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For Chontel, for Mom and Dad, and for Scully the cat.

PROLOGUE

Undelivered letter, discovered by USPS officials in a wrecked delivery truck in 1995, address handwriting rendered unreadable. Truck found in Croton Landing Park, New York, with substantial water damage inside.

(Address & date illegible)

My Dearest,

I am so sorry. 

Before I say anything else to you, I really want to apologize, honestly and deeply.  I am so, so sorry, for everything that has happened between us since your mother died. But we both know that we can’t stay quiet and mad at each other for so long, especially now that (illegible) is leaving. It is dangerous, too dangerous now to not speak of these things, at least between ourselves and with so much work to do.

The more “American” breed I’ve seen at times appear to be new, but I have begun, in my old age, to realize that they are not. They are still ancient, really, the same blood- and flesh-craving creatures of the water and woods and shadows from where my grandmother, your great-grandmother, came from, the same nightmarish parasites of our minds and fear-smelling demons bartering and peddling. They haunted your great-grandfather’s father before we were here, because like all men, they were desperate and scared and stupid, not realizing what it was that they were doing when they doomed us even when we tried to warn them, and then lashed out in anger when we were far better at negotiating the terms of the contract... 

But that is neither here nor there. 

What makes them “new” per se is age I think, in a way yes, because as they rose and took their places in the New World, they were still children compared to their Old World ancestors. Reborn or rediscovered and thus, I think, re-defined, expanding in a way I did not think they had in a very long time. However, over time they changed as we did in this land of opportunity, until they were almost unrecognizable to what the used to be, what we had still recognized as old...I’m sorry, I had to pause. I feel weak, and I had to lay down, rambling. 

The (illegible) is still strong but we know it will not last forever. They are starting to change again. And cracks are forming. 

My darling, that they managed to change and become rooted in this new landscape as men and women and children committed to literally building a new world with nothing but their hands, they became uniquely American, and not just the cast-offs of their ancient elders.

Titans from the Old World are eternal, unchanging, and remain creatures of the old world because they have never moved, never had to do anything different. The new continent though, they all have a little trickster in them, a little ever-evolving and ever-learning in their brains, some shapeshifter in their black-blood veins. Probably picked up the way (unreadable, text destroyed) that one time.

America is a land of change and when the woods changed into houses, when the roads cut through the mountain and valley, when the old rituals the first generations brought over are forgotten or stream-lined, American monsters change. They adapt, they learn. 

What happens when one day, they learn more than us, when they find the loopholes in the boundaries and the wards and the curses we no longer maintain and believe in? The uniqueness of America has been how at the root, allowing for re-invention. The pilgrims and settlers who came here and tried to recreate the Old World didn’t last, not like the ones who rolled with the punches, changing and adapting. Who says that monsters can’t do the same thing, hmm? Who says they can’t see a new land, or a change in the face of their old land, and rather than sink into the shadows and depths, change with it? Fanatics never last, just like (illegible) spent those last few years before he passed, God rest his soul. 

The beasts of the forest already know that the alleys between buildings are the same paths as the ones between trees, so why couldn’t ancient terrors of the wood and water also change like coyotes, birds, and raccoons, live in buildings instead of tree boles? Oceans full of giant ships across the surfaces dumping who knows what in it as the water gets hotter every year like the TV says, so maybe the denizens of the deep get smaller but quicker, weaker but smarter...and closer to the surface, still clinging maybe to the old promises that people who lived by shores forgot were made so long ago?

It’s those adapting and evolving American monsters who we need to fear, the ones who learn, because we’re forgetting, we’re so close to have forgotten. We as a species forgot how to ward, how to bide, how to sacrifice and fight back, how to properly pay tribute to black-blooded bodies and lidless eyes... (text scrawl turned into a dragging line)

I’m sorry, I fainted. I don’t think I’m well, though as anyone you talk to, they’d always say that, hmm? 

But I digress. 

I am so sorry we’ve been apart for so long, that our childish fights and pettiness has turned into decades now, decades apart while the threads we desperately needed have worn away to almost nothing. I talked to Michael, the boy who delivers my groceries, and his mother works in the hospital. Why didn’t you tell me when you heard the news! Why! So much has been lost since our ancestors came to America, and so much more since then when we began to fall apart and my heart breaks for you, my dear.

American monsters might just be more American than the rest of us, in the end.  I only pray that you understand that before it’s too late. Please, call me.

With Love – 

JA

01.

Imagine calling out. Alone and tired, on the edges of a body of water, vast and cold and dark. You're calling out, out into the vast and cold and dark, for, for something.

The call is not one you can hear, even as you make it.

The call out into the vast and cold and dark is one made from fear, from hate, from birth utter confusion and primordial understanding.

The vast and cold and dark...it will respond. 

The call is always answered, if the calling is sincere. 

The rage was the start, it always is, though rage is never enough for the call, despite what the stories say.

Rage, but calm. Fear, but fearless of consequences. Alone, but surrounded by forms and faces that press in, intruding. Rage but calm, fear but fearless, alone but surrounded. Confused but understanding. The call is rooted deep in the minds of the people who gathered in huddled masses, then tents, then huts, then houses, at the edges of bodies of water that were vast and cold and dark.

So you feel calm, fearless, and surrounded by pressing intruders, you call out. Call out to the vast and cold and dark, waiting for a response from the body of water, calling out for something to make that which causes you rage, which scares you, which makes you feel so alone all the time to get what is coming to them. 

And the call is always answered when the one calling is sincere.

When the calling is held-back sobs in the dark, under blankets in a dirty tiny room full of meager possessions, desperate for a hand, an escape from closed fists and hateful words. When the calling is the scrape of the safety razorblades against the inside of a thigh hoping to trigger one more flush of dopamine, desperate for a semblance of feeling and reaction. When the calling is a woman who knows her community has failed her and demands blood for blood, life for life, with nothing to give but herself, and that is more than enough to those who know.

Shoulders, so many hunched-over ridgelike shoulders, rise to the surface, so many shoulders and backs before the faces will emerge from the vast and cold and dark, from the body of water where you'll stand, where you'll call. Sometimes, you don't even see the faces, just the humped arched backs bobbing to the surface in a controlled rise, then the march of black wet shadows past you, trailing the cold of the dark deep behind them like capes. Like shrouds blowing in the foul salty wind.

If you're lucky though, not only do you see the faces, but you have the strength to turn around after the call is answered, and see the results. See the vast and cold and dark answer your calls for escape, for feeling. 

For revenge. 

And then, like every time I had this dream, I woke up, right before the alarm went off.

“Jesus,” I groaned, rubbing my face and rolling out of the tangle of blanket.

My cellphone by the bed was glowing, letting me know I had emails, a missed call, and a new voicemail message. I frowned and put it back, ignoring it. The number was unknown, which lent itself to the possibility of being one of my students, somehow finding my home number to call about grades. I don’t know how they found it, though I suspected that since my department’s receptionist had it for emergencies, they’d somehow get it from there. Probably what the emails were as well, I thought, as I padded barefoot through the apartment to the kitchen in shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt, and put a pot of coffee on, sunlight filtering in through the closed blinds. I opened the ones in the kitchen, staring out at the alleyway between my building and the one next door. I opened the refrigerator, finding eggs, a few slices of grocery-store ham in a plastic container, and made breakfast as the coffee finished, on autopilot, my brain slowly registering the world around me, the smell of coffee brewing and ham cooking in the skillet as my body worked on its own. I liked the quiet of mornings like this, and I treasured having them to myself before work, ignoring as much as possible in terms of incoming news, incoming mail, anything that would immediately try to get my brain working too early and tainting my day. 

Rituals were important. 

The mail from yesterday was on the table, and I sorted through it as I ate. Something from a lawyer that I assumed was junk addressed to “Professor S Fisher,” bills I paid online that still sent me physical copies, a wedding invitation from a casual friend at work that I stared at for a while before realizing the reason it looked wrong was because they spelled my first name as “Shawn” instead of “Sean.” Nothing unusual, I thought as I ate and drank coffee, deciding that today would just be a day that I might ignore everything but the bare minimum. Most of the time I tried my hardest to put some energy into the day and work, but recently I’d been thinking more and more about whether it was worth it.

Too often I felt more and more like none of this was worth anything honestly, that the effort to survive and put effort into being noticed was being wasted here. It felt nihilistic to say that and think it, but sometimes, when I looked forward more than anything to coming home and passing out on the couch watching movies and not working on my tenure application or whatever myriad of papers I had half-started for publication, it made sense. I’d stumbled into professorship the way I’d stumbled into this apartment, just accepting them as change that were good for you, rolling along like a buoy marker thinking it was a boat. Mistaking the waves for motion, I thought. 

The monster in my dream was, I felt as I wolfed down breakfast and then fed the cat, staring at them stare at the bowl of food, 

I looked up at the clock on the wall while the cats meowed from the couch. “Shit.” Time to get going.

***
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“THEREFORE, IN CONCLUSION the reasons that we have rituals is so that we can have closure.” I put the paper down, hurriedly-jotted down a number across the top in red pen, and sat back, groaning. I wasn’t enjoying being in the office on my day off, but it helped me concentrate on grading papers and actually working. “How’s it going?” I heard a voice ask, looking behind me in the joint faculty space, an older female professor smiling at me. I couldn’t remember her name, mostly because I think she was new, but knew her from the last few department meetings this year. “Not too bad, just, you know, papers,” I shrugged and gestured to the pile in front of me. “You know, freshmen.” She nodded sympathetically, “Yeah, I hear you.” Pouring coffee from the shared pot on the counter by the wall, she smiled at me and left, her prize acquired as I turned back to the last paper of the batch.

I started reading it, eyes already crossing as I stopped to go and re-check what the prompt for the paper was supposed to be, about rituals in modern cultures. I stared back at what the paper was writing about, shaking my head to focus. 

Yep, I thought to myself, looking at the words in front of me. This was going to be another F, maybe a D if I was generous, and inwardly I groaned as I managed to scrape enough together from the student’s paper to figure out what they meant about how human sacrifices were good at some point. I tossed the pen down and put the paper aside, thinking about the meeting I knew was going to be coming soon if too many people failed and my bosses in the department would want to know if “The Culture Of Ritual” was worth keeping on as a class or if I should just try to go back to teaching freshman comp. “OK, a few more,” I said out loud to myself, as my phone rang and I was still annoyed enough to pick it up, swiping to answer. “Hello?” 

02.

“The Call.” It’s what we’d all thought of it as, even if we didn’t really know the story.

We all knew it was something big and bad and weird, and we all remembered as kids hearing horror stories and fairy tales about it growing up in bits and pieces, though, I remembered, never from adults. Always other kids. 

The town by the Hudson River, which according to official maps is called Harris Bay, New York, but the locals still sometimes call Harristone or Harris Stone, was always going to be Stonetown to me, no matter where I ended up. I tapped the steering wheel as the trees started to slowly thin out and the train tracks and river came into view through my windshield. 

Stonetown was a mining and a fishing community, though nowadays most of it was locals building properties for a few rich people from the city wanted summer homes, river tours, as well as working maintenance and other seasonal stuff for the nearby national park and as well as some place that had moved in a little before I moved out, the Vaughn Institute. It was changing bit by bit, the way upstate New York did as the trains started to serve more and more people and more and more people would commute to work in bigger towns. It’d been one-half townies, almost one-half rich folks, and a smattering of Institute people when I’d left, and I briefly had a memory of bumming a cigarette from the guard at the gatehouse the one time we were brave enough to drive to the Institute once before he kindly but firmly told us to turn around and go back to town.

Tower Street was the big main street that the highway led to, which cut through the center of town, and all the other streets branching off that, headed straight to the waterfront, where on the other side of the Hudson you could see Pennsylvania, though it was mostly just cliffs on the other side for a good ways in either direction. It was an almost alarmingly-basic layout for a good chunk of the town, but people seemed to like it like that. There was also a fire lookout tower at the east end, dating back to the founding of the town. Even though the boulder fields all around the town between them and the hills and woods made a fire almost impossible to not notice, the tower had gone up anyway, and then the road the lookout tower was at the start of became Tower Street. When I was a kid no one was allowed up the tower, or even near it. There was a chain-link fence around the bottom, put up in the eighties, supposedly because sometime died up there, which didn’t make too much sense even though we’d eventually let it go.

The truth, according to the older boys who we’d hang out with behind the convenience store learning to smoke from, was that it was a watchtower to warn people not of fire, but of  monsters that came up out of the Hudson. That’s why the tower was so tall, because it could see all over the whole town from the east to the river, and the bell up there could be heard by everyone. This was from Jimmy Sanders, who said that his grandpa told him but then his grandpa mysteriously died even though we all knew his grandpa was drunk and fell off the post office while tarring the roof, sea monsters lived in the waters off the town and if you did a blood sacrifice, you could call them up to do your evil bidding. The tower was actually there to keep a watch for them and warn everyone.

The first time, again from Jimmy while we were all hanging out in the parking lot behind the drug store, was from a young guy back in the “early days” of the town whatever that meant, who cried himself into a coma afterword. Who knows, Jimmy had told us conspiratorially while we watched half-scared, half-jokingly and smoking cigarettes, if he even saw the dark wet shoulders rise from the water that night in his bedroom with a window that looked out onto the docks. They never found that poor boy's family after that night, but everyone knew what had happened, he said mysteriously before slipping an arm around Celeste Powell’s waist and sneering at us, the two of them then disappearing to probably make out in her mom’s garage. Then, Aisha Smith told us that Jimmy was full of shit and that she’d asked her stepdad about it once when he’d had a few too many beers and he told her that it was his great-granduncle who murdered his whole family and then ran away to California. The week after that Jimmy called her a slur, Celeste laughed, and Aisha called Celeste a slut who had to go spend the summer at her grandma’s in Albany because she’d had to get an abortion, so a huge fight had broken out. Mister Gould had come out and yelled at all of us, and everyone’s parents got called because of course everyone in Stonetown knew everyone. Still knows everyone, really.

Then, there’d been “that” call, the famous one. Supposedly, from Old Lady Fink when the boys from the town over, Monroe, grabbed and beat her daughter to death that one night. That one we’d all sorta heard about, and it was one of the reasons the older boys sometimes drove to the park between our towns where Monroe kids would have bonfires and party to start shit and fight them. No one in Stonetown liked anyone from Monroe, one of those things that no one actually knew why, we just did. It wasn’t like anyone from there was any richer or poorer than we’d been, another town with a steel plant and some fishing too, from what I heard. One time I remembered meeting a girl in a Slayer jacket and the thickest goth makeup I’d ever seen at a party. She admitted, after we snuck off to make out and fool around in the dark of a driveway between houses, that she and the girls she’d come with were from Monroe but her friend, who I later found out was Celeste Powell’s cousin, told her not to tell anyone because everyone in Stonetown would beat her up and kill her. “Like, it’s wild,” she’d said after she’d rearranged her top and lit a cigarette and I nursed my beer, tasting her on my tongue still and thinking about how in that moment she was the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. 
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