inside the house. The familiar sounds of a human-versus-ancient-mechanical-thing struggle followed, and the door swung open on loud hinges. And before him stood his five-foot-tall grandmother, a ferocious scowl in place as she peered up at him. 

“I’d like to hex a bar of soap for that sewer mouth of yours, mister,” she barked. “Don’t you think I didn’t hear what you said. My body might be rotting away in old age, but my hearing’s as sharp as ever. And you had the gall to overcompensate for that filthy muttering by yelling cuss words for all the world to hear just because the lock wouldn’t turn.”

She moved away and busied herself with Quinn’s key while Quinn stooped to pick up the second bag of groceries. Without handles on them, it required an acrobat’s skill to pick it up, secure it against his chest (both with just one hand and its corresponding long-suffering arm), and stand up again without staggering or dropping anything. And without losing his glasses, which had a bad habit of sliding off his face at the most inconvenient moment because he just had to get a pair of somewhat oversized hipster frames. But Quinn was used to it, and it almost felt like awkward ballet whenever he managed things successfully. He entered the house, his irritation easing at least. 

“Grandma, all bad habits I have, I got from you. Stop being so salty. And since you’re not a sorcerer, you can quit the hex threats.”

“I’m a thread alchemist, kid, and don’t you sass me like that.” She eyed the bags in shock as though she’d just noticed them for the first time. “What the fu—hell? I thought you were going out to get us a ‘few things’.”

Quinn sighed as he stalked past the narrow stairs and through the small-ish living room toward the dining room door. “You’re a hardcore cross-stitch hobbyist, and you’re changing the subject.” 

He eventually reached the dining table and gladly set the bags on it with a loud groan of relief. Quinn Geiger might only be twenty-one, but even a healthy young man had his physical limits. Then again, he chided himself, he’d also decided to throw in a few items not on his grandmother’s grocery list—items he simply couldn’t do without like a couple of one-pound bags of gummy bears, among others—so he really shouldn’t be so bitchy about things. And given the way his morning had turned out, those bags would definitely come in handy.

With an inward sigh, Quinn tried not to think too much about his disastrous not-date at the café.  

“A hardcore cross-stitch hobbyist who puts out some crazy, badass patterns that don’t end,” Grandma barked as she shuffled into the room behind him. “And all coming from the spirit world, too. There. Have you ever heard of other cross-stitch artists or hobbyists who can brag about that kind of stuff? No? Then I win. God, don’t tell me you splurged on bags of candy again.”

“Didn’t realize sewing bizarre patterns was a competition,” Quinn muttered. He was now putting groceries away and mentally groaning at his grandmother’s never-ending, cranky prattle. 

“At my age, mister, I can call anything whatever I damn well like. Been fighting through the toxic waves of life like diseased salmon, so I earned the right. Have you been losing weight again? What the hell’s wrong with your metabolism?”

Quinn glanced at her with a crooked smile. “You should’ve been a poet. Did you just hear yourself? I’ll bet you’d rock an open mic night at some hipster café.”

Grandma snorted and moved to the table to give Quinn a hand. “Those are your paternal genes expressing themselves again. Christ, kid. And here I thought your father holed up somewhere in Japan spared me extra years of grief. Looks like I forgot the whole popping-out-the-grandkid issue.”

“And who gave birth to Dad and cursed him with snarky genes, Grandma?”

“He’s a changeling, I’ll bet. Somewhere in fairy land, there’s a perfectly normal human man trapped there and thinking he’s one of those creepy magic whatsits. And speaking of—how’d your coffee date go?”

Quinn didn’t know how much more of Grandma’s whiplash-style shifts in topic his brain could handle without exploding in its barely-held-together bony container. He also wasn’t too enthused about the subject she now decided to highlight, too, and he hated lying to her.

So he did. 

“It went okay. Matt and I didn’t really hit it off as much as I’d like to, though. But, you know, que sera sera and all that stuff,” he replied with a careless shrug as he pointedly avoided looking at her. 

Grandma sighed heavily. “Oh, honey. The bastard stood you up, didn’t he? Just like the others?”

“It’s—it’s okay, Grandma. Really. It’s not the end of the world.”

“What the hell’s wrong with young people nowadays? If they don’t want to show up for a date they made, how about—oh, I don’t know—letting the other person know it’s off? Why leave him hanging and looking stupid and feeling like shit about himself?” Grandma damn near roared. “You know what, baby? Screw them! They’re nothing but a bunch of immature douchebags who can’t man up to—”

“Grandma, it’s cool. It’s cool. I’ll survive. Been there, done that. I think of that as character-building, sort of.” 

This time Quinn glanced back and met her furious gaze with a smile that he hoped exuded confidence and reassurance. He felt neither, of course, but he wasn’t in the mood to put up with his grandmother’s tirades, even if they were spewed on his account. Being stood up by other young men—more than half of whom, ironically, were the ones who’d asked him out—was nothing new to Quinn. He didn’t understand why he was such a magnet for that kind of behavior or why he somehow unknowingly gravitated toward the handsome and the immature. Was he inadvertently punishing himself for something? Did he dislike himself enough to give off low self-esteem vibes that others picked up and were influenced by so that their subsequent mistreatment of him was the unhappy consequence?

“You might think it’s character-building, but I hate it. I do. You’re my grandson, and I want to see you happy.”

“I know. I love you, too.” Quinn turned his attention back to his task. “I have to finish this. I don’t have much time left.”   

Grandma suddenly fell silent, and when the pause stretched to rather unnatural lengths, Quinn had to look back over his shoulder, frowning. He found her standing still, wrinkled face fixed in an expression of hard concentration, her mind clearly chasing after some idea she was bound to share. 

“Grandma? What’s wrong? You’re creepily quiet.” Quinn turned back and finished shelving the cans of sweet corn and closing the cupboard doors. 

“Huh. Nothing. Just thinking about your father now. I kind of miss the globetrotting jerk.” She blinked, looked up, and regarded Quinn doubtfully at first and then broke out in a big, silly grin. Obviously the cause of her rage had already been forgotten, making Quinn wonder if old age did funny things to the turn of one’s mind—besides senility, that is. “And Bethany said hi. She said you eat too many gummy bears, and your habit’s going to give you diabetes.”

Quinn rolled his eyes and finished unpacking the bags, shooing her away a couple of times when she got a little too pushy in her bid to help him. “That’s not how diabetes works, you know. And tell Bethany to lay off. I’ve got enough trouble sorting you out. I don’t need an imaginary friend riding my ass over a candy habit.”

“Well, she does get worried about you.”

“She doesn’t exist. And imaginary friends are normally a childhood thing. Don’t tell me you’re a late bloomer.”

Grandma actually had to pause and consider that, screwing up her face and keeping it contorted long enough for Quinn to wonder if she were severely impacted and hadn’t been up front with her one and only grandson about her health. At length she eased up.

“Nope, not a late bloomer. Bethany’s around—been around for a while, she tells me. And the patterns I sew are not only badass, but unique.” Grandma let a dramatic pause run its course. “Because she’s showing me what her world looks like.”

“Okay, Grandma. Time to lay off the hard stuff, okay? Seriously. I’m going to have to search your room for hiding places and shit,” Quinn retorted, more annoyed than worried. 

This was a conversation that was too common, going on for a good number of months now ever since Quinn moved back home. That said, these talks about imaginary friends didn’t happen as frequently till now.

Grandma merely chortled, and she spun around and hobbled back out, no doubt to take her place again in her favorite “hobby room”, which was also her little bedroom on the ground floor. She was simply too old to get up and down the stairs without trouble, and it was Quinn’s desperate idea to have her things moved to the tiny room that had once been a study of some sort. The second flight of stairs led to the attic, which had been converted into Quinn’s bedroom on his move back home from college. He could, of course, take over his grandmother’s massive old room, but he loved his attic bedroom and reveled in its gothic, antiquated look and atmosphere. It suited him perfectly, he thought, given his job: the assistant manager of a small, independent bookstore specializing in all manner of darkly fantastic books.

Besides, Grandma’s old room smelled too much like pain relief ointment and talcum powder.

His mind flew back through time, touching events here and there till the moment he’d decided to pack his bags and return home. He didn’t even know why he’d felt so strongly then, felt the sudden and overwhelming need to hop on the train and come back to Dolores even before he finished college. A voiceless urging seemed to be the closest description he could think of at that time, and now that he’d spent a year in his grandmother’s company, he wondered if that had been his mother’s long-silent voice calling for him to return home and look after the old woman. 

Grandma had always been rather salty, but she was also fiercely protective of and devoted to her only grandson as well as Quinn’s parents despite her occasional insults, which Quinn had long learned were nothing more than a singular way of expressing immeasurable love. She’d also developed an unexpected late talent for cross-stitching bizarre patterns, claiming she’d been getting them from the spirit world. And bizarre they were, indeed—strange figures, shapes, and even what seemed to be landscapes or vague details of landscapes slowly and painstakingly took shape in her skilled hands. And it wasn’t several unusable pillow covers she’d been working on. 

Like Penelope of legend, Grandma had been sewing what appeared to be a never-ending tapestry of some sort. She’d already gone through so many skeins of embroidery floss, very likely her monthly social security checks all but disappearing thusly. But not once had she complained of either the time spent or her arthritis. She loved being kept busy, in fact, even claiming that she often talked to Bethany while working in her room or the living room. 

Bethany, of course, was her imaginary friend, one whom Grandma was convinced used to be a living, breathing woman sometime in the past. And sometimes she’d dive into a lengthy account of Bethany’s so-called world, which was apparently a dark and terrifying one if the patterns in her cross-stitched tapestry were anything to go by. Quinn had always treated her idiosyncrasies as nothing more than a natural effect of age, and even her doctor had given her a clean bill of health. But now and then, her glib references to a world neither of them could see unnerved Quinn, and it was all he could do to allow her imagination its wild flights if they offered her some comfort and distraction. He was young; he could endure the eerie little bits Grandma deigned to share with him.

He sighed heavily and finally cleared the room, making sure the paper bags were properly disposed in the recycling bin. He was set to close the bookstore that evening, so he needed to head upstairs and take a shower before warming up leftovers for lunch. As he walked past the living room and ascended the narrow stairs, he passed a small mirror hanging on the wall and barely gave it a half-second glance. 

He froze on the step, frowning. “Wait, what?” 

He turned and looked at the mirror again but found nothing unusual about it. Just his reflection and those of the living room windows across the way. There was no one else there, which, for some reason, his brain convinced him had been the case a scant second or two ago. No, there was no one there in the mirror, meeting his brief gaze with one of their own. Was it a figure? Yes, Quinn thought he’d just glimpsed another person moving the other way—down the stairs, that is—and that person turned to look at the mirror at the same moment he did. 

All that was impossible, naturally, and Quinn shook his head at himself. 

There was, however, one thing that left a strong enough impression—largely because it lingered, and it made him shrink instinctively away, skin prickling. He apparently stood in a spot of icy air, one directly before the mirror. It lingered, yes, but seemed to do so as a way of insisting that Quinn took notice of its presence. And once he did, it went away almost instantly and left Quinn standing and blinking in some confusion, gazing around him. He even looked up to see if he could somehow find a means through which cold air could enter his home and wasn’t surprised to find nothing. No hidden vents, no cracks. 

“The weird genes are making themselves known in me now, Grandma,” he muttered. “Thanks for nothing.” 

He turned and continued his walk up the stairs and to his attic room, hoping to hell his day would turn out to be a good one at work.
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“It’s like the freakin’ Bayeux Tapestry, I swear to God.”

“That’s dumb. That thing’s long. Like—over two hundred feet or something like that?”

Quinn threw Edwin a long-suffering look. “I’m not kidding. She sews yard after yard of Aida fabric together so that we’re looking at—I don’t know—this long-ass runner type of thing that she’s practically filling up with some pretty weird designs. I mean, she cuts the fabric in half and then sews them together, end to end.”

“Aida fabric?” Edwin’s close-lipped smile was nowhere near sympathetic. 

The shop bell rang, and a trio of teenage goth girls swept inside, barely sparing the two a glance. They immediately scattered midway through the bookstore, and Quinn couldn’t help but gape at the way their black-draped figures almost immediately melted into the dimly lit environment. If it weren’t for the sound of their movements, one could mistake them for oddly flitting shadows unattached to anything corporeal.  

Quinn went back to glaring rather weakly at his boss. 

“She’s sent me out a hundred million billion times to the fabric store for stuff to use, okay? I know way too much about embroidery now, and I don’t even know the first thing about sewing. Like—basic sewing to patch up tears and all that. You know, day-to-day survival crap.” Quinn sighed and dug around one of the shelves under the counter and pulled out his bag of gummy bears. It already had been opened, and he snatched two pieces and popped them into his mouth. They did little in raising his mood this time, which worried him into questioning whether or not he was developing a tolerance for his favorite candy. 

“It’s funny how you eat two of those things at a time. I’ve seen guys take handfuls and shovel them in their mouths like starving Neanderthals. You? Seriously economical. Not to mention pretty goddamned dainty.” Edwin paused and considered, frowning as he regarded Quinn in silence. “Is this a gay thing, man?”

“No, it isn’t. I just like to portion out my snacks like this—you know, make them last the whole day if I could. Money doesn’t grow on trees in case you haven’t noticed. And this is the only vice I have, so deal with it.” And to underscore that point further, Quinn plucked a couple more pieces from the bag and made a big show of tossing them unerringly into his mouth. 

“I hope that’s not all you’re having for dinner. I’ve got a lunch container packed with lumpia. Tess told me to make sure and share half of it with you since you’re, like, shrinking or something.” 

Tess was Edwin’s wife of ten months, another long-suffering soul caught in the never-ending whirlpool spinning around Edwin Aguinaldo’s existence. Both were third-generation immigrants from the Philippines whose love of traditional cuisine came with the overriding need (Edwin would refer to it as a genetic quirk of Filipinos) to feed everyone who ventured within a fifty-mile radius of them. 

The pair were also pretty successful entrepreneurs even before marriage, owning and running a dark fantasy store and a bakery specializing in Filipino cakes and pastries. Their respective shops might be small and staffed with maybe one (like in Edwin’s case) or no more than three (in Tess’s), but they flourished nicely enough in their narrow niches. 

“I’ll have some, thanks.” Quinn turned his attention back to the three goth girls, who were now lost in examination of the shelves. He idly drummed his fingers on the counter as his thoughts wandered down another path. “You know, with all that sewing and talk about this Bethany girl, do you think my grandma’s showing symptoms of Alzheimer’s? I mean—I never even considered it till now, and it’s really freaking me out. Is suddenly developing some mad sewing skills a sign of the disease?”

One of the girls floated past the counter on her way to a locked display cabinet filled with death-themed dolls and elaborately sculpted ghouls. “The internet’s your friend, dude,” she said in a low, gravelly voice. “Look it up.”

Edwin moved away from the counter and toward the corner of the small space allocated to the staff. There sat the old desktop computer, the file drawers, and a computer chair that appeared to be headed for the landfill in a matter of days. That tiny corner was technically Edwin’s office, the human resources department, and corporate headquarters. At the other end of the narrow, rectangular space behind the counter was a small café-style table and a matching chair, indicating the staff break room. Thankfully the shop had its own bathroom, and at least it wasn’t a mere hole dug into the floor somewhere in that same area. Situated in the back—more specifically outside the back door and accessible only through the dingy alley—it was the shop’s pride and joy, hence its unavailability to patrons and protected from unwanted use with the magic of a key. 

“Want me to look up the symptoms for you? I might as well—not just for your benefit. Tess’s grandfather’s going all weird on us, too.”

Unless there was something in the water, Quinn suspected his grandmother’s bizarre turns to be nothing more than an unfortunate product of age. Of course, it didn’t mean he could stop worrying about her. 

“Nah. That’s okay,” he replied. “I might be getting myself all worked up over nothing.”

Two of the goth girls walked up to the counter with a few books and graphic novels to purchase, allowing Quinn a much-needed distraction from his thoughts. Eventually the trio left the shop, and silence once again reigned. 

“So—what kinds of patterns does your grandmother sew, exactly?” Edwin asked. 

Quinn jumped when an open plastic tub suddenly appeared before him, and the familiar smell of deep-fried lumpia tickled his nostrils. He gratefully plucked a greasy piece out and took a bite, munching on the now-cold and soggy spring roll as he considered his answer. 

“Just—really creepy shit,” he replied after swallowing. “Like old, dead trees that look really twisted and almost human-like. Then there are things sticking out of the ground—something like broken parts of old fences or stone monuments. Pieces of stone monuments, I mean. Think of cemeteries and those statues of angels and stuff? Yeah, something like those, but in pieces or they’re missing a lot of pieces so that you have to kind of think hard about what they’re supposed to look like originally. Vines—lots of them. They’re usually hanging off branches or whatever’s outside your line of vision, if you know what I mean. Some fog also plus shapes in the fog—human-like shapes, anyway.”

Edwin didn’t answer right away, though he continued to hold the food container in front of Quinn, who helped himself to another cold and soggy spring roll. 

“Your grandma sounds like she’s into some pretty hard stuff.”

“Yeah, I pretty much said the same thing, and she just about cussed me out.”

“Dude, she cusses the whole world out. I’ve been on the receiving end, myself, in case you forgot.”

“I know, but this was more like a targeted cuss—thing. You know what I mean. Don’t make me analyze stuff when I’m trying to have kinda-sorta lunch. It’s not good for my brain, especially if blood-sugar levels are still pretty low.”

Edwin just quietly chortled. “And it’s something she’s been doing non-stop now?”

Quinn nodded, half of a lumpia in his mouth. “It started somewhere around the time I returned from school. Almost a year ago—maybe nine or ten months ago? Yeah, sometime around there.”

“Hmm. Same with her imaginary friend?”

“Yep. She doesn’t talk about Bethany a lot, though. Once in a while, sure, but it’s still enough to ring all kinds of warning bells in my head. I mean—who talks about some invisible person as though they’re actually alive?” 

Quinn blew out a breath, spirits dipping a little at reminders of some pretty dire possibilities involving his grandmother’s mental health. He dropped his gaze to the counter, barely noting how greasy his fingers had become simply from handling two pieces of Tess’s cooking. 
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