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The Funhouse

First appeared online with Trembling With Fear – February 2023
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My brother grabs my hand as we walk into the darkness. A flash of light reveals a bloody face, skin torn, eye hanging from a socket. I scream. My brother’s fingers grip tighter. Maniacal laughter peals out. I move on. Nothing here is real. 

A clown with a bloody knife jumps out. I scream again, backing away, falling to the floor. Where has my brother gone? When had he even let go of me? I scramble backwards. “Vince!” I scream, adrenalin buzzing in my body.

The fake clown hangs from its strings. The blood dripping from its knife is real.
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The Parcel
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Mondays! I usually dreaded them. But I had today off. I could sit at my kitchen island as long as I wanted, drinking hot black coffee. 

I could watch a scary movie, or anything else I wanted.

A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. Who could that be?

Whoever it was just left a parcel. I picked it up. Heavy. Kind of ... wet? I set it on my chair. Was that blood on my hands?

I opened it with a box cutter. Screamed. 

Inside, face framed with his spine, eyes bulging, was the bloody head of my ex.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


It Wasn’t Warts
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The toad was brown. And cute. It didn’t give me warts, it gave me something worse.

“Hey, buddy.” I knelt when I saw the toad in the grass. I moved slow, wanting to grab it before it hopped away. It never moved. Even when I held my hand flat, it sat there in my palm, looking at me, its toady eyes regarding me with disdain.

I stroked its back. “Are you okay? Can toads get rabies?”

Its only answer was to pee on me. Then it hopped away.

When I washed my hands, skin sloughed off. Up until then, there’d been no pain. The more I washed, the more skin shed, the more it hurt. I stopped washing and wrapped my hand in a towel. What the hell was going on?

Hours later, it was still bleeding and now the skin was coming off my wrist. Frightened, I wrapped the whole thing in gauze, sealed it with tape and went to bed. In the morning things were worse. Much worse.

Both bed and gauze were bloody, chunks of skin sitting on the sheets. My elbow bone poked out. I dialled 911. “I think I’ve been poisoned by a toad.”

“We don’t have poisoned toads around here.”

“I need an ambulance!”

By the time they arrived, my arm entire arm was exposed muscle, and the skin on my shoulder, neck and face was dropping off.

The EMTs were horrified. The bundled me into the ambulance, speeding off, sirens blaring. Honestly, I don’t think I’ll make it.
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Death Wish

First appeared online with The Siren’s Call – April 2023


[image: ]




I crouched inside the doorway of a crumbling brick building, listening to the hitching breaths of the people crowded behind me.

A plant-covered walkway laid between us and the passage into the concrete city of safety. Thick green stalks and thin vines criss-crossed one another in a sort of woven pattern. Wide green leaves poked up here and there, appearing to wave gently in the breeze. I knew better.

An occasional white, purple or orange flower nestled among the greenery like an asp, coiled up, waiting for its next victim. This flora had no name. Most of us just called it ‘the monstrosity’.

We humans had done this to ourselves, though I used the term ‘we’ loosely. Certainly none of us who’d gotten this far had been responsible, nor were the others fighting their way through the jungles, hacking their way through curtains of monstrous greenery. Most of those responsible for this botanic attack were already nestled in safety in the city.

Many innocents had already died, and I knew there were going to be more before my group found protection. One step out of this building and the monstrosity would rise up to protect its territory. Sure, it was theirs and we humans had invaded it, but we should have respected it instead of tearing it down. The experiment that led to this might have gone much different if we had.

I searched for foot holes – spaces between the greenery. They were less likely to attack if we managed not to step on it. I can’t say I blamed it.

Of course, there were none. This thing (yes it was a multitude of plants but it worked as a single organism) never gave us a break. If only it believed us when we tried to explain that not all humans were the same, if it even understood our language. Somehow, I thought it did.

Someone from the group crept up behind me and crouched down at my side. “Where did it even come from?” he asked. “That wasn’t here last night.”

The vacant building had only been a pit stop before we crossed the bridge to safety. We’d managed to outrun the thick vines and runners that chased us. This morning when we’d woke, it was here.

I shrugged. “Maybe it senses us. Maybe it just got lucky and found us.”

My companion looked around, observing the lay of the structure. “It could easily come in here,” he said. “Why does it not? Why does it only keep us prisoner?”

That I had an answer for. I rubbed my hand across the brick threshold. “It doesn’t like things like concrete or brick. Metals. Even most plastics, though it seems it can adapt to that. Earth or wood, as you may have noticed, is what it likes.” He nodded his agreement, then I added, “As a nice little bonus, it gets to imprison us. Eventually we die, our bodies rot and –”

I paused, letting him figure the rest out. The monstrosity didn’t need to kill us to eat us. The juices of a putrefied body could satisfy its hunger just as well.

And none of our weapons would work on it. An ‘error’ in engineering had made it resistant. Slash at it with a knife, chop it with shears or shoot it with guns. They only made it come back bigger, stronger, as if it had some sort of pumped up sea star DNA for growing limbs back. Maybe it did for all I knew. We’d even tried different kinds of poison. But only parts of it got sick. The healthy parts gathered around giving of themselves to heal the ailing one.

I stood. I knew there was only one way to get these people to safety. Most of them anyway. Some might get taken down with me. “Save yourselves,” I cried. “Get to the city bridge as fast as you can.”

Then I stepped down on to the lounging vines, stems, leaves and petals. As one they rose up around me in a horrific ring of beauty. Lush greens, snow white petals with a tinge of pink around their centres. Tiny purple petals gave off a distinctly pleasant aroma, and the orange flowers looked like a beautiful but deadly sunset. 

They wound themselves around me, much like a boa constrictor. I breathed deep, aware of the chaotic swirl of bodies running by me. Some of them – most of them – wanted to save me, despite knowing they couldn’t.

A long green vine snaked around my ankle,  ripped me off my feet then rose up to hang me upside down. From the corner of my eye I could see another member of my group lying on the ground, covered almost entirely in green. Though none of us knew one another, had met randomly on our journeys, we cared about each other. I didn’t know his name, but my eyes began leaking.

This gave my attackers pause. Soft leaves probed my face, perhaps only seeking moisture, even if it was salty. But that didn’t stop its attack. The pressure on my body intensified, pushing the air from my lungs. I gulped, gasped, instinctively seeking life-giving air.

Thin runners slid into my mouth, down my throat and out my nose. I tried to scream, tried to breathe. Another tendril slid around my neck. Smeary black spots appeared before my eyes.

Despite my pain I tried to search for the other victim. Had the flora taken any more? How many had made it?

My lungs burned. My head felt like it was going to explode.

I yearned for death long before it overtook me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Christmas Elves
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Coloured lights blinked everywhere and begging Santas stood on every street corner, ringing bells and screaming “Ho Ho Ho”. Mitch hurried along the sidewalk, shoulders hunched, hands jammed in jacket pockets, cold, frosty flakes swirling around him. What made this time of year so jolly anyway?

He tightened his grip on the knife in his fist as he entered the foyer of his building, greeted by a blast of hot air. Things hadn’t gone as planned, he needed a better weapon. Exchanging blade for key, he let himself into the main hall. For a moment it seemed too long, stretching to eternity, and curving, not straight. Tiny elves leaped up and down walls like miniature, Christmas-themed Jackie Chans. Mitch shook his head and it was all gone.

But he knew they were still there. Every Christmas the little bastards plagued and harangued him. The first of December they appeared out of nowhere and at midnight on the 31st, they disappeared back into nowhere. This year he was going to get rid of them once and for all.

Opening his apartment door, he was greeted by his dog. “Hey, Buddy,” he said, lifting the squirming, licking pup. After taking off coat and boots, with his dog in one arm, he went into his bedroom. He pulled open the drawer to his nightstand and there it was, gleaming silver and black. Mitch looked at Buddy, looked into his eyes. If he was going to do what he knew he had to, he needed to do something with Buddy first because who would take care of him? Mitch knew he’d go to jail. But he didn’t care about that. 

He picked up the gun then put Buddy on the bed. The dog wagged his tail, anticipating play time. Mitch’s hands shook as he aimed. Buddy sat. Looked at the barrel. “I have to, Buddy.” Mitch’s voice was thick with the tears that streamed down his face. Another elf bounced off the wall toward the dog. Mitch dropped the gun and snatched up his pup. He buried his face in the wiggling bundle of fur, soddening it with tears. That’s when they started chanting. He wanted to scream at them but that always scared Buddy. Instead Mitch called his sister, wheedling her enough to agree to dogsit, despite her allergy. “It won’t be for long,” he lied.

With Buddy safe in his “auntie’s” care, Mitch stowed the gun deep in the pocket of an oversized parka. He pulled a black balaclava over his head before pulling up the fur-lined hood and tightening it. Black leather gloves were next.

Parkouring elves filled the hallway. As usual, their eyes had become Christmas red, their smiles revealed pin-point sharp teeth. He squeezed the handle of the gun, but not the trigger. Never the trigger in here. He didn’t want to kill anyone, just wanted to get rid of the little Christmas bastards.

They followed him outside, leaping off blinking wreaths and tinsel candles. NOW! his brain screamed. Mitch pulled out the gun and emptied it. Little clumps of brains and guts oozed over the decorations as he reloaded. Was he going to have enough bullets to kill all of them?

Neighbours flicked on inside lights, poked heads out of doors. The mini holiday monsters had disappeared. Of course they had! Mitch walked quickly down the street, away from the shouts, the accusations.

More minis appeared the closer he got to town. He blasted them, careful where he aimed. Pop one there, one here. Bloody exploded bodies landed, leaving red blobs in the snow. He kept going.

Mercifully they left him alone in the crowd. At first. Then they started appearing, and not just on the “JOY” signs and jingling Santas. Mitch shook his head and for a moment they disappeared. He walked on. The crowd thinned out. Then a woman came toward him. Behind her another woman with a man and a child. From a nearby shop roof an elf jumped on her head. She didn’t seem to notice. Mitch pulled his gun on her. 

She stopped, wide-eyed and put up her hands. Her mouth moved, but no words came out. The guy stepped in front of her. “Hey, don’t do it, man!”

The elf bit into her face. Still she didn’t notice. But this was new, they’d never actually bitten anyone before. 

“Move,” requested Mitch in a soft voice.

“No.”

“He’s eating her face.”

The man turned. As he did, it gave Mitch a clear shot. He pulled the trigger. Blood, brains and guts covered not just the woman’s head, but some blew onto the man’s chest as well. 

The screams seemed to attract more of the monsters. No! It wasn’t supposed to be this way. “What’s happening?” screamed Mitch. 

Never before had they attacked in the presence of anyone but Buddy. Maybe it was the shattered bodies of their friends. Mitch aimed at the ones carousing on the lights. More people gathered, most with their phones out. Santas arrived without their bells, but with crazed mini elves chewing on ears and noses, blood dripping onto the snow.

Mitch shot at the ones he could, but his vision was blurring. Wetness seeped into the wool of the balaclava, chill against his skin. He aimed his gun, shot. But the blood spatter was too big to be a mini. Mitch’s hands shook as he pulled the trigger again. Nothing. He fumbled for bullets, spilling them amid the gore on the ground. A tiny red eye stared up at him from a shred of skin and bone. It blinked. Mitch shook his head. The eye was gone, but the spray of blood remained.

Suddenly someone grabbed him from behind. A green mittened hand reached around to knock the gun from his hand. Santa!

In the not so far off distance, sirens wailed. It was over Mitch knew. He blinked. There were no monsters.

He let the cop put him in the backseat of the patrol car. The elves had still not returned. A woman lay on a stretcher. Mitch didn’t think she was dead. The amount of blood on the snow said otherwise, but Mitch knew it wasn’t all hers. He refused to talk to the cops. They’d never understand. He watched as they spoke to the witnesses. 

Then from out of nowhere, a single elven monster, larger than the other ones, appeared in the backseat with him. Its eyes blinked and twinkled, one red, one green. Its hair shone in long, garland dreadlocks. It smiled, revealing those sharp teeth.

Mitch shook his head.

The elf did the same then leapt, sinking tiny white daggers into Mitch’s flesh.
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The Gate

First appeared online with Altered Reality – April 2023
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It was just a baby gate. The kind that prevents babies from climbing up the stairs, or keeps dogs out of the kitchen. That’s what we thought anyway. Maybe we were just too stoned, but I don’t think so. I swear it was real. The hazy memories of two stoners might not be reliable proof, but the marks on my stomach say otherwise.

My great uncle had died a few weeks ago, and his house was willed to me. It was one of those big farmhouse-style homes with three levels, the top floor being the attic.

One rainy afternoon, a friend and I got the big idea to finally explore the attic after getting high. I’d been putting it off because I hated attics. This one did nothing to change that.

There was no door at the top of the stairs leading up there. There had been at one time though, I could see the marks under the paint where the hinges used to be. I ran my finger along the chisel marks and the white paint came off on my finger tip. We should have been scared, or at least concerned (that paint had been dry for longer than I’ve been alive), but instead we laughed our asses off.

Then we saw it. It was standing in the middle of the room. Unaided.

“Whoa, dude, look!” said Lowell, my friend.

I blinked and walked over to it. I wanted to laugh, but somewhere in a non-drugged part of my mind (was that possible?), I knew it wasn’t funny.

“Dude, that’s not possible.”

“Huh?” Had he read my mind?

“That!” He pointed at the gate.

It wobbled, like it was going to come at me. I jumped back.

“Dude, what’s it want?”

“Stop saying ‘dude’.” I don’t know why, but the word was annoying me.

Then the gate walked toward me. I swear it did! 

I only meant to get out of its way. I jumped over it.

I was no longer in the attic.

The room I was in was made entirely of a silvery substance. I don’t know what it was. Everything looked like those thick plastic cards that have holograms on them. The walls kept wavering and the floor was blurry. I closed my eyes. Rubbed them. But nothing helped. Had something stronger been slipped into my weed?

I looked around for Lowell and found him behind me – still in the attic. I could tell because the walls behind him were wooden. Not this silver crap. 

His mouth was moving but no sound was coming out. He kept looking around like he’d lost something. “Hey,” I yelled. “What are you looking for?”

He didn’t respond. I tried again before realizing he couldn’t hear me. But what was he looking for?

Oh yeah, right. Me!

Before I could figure out how to get back, the smell of marijuana grew stronger. Was it coming from me?

White ghostly hands reached out from the walls and grabbed me. They were freezing. Goosebumps rose on my arms, my legs. I gasped, inhaling hot vapour, as if I’d took a drag on a pipe. The hands pulled me down to the floor, held me spreadeagled, and as I stared at the ceiling, an image began to form.

Neon green eyes appeared first. They stared at me, flashing, but in anger or amusement? Maybe both? I considered trying to get away, but I wasn’t being hurt. Except for the cold. I was still shivering. Two horns sprouted from above the eyes. Long, black and pointed, curved towards each other. There was only a hole for the nose, but inside it maggots squirmed. Some of them slipped out and fell on my legs. I could feel them crawling on my skin, pulling leg hair and biting. Now it did hurt, and I tried to get away then, but more hands slid out to hold me down. 

A mouth formed on the face. No, more like a maw. A round, empty hole surrounded by fleshy lips, and it had teeth. Dozens of yellow broken teeth. The whole face kept wavering as though it were underwater. 

Then it stretched towards me, like an effect from a 3D movie. I realized I could see through it, but when those lips reached me and nudged aside my shirt, I could feel warm, rough skin as it nuzzled my belly. A tongue, warm, wet, and rough like a cat’s scraped across my torso.

It hurt. It tickled. I wanted to cry and scream. I wanted to laugh.

Then it bit me. Jagged, cracked teeth slashed into my belly, ripping, tearing. Warm blood splattered onto my skin. I heard Lowell’s words in my head, “Dude, that’s not possible.” It wasn’t. I could see my own legs through this thing’s head, how was it hurting me? I opened my mouth to scream, but before any sound came out, maggots from the nose hole slid down, falling against my tongue, my teeth. I swear, somehow my stomach clenched.

The face stopped biting. It looked at me in surprise. Blood and bits of gore it had torn from me hung from its teeth and lips.

Then it burped. Flesh and blood, muscle and fat spewed all over me. I gagged as vomit rose into my throat. Panic set in as I tried unsuccessfully to roll over. My last thought before everything went black was: how had my uncle really died?

#
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“RICKY! HEY, RICK, WAKE up!”

I opened my eyes. Lowell stood over me as I lay in my bed. The smell of marijuana permeated the room.

“What happened?” I asked groggily.

Lowell sat on the bed beside me, a consternated look on his face. “I, um . . . you were dreaming.” He grinned as if he’d come up with the best idea ever.

“Dreaming?” I licked my lips. They tasted like. . . blood and vomit. My stomach churned. I ran my tongue around my teeth, seeking any remaining little white worms.

He held out a pipe. “Want a hit?”

I shivered and reached for it. A dream? With my other hand I pulled up my shirt. Although my abdomen was intact, there were definite red scratches clawed across my belly. My tongue met a small fleshy lump tucked in a hole where I’d had a tooth removed. I spat, then took a long drag.

Lowell stared at the mess on the floor. “Whoa, dude!”

My brain started to ask what the hell had happened to me, so I took another hit. I didn’t want to know. Tomorrow the house was going up for sale.

“Oh, by the way,” Lowell said without looking at me, “I folded up that baby gate and threw it in the trash. I didn’t think you’d need it.”

He turned then, looking at my stomach. He reached out and laid his fingers against the scratches. They matched. He looked up at me.

I returned his gaze. He knew what had happened. Or did he? What would have happened had he not taken care of the baby gate? How did I even get here? I decided I didn’t want to know any of it. 

I took another hit.
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It’s My Birthday
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“Hello?”

“Happy 77th birthday, Evvie!”

“Oh my goodness! Oh dear, what... well that gave me a fright.”

“Evvie! What’s wrong? I just wanted to call and wish my bestie of 65 years a happy birthday!”

“Oh for goodness’ sake, Margaret, it’s not you. I have a new neighbour.”

“Oh. Well, you’re welcome.”

“I’m sorry. Thank you very much for the lovely birthday greeting. You’re the first one to call.”

“So, who’s moved in now? As I recall your community allows monsters.”

“We do. My goodness, Margaret, I saw this. . . bigfoot monster coming out the back door. Maybe it was one of those monsters from that movie, you know, Star  Battle. That Tobacca fella.”

“Evvie, you got it all wrong. It’s Star Wars and his name is Chewbacca.”

“Right, well then. They came out like that and then poof, they were a man.”

“Well what’s he doing now?”

“Sitting on his deck smoking a cigarette.”

“Is he good-looking?”

“Not really. Kind of plain looking. Dark hair in a conventional men’s cut, clean shaven. Nothing special. Uh-oh.”

“What now?”

“He’s got company and she looks mad.”

“Human or monster?”

“A vampire.”

“Vampire? Evvie, vampires sleep in the day time.”

“I’m just telling you what I see. This one’s wearing sunglasses and a black trenchcoat... I’m going out on the verandah. I gotta hear this, see what she’s so mad at.”

“Evvie, do you think that’s such a good idea? Spying on the neighbours?”

“Oh. Oh my.”

“What is it?”

“Margaret, he owes her money.”

“Don’t let them see you.”

“They can’t see me here. I can’t see them as good out here either, but I can hear much better.”

“I gave you money for food when you were on the streets, Drew. If you can afford this house, in this neighbourhood, you can afford to pay me back.”

“Look, Chanel, I appreciate everything you did for me. But – ”

“NO BUTS!!”

“Listen, I’ll pay you back, I just need some more time.”

“I’ve already given you too much time.”

“You came out in the daylight just to harass me?”

“Margaret, are you hearing this?”

“No. Evvie, what’s happening? Should I come over?”

“She came out in the daylight to harass him for the money he owes her. She wants it now. I don’t think she’ll leave until she gets it. I’m going back inside. Oh dear!”

“What?”

“Give me a minute to get to the window. Oohh... he’s... that’s not Tobacca! Oh my, oh!”

“That’s it, Evvie! I’ll be right over.”

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea right now, Margaret. I have to let you go. I need to make a call to 911.”

#
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“911, WHAT IS YOUR EMERGENCY.”

“I, oh my, I believe my neighbour just, um, just, oh my, she’s just lying there.”

“Ma’am, can you tell me what happened?”

“I think she’s dead. Oh dear, she’s not moving.”

“What’s your address, ma’am?”

“I live in one of those communities that allows monsters. Woodstone. Someone just moved in next door and... oh, no, he’s leaving. I mean she... he’s a she now. This isn’t good. Not good at all.”

“Is your neighbour a shapeshifter?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, ma’am, I need your address.”

“6892 Silver Street.”

“And so something has happened at your neighbour’s house?”

“Yes. I think he killed her. But I don’t see much blood. Do vampires not have blood? Maybe I just can’t see it.”

“I’m not sure ma’am. What’s the address?”

“I told you, 6892 Silver... oh, you mean the shapeshifter’s address. That’s 6890 Silver Street.”

“And you think this shapeshifter killed someone?”

“A vampire. I think he killed a vampire.”

“Your neighbour is a vampire?”

“No, the dead girl is. The neighbour is a shapeshifter. I told you that, didn’t I? He started out as a man, then—”

“Ma’am, I’m sending out the police and an ambulance. Do you need me to stay on the line with you?”

“No, I don’t think I’m in any trouble, and the vampire hasn’t moved at all. I need to call my friend back. It’s my birthday today and she called to wish me happy birthday. Should I call you back if anything else happens?”

“Yes. If anything changes, please call back. And happy birthday. Bye.”

“Thank you. Bye.”

#
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“THE POLICE ARE COMING, Margaret. And they’re sending an ambulance.”

“My good lord, what for? Evvie, are you hurt?”

“No, no, to the neighbour’s house. But he left, Margaret. Turned into a she and left. And he left that female vampire just lying there on his deck. I think she’s dead.”

“He killed her and left?”

“Yes. He was that Tobacca lookin’ fella and then he turned into, well, I don’t know what. A chupacabra or something. He was like a big dog standing on its hind legs, but he had no hair. Except for this fringe along his backbone. He had a muzzle with big fangs and... I hear the sirens, Margaret.”

“That’s good, but don’t leave me hanging! Big fangs and what?”

“Claws. Long, sharp claws. And tall. Oh so tall! He just jumped on her, snarling and slashing with those fangs and claws. This is so bad, Margaret. That shapeshifter is going to get away with murder.”

“You don’t know that she’s dead yet, Evvie.”

“She hasn’t moved.”

“Maybe she’s just unconscious.”

“I don’t know. He was pretty big.”

“Did she scratch him? Do you know if shapeshifters can disguise their wounds as well?”

“No, I don’t know. I’m not a shapeshifter, Margaret.”

“I never said you were.”

“I don’t know anything about them. All I know is this is a fine way to spend my birthday!”

“Evvie, are you sure you don’t want me to come over?”

“They’re here. They’re coming down the street. I can see the flashing lights. The neighbours are coming out of their homes now. They’re pulling in. Maybe I should go in case they want to talk to me.”

“The neighbours?”

“Of course not, Margaret. I mean the police! Oh, they’re coming to my door. I’ll call you when they’re gone.”

“Can I take you out for a birthday lunch when you’re done?”

“I think that would be lovely. 

#
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“GOOD MORNING, MA’AM. Are you the one that made the 911 call?”

“I am.”

“Your name?”

“Evelyn Wainwright.”

“And do you live here alone?”

“I do now. My husband died several years ago. Of natural causes.”
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