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By Dawn's Bloody Light


Prologue: Laney

The Midwest, 1988.

By the pricking of my thumbs, 

Something wicked this way comes.

— William Shakespeare, Macbeth

 

It’s 1988 and it’s summer. Pete owns a bookstore in a small Midwestern college town. It’s a used bookstore. That’s not where he makes his money. Obviously. 

Actually, I’m not sure where he makes his money. But that’s something he was always saying: “The Page Turner isn’t where I make my money.” Snort. “Obviously.” Knowing Pete, he sells pot for a living and uses the bookstore to conceal enough of the profits that he doesn’t get busted by the IRS, which is the important thing when you’re running a very small drug empire in the ’80s. I mean, you can bribe the local cops but you can’t bribe the IRS.

Pete is the crooked man who lives in the crooked house. He looks like someone took his joints apart and put them back together at a slightly off-kilter angle. He chainsmokes and his cigarette is always sagging downward. Even when he’s making a dramatic gesture with the tip, it’s limp and shuddering between his big-knuckled yet frail and crooked fingers. He’s like sixty. He’s a writer, the kind that talks more horseshit than does actual work. But he does publish a giant newspaper worth of poetry and fiction every year, on April Fool’s Day. He owns the local second-hand bookstore, which means I give him way more money than I should on a regular basis, and he’s in the same writers’ group as Joy.

Joy’s my girlfriend-slash-roommate, as in, when the wrong people are around we quit necking. I think the world of her. Aside from that whole writer thing, she’s perfect. The big question is: do I think she’s going to make it as a writer? No. I do not. (Not that I’d tell her.)

She’s the type of person who writes ten words, stops, and waits for inspiration to hit her again. She goes to coffee shops and orders the fancy drinks that cost three times as much as plain coffee. She doesn’t really even read that much, and when she does it’s stuff for one of her English classes. 

I read a lot, but I never wanted to be a writer. Just a nurse. It’s a good job, being a nurse. You’re always gonna be in demand. You’re also always gonna be taken for granted. Nobody gets taken for granted like a nurse. We’re invisible magic-workers. And yet as far as patients are concerned, the only thing we do is show up late with pain meds.

It’s 1988 and it’s almost a hundred years after the Jack the Ripper murders and I wouldn’t care less, only someone in our unnamed small Midwestern town is pulling kind-of-copycat murders, the kind where someone gets opened up from groin to neck and their sex organs fondled from the inside. It’s summer. I mentioned that. That means that in this college town, all the strangers (i.e., the students) have gone home. Except the ones in summer school. The whole town goes from like ten thousand people to just about two thousand in the summer. Which at least hypothetically reduces the number of suspects.

It’s late June and two women have been murdered already but I don’t care because it’s ten to six in the morning and almost time to go home and I’m smoking outside the break room door of the nursing home, standing so that the breeze doesn’t take the smoke back inside. The cement pad just outside the door is cracked in half. It doesn’t go anywhere, it just ends. It’s just there for us to stand at and smoke. There’s a red Folger’s can two-thirds filled with butts on the cement pad under the overhang. 

In ten minutes the next shift will start their report while the night shift answers call lights. In about forty minutes I’ll go home.

The sun starts rising in the east. I stand there and smoke, staring out into nothing, waiting for the light to hit my face. “When the light hits my face,” I say to myself, “I’ll go back inside and get my ass in gear.” Night shifts are the worst, because you can’t get used to them. You keep getting rotated on and off them—at least when you’re a nobody student nurse like me. I’m not even shadowing tonight. Just changing diapers and passing out glasses of water.

I finish the cigarette and throw the butt into the Folger’s can. The sun’s still hanging there, not moving.

I was born in this town, I’ve lived here all my life. It’s a weird shit town. Correction: even without the university it’s a weird shit town.

Whenever the sun hangs in place, that means something’s coming. 

I look around. The other thing you see when the weird shit is coming is old junk, tree branches, trash—it kind of looks like an amateur modern art installation. Or some kind of voodoo doll shit…it’s creepy. (I remember one time when snowmen with gears for eyes showed up all over town. Like two hundred of them. The snow looked like it had been patted down with claws, not gloves…the next morning they had melted down to metal stick-figure frames…the morning after that they disappeared.)

Outside the door is the employee parking lot. The doctors don’t park in our lot; they park over in the doctors’ area in the main hospital parking area. They have a different break room and everything. No, this is the back lot. It’s gravel and full of potholes. Some of the holes are still half-full of scummy water from the rain the other night. About a half-dozen cars are parked there—four cars from night shift and the other two are probably early arrivals for the next shift. 

Then I blink and suddenly there are ten cars parked there and the sun is over the treeline to the east and someone’s pulling on my sleeve and saying, “You gonna smoke all morning, Laney, or are you gonna answer that call light?”

Terry, one of the day-shift people. She has crooked teeth and smiles like a dog that’s been kicked one too many times, but hasn’t figured out how to fight back yet. Sometimes she shows up with a black eye.

I blink at her and say, “Man. I almost fell asleep out here.” 

Everyone in the break room laughs and offers to cover for me so I can go home early. But no, even just that little extra half hour of pay, I need that. $3.83 an hour, $1.92 for the half. A pack of smokes is about a buck, so is a gallon of gas. I gotta put in a lot of hours this summer so I have more time to study once classes start up again. I had to get creative last year. Towards finals I started to hallucinate from lack of sleep.

· · ·

I drive home, feeling kind of sick and dizzy. “Great,” I say to myself, “I’m coming down with something. Just what I need.”

I drive through downtown. Just for kicks I run the one red light in town. Nobody’s around, not even the cops. One of these days they’re going to start following me on my way home from work. By then I won’t be able to stop at that stoplight anymore. It’s too much of a habit.

I pass by Pete’s bookstore entrance, which is nothing but a set of cement stairs leading downward between two brick buildings on Main. The buildings on the south side of the street are built onto the top of the bluff that leads down to the train tracks. Pete’s bookstore is in a basement. Over the gap between buildings is a big pointing finger sign. The Page Turner. 

As I pass by the gap I see something moving. Without thinking, I pull over into a nearby parking spot. The sky’s burning orange but still full of shadows, and the stairwell’s filled with twilight or whatever you call that weird half-shadow light before just after dawn. Part of me thinks, Wait, didn’t we have dawn already? But I’m too tired to care.

It’s a fox.

A stuffed fox.

Has to be; it has no eyes. I must have been seeing things, to think that I saw it moving a second ago. It’s wearing a kind of shiny crown of wire and what I gotta say have to be watch parts. Maybe that was it—the breeze caught one of the little delicate pieces of metal and made it look like it was moving.

All I can think is, Pete knows some strange people. Whenever Joy goes to writer stuff with the guy (it’s all at his house on the far east end of town, past the hospital) he’s always bringing back strange new writer-types from out of state. Maybe some joker that he knows is the one who left this here…

I close my eyes and roll them around behind my eyelids. I’m so tired they’re burning.

When I open them again, the fox looks like it’s looking at something over my shoulder, and I have to blink again.

Then my door whips open and someone pulls me out onto the street. I slide right out and land on my ass. My feet are still inside the car, just above the floor mat. 

I roll around trying to get turned around to punch and kick whoever just dragged me out of the car. 

“Hey!” 

My head’s being pulled back. A thin whisper of a touch slides across my throat.

And then I’m number three.

· · ·

Once I was dead, things went haywire for a bit. It was like being in a kitchen where someone’s slamming the drawers and the cupboards all the time. Jesus! You just want to put your hands over your ears to shut out the noise. So I did. Now I wish I hadn’t. I wish I’d at least tried to see what happened to me.

After a while I said to myself, “That stuffed fox. That was the other sign, wasn’t it? That weird shit was going to come through. And I drove right up to it.” 

Why me, I wondered. Did I remind the killer of his mother? An ex-girlfriend? Was it because I was a lesbian? Shit. Killed by off-season frat boys, that would be just about my luck. I was already having trouble remembering what being alive was like. The taste of cigarette smoke, the way Joy’s hair was always soft and warm. Kissing snowflakes off her eyelashes. The sound of wind passing through trees, the hiss of skateboard wheels on the asphalt, trying to figure out who was honking while lying upstairs in bed, not sure if it was six in the morning or six at night on the other side of the heavy curtains on the one tiny window. The fan blowing on your skin at night, and the air too humid for you to cool down.

I kept trying to repeat sensations in my mind like if I thought about them often enough they’d stay fresh and real. But they still faded. What Joy sounded like when she laughed, when she really laughed.
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