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CHAPTER ONE



I was standing in a forest, the trunks of the slender trees wrapped in a blue-green twilight that fell quickly from the East. I was alone except for the fireflies that darted about in the pine-scented air above my head. My body felt odd and slightly feverish, my limbs went from cold and goose-pimply to hot and sweat-sheened in cycles. I wasn’t sure where I was, maybe by the river where I had walked earlier in the day, but further away from the roar of the currents.

I couldn’t remember how I got here, or why I was in my sleeping attire, but I wasn’t worried and I wasn’t afraid.

For once, in a very long time, I was not afraid.

“Perry…”

I heard my name on the wind as it brushed my hair off my shoulders and swirled the aqua light away from me. I followed it, my feet quick and quiet on the damp grass.

I cleared back the branches of the trees, hearing strange voices emerging from the dark places around me. They sounded so far away. I heard someone crying. She sounded like my sister.

I continued through the glade, my pace quickening as the darkness dropped even faster. Finally I saw him, the one who had been calling for me.

He sat on a log with his back to me, a camera placed beside him, the light from it illuminating the trees and adding extra sparkle to the fireflies.

I glided toward him, drawn forth like a magnet. I couldn’t keep away.

He didn’t stir until I was standing right behind him. He raised his head without looking at me. Another breeze wafted past and tossed his black hair delicately. The scent of Old Spice and Nicorette filled my nose.

I hated that smell.

“Perry,” he said, his voice unmistakably Dex. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“And you still won’t,” I replied.

I reached down with my hands, placed them on both sides of his cold, rough face and with one quick motion I broke his neck, the SNAP of his vertebrae shattering through the still forest.

Dex slumped to the ground, motionless.

Dead.

I smiled to myself and walked away.

A giant shudder ran through me, almost causing the coffee I was handling to spill out over the sides. Sorry, not coffee, but an extra-hot, no-foam, triple-shot, gold-dusted, magic-whipped, unicorn-blessed mother of all cappuccinos.

I quickly glanced up at Larry, the regular who waited impatiently for his daily creation of pomp and circumstance in a paper cup. His lips were squeezed tightly together, his eyes on the beverage, more concerned for it than the deathly shiver that had just rolled through his barista.

I composed myself – that was the last time I’d let myself think about my disturbing dreams at work – and handed him his coffee with a smile.

“Have a great day!” I exclaimed. You nitpicking twat.

Larry took the drink from my hands as if I were seconds from dumping it on his head (he wasn’t too far off), shot me a barely perceptible look of disdain, and left the coffee shop.

I let out a sigh of relief and closed my eyes, a migraine threatening to appear.

“Hey, Perry, you doing OK?” Ash asked.

I looked up and gave my colleague a tight smile. I could keep up the cheery pretenses with the customers, but not with Ash.

“Just feeling a bit under the weather again,” I said sheepishly. I had only been working at Port-Town coffee for six weeks and it seemed like every other day I was suffering from killer cramps, a terrible migraine, dizzy spells, painful bloating or plain old pissyness. Oh, and a broken heart. I tried to keep my complaints at a minimum because I didn’t want the manager, Shay, to regret hiring me but sometimes it was hard to hide.

Ash was extremely observant, too. He was a few years younger than me and had aspirations of being a criminal investigator but his dirt-poor upbringing forced him to be a barista for way longer than he ought. I wasn’t much better. There I was, a failed internet host, who, despite having a degree in advertising, had found herself unable to get any kind of respectful employment aside from shoving coffee down Portland’s throat. Not that being a barista was anything to look down upon, but I wondered if all my sudden ailments were related to the nagging feeling that I wasn’t doing what I should be doing.

That said, things weren’t all bad. Ash was a cute kid and I’d hung out with him quite a bit, as I did with Shay, Steve, Mikeala and a few other coffee pushers. We had fun at work, and when I wasn’t being bombarded with people like Larry, who demanded the most ridiculous drinks, or Marge, the old lady who paid with pennies, the job was fairly low-stress and it allowed me to continue living at my parents’ house without being guilt-tripped about it. It also ended the “I told you sos,” which had lasted for at least a few weeks after I returned from Seattle.

Oh yes, Seattle.

I don’t like to talk about that time, let alone think about that time. It’s probably why I’d been having so many icky dreams lately – my subconscious was pushing them up through the ground, like bones through a fresh grave.

To put it mildly, December had been a hell of a month. I was in a very black place, one I feared I would never crawl out of. But I did eventually crawl out that hole, dragging myself out of the depression by my fingernails. My younger sister Ada helped; she was a great shoulder to cry on. And by cry, I mean slobber. I was an ugly, hysterical mess more often than not. I never knew that kind of agony before. Perhaps I had been lucky that so many boys ignored me for most of my life.

Finally, getting this job helped, too. It forced me to go somewhere every day and put on my best face. Put on my best face and try to forget the pain that still ricocheted through me from time to time, pain that intensified when certain songs came on the radio, a pain that left you with a tear-soaked pillow in the morning.

I never spoke to Dex again. He tried, though, but I’ll give him no credit for it. I got calls from him right after he twisted that pin in my heart, a million voicemails that I deleted (before I smashed my phone in a fit of rage). I got a new number, changed my email and totally withdrew from the little life I had attempted, which meant no contact with Jimmy, Rebecca or anyone at the Shownet office. Nothing against them – personally – but it was just too hard. I needed to move on.

By the time February rolled around, I was in a better place. Of course, it’s not fun to feel sick all the time. I gained that pre-bootcamp weight back, and I felt pretty disappointed in myself for taking the risk on Experiment in Terror in the first place. For putting my heart on the line.

But I learned, and I will live.

“Do you still want to come out tomorrow tonight?” Ash asked, his eyes staying on me and not on the customer who just walked in the shop. He had very nice, bright hazel eyes. They didn’t appeal to me in a romantic way but they reminded me of a brother I never had.

“Definitely,” I told him. I pointed to the washrooms. “I’m fine. I think I just need to splash cold water on my face.”

He nodded and took care of the customer as I escaped to the safety of the washroom. I was lucky to have someone like Ash. I was only working part-time, but I desperately wanted to move onto full-time and then hopefully shift supervisor. As you can imagine, I made minimum wage and if I were to ever get out of my parents’ house, I needed a lot more dough. Feeling sick and occasionally trying to fight back tears when Billy Joel comes on the stereo doesn’t make me look like the best employee, someone Shay would want to eventually promote, but Ash has been the only one who has caught on that not all is right with me and he’s been doing a pretty good job of covering up.

Of course, everyone else knows I’m not entirely normal – hence my nickname “Scary Perry.” They all know about the Experiment in Terror show (as does the occasional customer who comes in) and they love to tease me about it. Shay believes in ghosts, so at least my manager doesn’t think I’m crazy, but I can tell the others don’t know what to do with me sometimes. Still, they invite me out to the bars after work and to local band showcases (which is where I was planning to go with Ash tomorrow night), so I’m slowly feeling like a regular girl.

Very slowly.

I locked the bathroom door behind me and scrunched up my nose at the smell. I knew it was up to me to clean the bathrooms most of the time, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get rid of this foul, rank odor that emanated from the walls. It wasn’t that it smelled like piss and shit or anything like a normal washroom. Rather, it smelled like something was rotting away. Sharp and acrid, almost tangy in a revolting way, like spoiled meat.

I stopped breathing through my nose and ran the tap until it was cold enough and began dabbing a wad of paper towels on my forehead, cheeks and eyelids, careful not to smudge my makeup. I was wearing a lot of it these days, feeling uglier than normal thanks to the purple rings under my eyes and a strangely grey complexion. Though, I wondered how much of it was actually a manifestation of how I felt. Did I look like crap because I felt like crap, or did I feel like crap because I looked like crap? Ah, the mysteries of life.

I took in a deep breath through my mouth, the smell penetrating slightly, and I tossed the paper towels into the wastebasket behind me. I leaned forward and looked closer at myself in the mirror. I felt like I had changed so much in the past few months, Iike I’d gotten older or something. I had faint crow’s lines now. Wrinkles at the corner of my eyes! I was only twenty-three – what the hell!

A breeze blew at me from the side, tickling my bare arms and flipping up the bottom of my apron. I looked behind me at the closed door, not sure where the wind was coming from. It was chilly and moving fast enough to make the paper towels wave back and forth from the dispenser.

I frowned, confused. But we were in a drafty old building in downtown Portland. Too bad the breeze wasn’t clearing the terrible smell away.

I looked back at myself in the mirror, strands of my hair flying in my face. I pushed them behind my ears, just in time to hear a small poof from behind me.

I spun around.

The garbage can was on fire.

Yellow flames were rising out of the mound of crumpled paper towels, moving in the wind, reaching for the ceiling with mesmerizing fingers.

I was stunned but not for long.

Fire!

I let out a small, awkward cry and looked around me for the closest thing to put it out. There was nothing, just me, the paper towels, the sink and the toilet.

I didn’t want to run out of the washroom and cause an alarm, though. The last thing I needed was a coffee shop full of panicked people.

Think, Perry, think.

I had an idea.

I turned on the tap, took off my right shoe and filled it with water.

It wasn’t my first choice, but in the name of saving face it was my only choice.

It only took two refills before the fire was out and the garbage can was reduced to a wet, smoldering pile. I peered down at it, afraid to touch the mess, wondering how the hell the fire got started in the first place. It’s not like I threw a cigarette into the bin. It had been a paper towel, and a wet one at that.

It was beyond weird but I couldn’t devote too much time to worrying about it. There was a knock at the door and I was holding a toilet-water soaked shoe in my hand. I had bigger issues here.

“Just a minute,” I called out, trying to sound calm, like everything was fine in bathroom land, and stuck my shoe under the dryer while I soaked up the inside with more paper towels. When it wasn’t as sopping wet, I put the shoe back on my foot, wincing at the cold, squishy dampness. Ugh.

I took a step, the water seeping into my sock. Double ugh.

I unlocked and opened the door to see a patron looking at me strangely. She eyed the bathroom suspiciously before stepping inside. I must have been making some pretty odd noises in there. Also, there was a trail of water dripping behind me.

I walked carefully back to the counter, trying to lessen the squish, squish, squish of my footsteps. I smiled broadly at Ash and took my place beside him, ready to man the machines.

“Perry, what, uh…”

“Don’t ask,” I told him, and turned to face the rest of my shift.

The next morning was grey, dreary and mild, as per usual for the Pacific Northwest. I didn’t have to work, so I laced up my running shoes and hit the trails down by the Columbia River. Aside from the first few weeks of December, when I gorged myself on Christmas cookies and eggnog in order to restore some feeling of happiness in my body, I’d actually been pretty active and working out almost every day.

Still, the weight that I had shed from my bootcamp sessions in November came back on. It was only about five pounds or so, but on a short body like mine, I could tell the difference. My ex-trainer and one-date wonder, Brock the jock, called me a few times wanting to go out again, but aside from my heart and mind being too fragile, I felt like I would have just disappointed him if he saw me. It’s such a girl thing to do, to not be interested in a guy but still want them to be interested, but it’s the truth.

At least running cleared my mind and made me feel a lot more energized. Ever since Seattle I’d been dealing with the restlessness I used to get, that nagging urge to be anywhere but here. I felt lost and directionless and my mind always wanted to go back to the happier times, the times when I felt everything was possible. But it wasn’t that way and I had to keep my eye on the prize. I needed to move out, move far away, and start finding myself all over again. My life had reverted to the way it was before I met Dex in that lighthouse. Though, perhaps I was a bit wiser.

After I left the river bank and hit the long street that led me back to my house, I slowed, then stopped and stretched my muscles by a row of roadside bramble. I was surrounded by bare oak and cherry trees and the dull, frosted mint color of grass in late winter. My neighborhood consisted of family homes and retirement ranchers with an overall Victorian vibe and almost everyone, my house included, had at least a half acre of land or more. My lot was simple since my mom wasn’t much of a gardener, but some houses had beautifully intricate gardens, while others had swimming pools or even chickens. One neighbor had a bunch of pigs, thanks to the generous zoning laws.

I was bending over for my toes in a compromising position when the neighbor with the pigs walked past with Cheerio, her gorgeous chocolate Lab. I smiled at the dog with my head between my legs and waved awkwardly at his owner. I was pretty sure the dog smiled back, looking as happy as ever. How could he not be happy; he lived with a bunch of pigs.

I straightened myself up slowly and walked along the road toward my house, watching for any signs of exercise-induced dizziness. It was when I was almost at the start of my parents’ long brick driveway that I noticed a car idling on the side of road, facing the opposite way. It didn’t look out of place, as it could have been someone waiting for Ada, or just someone who had taken a wrong turn down our street (people often got lost on their way to the mountains). It could have been anything and anyone, but my legs stopped moving and my heart slowed with a lurch. My body recognized the car before I did.

It was a little hatchback and though I couldn’t see who was in the car, I could smell the person, the cloud of pot smoke and perfume that emanated from the half-open window. The engine turned off and my heart thumped anxiously at the sudden silence. The door opened and long legs clad in camel-colored breeches and black leather riding boots swung out and landed on the asphalt with a faint echo.

I stood there, red-faced, sweaty and confused, as Rebecca Sims got out of the car and gave me a shy smile.

I could only blink. So I blinked some more.

“Hiya, Perry,” Rebecca said, shutting the car door, causing the cloud of smoke to dissipate in the damp air. I expected her to approach me but she just leaned against her car and looked around her at the sprawling acreages and spacious yards. “You’re almost in the country here. It’s lovely.”

I still couldn’t say anything. Part of me wanted to throttle her, even though what happened with Dex and me wasn’t her fault. If anything, she had dropped hints that perhaps hooking up with him or telling him my unrequited feelings wasn’t the best idea. I’m glad now I only did the former, and not the latter. I would have never recovered my pride.

She smoothed her glossy black hair behind her ears, showcasing a row of diamond skull earrings that went surprisingly well with her elegant ensemble, and turned to me.

“I know I shouldn’t have just shown up like this,” she explained in her smooth British accent, “but I didn’t know how to get a hold of you. I tried calling you.”

“I changed my number,” I said, my tongue loosening.

“And I tried emailing you.”

“I got a new email.”

A small smile teased her magenta lips. “Well, anyhow, Ems and I are here for the weekend just visiting her folks. They live in Beaverton. I thought I’d escape from her mother and come see you. Hope that’s all right.”

I folded my arms and let out a short breath of air.

“No. It’s not all right, Rebecca,” I told her, looking her straight in the eye. “There’s a reason why I didn’t want anyone to get a hold of me.”

“I know. I figured. And I understand, I really do. I’d do the same if Emily…well, I just wanted to see you.”

“Wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “How did you know where I lived?”

She dropped her eyes to the ground. “A little birdie told me.”

A giant flame of anger erupted deep inside my chest.

“Is he here!?” I exclaimed, my voice shooting through the morning calm. My fists automatically curled up into tiny hate-filled balls and I craned my neck toward the car to see if anyone was sitting in the passenger side.

“No, no, he’s not here,” she said, eyeing me nervously. I’d never seen her nervous before. I must have looked ready to punch her in her pretty face. “He’s at home. He’s in Seattle. It’s just me. I promise.”

“So he sent you here?” I sneered.

“No,” she said and walked toward me. She stopped a few inches away, a sympathetic tilt of the head. “This has nothing to do with him. At all. I came here because I wanted to know if you were OK.”

“Oh, how thoughtful,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

“I was worried about you. All of us were.”

I narrowed my eyes. “All of us? Who is ‘all of us’?”

She bit her lip, scraping off a tiny bit of lipstick from the surface, and looked at my house. “Perry, look, can we talk? Maybe inside? You must be freezing your knickers off.”

I was only wearing my jogging tank top and pants and the sweat on me had cooled, but I’d never felt warmer. Still, part of me did miss Rebecca’s company and did yearn to talk to someone different for a change. She also looked a bit awkward, standing on the side of the road like a jilted lover. It would have taken a lot of guts for her to just show up at my house, randomly, especially when she knew I didn’t want anything to do with that life anymore.

I nodded reluctantly and headed up the driveway, hearing the clip clop of her boots as she followed.

Inside, the house was even warmer thanks to the stone-wrought fireplace in the living room that was giving off a cozy amount of heat. It was Saturday, so my father was working in the study, grading papers probably, and my mother was out getting groceries. I didn’t feel like introducing Rebecca to my father though (it would have opened a can of worms), so we went upstairs to my room.

“Nice little room,” she said as she gazed at the posters on the walls. I grabbed my robe from behind the door and told her to stay put while I had my shower. I didn’t need to impress Rebecca but I didn’t want to smell like a dirty gym sock either.

When I was done, feeling refreshed and more able to handle my unexpected visitor, I emerged from the steamy bathroom to hear a few strange squeals and giggles. I walked down the hall to Ada’s room and pushed her door open.

Rebecca was sitting on Ada’s fluffy bed, watching her bring out various amounts of clothes from her closet, an impromptu fashion show.

Ada swirled on the spot, the fringy dress she was holding swaying with her movement.

“Hey!” she said to me with an excited grin. “I was just showing your friend here my closet.”

I tightened my robe and leaned again the doorframe. “Your entire closet? She’s not staying for a week, Ada.”

“Perry’s right, I just popped by to say hello,” Rebecca put in.

Ada placed the dress in Rebecca’s hands, who in turn played with the silky fringes.

“Popped by to say hello and check up on her,” Ada said knowingly.

Rebecca and I exchanged a look. Had Ada been listening to our conversation outside?

Ada shrugged, swung her bleached hair over her shoulder and went back to peering at her overflowing walk-in. “What? Rebecca’s your friend, right, Perry? If I were your friend and I heard what…” she lowered her voice “…happened to you, I’d come check up on you too.”

“You’re not my friend?” I asked wryly.

She stuck her tongue out at me. “Only because I have to be. Bound by blood and all that.”

I couldn’t help but smile.

“So, thank you for showing me your clothes,” Rebecca said as she got up and handed the dress back to Ada. “But Perry and I have got some catching up to do and I really can’t stay long. And I am checking up on her, naturally. But I just had to come visit her famous fashionista sister as well.”

She sure knew the right things to say, because a pink flush appeared on the apples of Ada’s cheeks and she waved at Rebecca bashfully. Rebecca nervous, Ada bashful; what was going on with people today?

We went back to my room and I shut the door behind us. I sat on the chair at my desk, feeling a little too exposed, while Rebecca perched gracefully at the edge of my bed. My bedroom seemed incredibly juvenile with her presence in it.

She drummed her magenta nails across her knees. “Your sister seems lovely.”

“She can be.”

“You told me you guys weren’t all that close, no?”

I cleared my throat, wanting Rebecca to get to the point, why she was really here.

“No, we weren’t. But we’re getting better.”

She got the hint and sat up straighter.

“I know you think I’m here because of ulterior motives,” she began, “like Dex hired me to come here or something ridiculous, but it’s not true. Naturally he knows I am here, and that I was going to try and see you, but it was all my idea. I’ve been really worried-”

“You’ve said that. And you obviously don’t need to be. Look at me, I’m fine.”

She nodded. “I know. You look…good.”

I could have sworn there was a slight hesitation before “good.”

“Well, I just got out the shower,” I protested.

“You look fine, Perry.”

Ah, downgraded from Category Good to Category Fine. What was next? Category OK?

“I wanted to see how you were handling things.”

I opened my mouth to say something but she continued.

“Come on, we both know what Dex did was a terrible, terrible thing. When I found out, I was livid for weeks. I knew how he felt about you––”

The anger built up in my abdomen again and caught the edges of my chest.

“Felt about me?”

“Yes. I mean, he didn’t mean to hurt you. He meant to hurt himself.”

I sprang to my feet, knocking the chair backward.

“I hope he fucking did hurt himself! Look, I don’t care about what Dex did and why he did it. OK? That’s in the past here. We were both to blame. I shouldn’t have been so stupid and I shouldn’t have believed for one minute that he thought of me more as more than a friend.”

“But he does.”

“Bullshit! Friends don’t fuck each other over. Or fuck each other and then fuck each other over!”

“I know, I know, but he’s a messed-up little bugger and he made a terrible mistake.”

I took a step closer to her and wagged my finger in her face. “Are you defending him? Did you think you could come here, to my house, to my life, and start defending him? Fuck you, too.”

She reached for my hand but I snatched it out of her way and glared at her. She gave me a steady look.

“I am not defending him,” she said with forced calm. “Dex is an idiot and he has his issues. I just thought you‘d like to know that he lost the most out of this.”

My mouth dropped open and I let out a gasp.

“Let me finish!” she raised her hands. “Let me finish before you kick my bottom. I didn’t come here to tell you about Dex or try to make you feel sorry for him. I’m just telling you the truth, even if it’s the truth you don’t want to hear or want to believe. What happened, even though it was his fault, destroyed him totally. He was so far gone––”

“Rebecca!” I howled at her, the madness filling my face with heat. “I said I don’t care! I know Dex is still your friend and that’s fine, but it’s all over. The show. Whatever thing we had going on. Even you and me. I have a new life now. I have a new job, I have new friends and I have new dreams. You say you were worried about me; well, all I can say is that I’m fine. I wasn’t fine for a while there, but I am now. It’s over. OK?”

She looked down at her immaculately manicured nails. I was breathing hard and starting to feel faint again. I felt bad for blowing up at her but she should have known just what she was walking into when she showed up here.

“OK,” she said, then sighed. She looked around the room again, avoiding my eyes. “I’ll get going.”

She got up and made her way to the door. A small part of me wanted her to stay, to tell me more about how miserable Dex was and about how far he’d fallen. But that was the part of me that still cried over love songs sung by a bug-eyed pianist, and I was pretty good at burying her needs and wants.

She opened the door and was about to leave when I called out after her. Something had been bugging me for the past few months, something I had no way of finding out.

She paused, her hand on the door, and looked at me with hopeful, glittering eyes.

“What?”

“Did Dex ever say anything to you about the EVP tapes?”

“EVP tapes?” She shook her head, her bob swinging back and forth. “No. What are those?”

I sighed, disappointed. “We record sounds of what’s going on around us when we do our shoots. I…I had listened to one of the tapes and there was some pretty important stuff on it. But Dex wouldn’t have had a chance to listen to it until after I…left.”

“Oh. Sorry. Dex hasn’t mentioned anything about it to me.”

I sucked on my lip and thought things over. “Do you know who Declan O’Shea is?”

“No. Is that Dex?”

“I’m not too sure,” I said honestly. In the recording that Creepy Clown Lady (or Pippa, as she introduced herself as) had left, she had told me to ask my parents who Declan O’Shea was. I did about a week after I arrived home, when I finally calmed down enough to talk without sobbing or punching things. I asked my father, anyway, since he has a greater memory and he’s a lot smarter than my mom. He seemed surprised that I asked but he said he had no idea. Then of course he wanted to know why I was asking. I couldn’t very well say, “Well there’s this old lady who looks like a clown. I think she’s dead. Anyway, she said you’d know,” so I just said I had heard the name mentioned once and wasn’t sure if he was a friend of the family’s or not. Regardless, Declan O’Shea was definitely not a friend of the family.

“I could ask Dex for you, if you want,” she said in a small voice.

The thought of that made my heart race and a strange heat creep up the back of my neck.

“No, that’s OK. I’m sure it wasn’t important anyway. You know how ghosts are.”

“Sure…” she said uncertainly. Then she smiled. “I’m glad you’re doing OK, Perry. I really am. I hope we’ll meet again one day.”

I nodded absently as she gave me a short wave with her dainty fingers and left my room. I heard her go down the stairs and shut the front door behind her. Then the car started up noisily and seconds later, Rebecca was gone and out of my life again. Perhaps forever.

I sank to my knees and felt tiny prickles of moisture stinging the corners of my eyes.

I didn’t know how I felt, but I felt…alone.

“You need a friend?” Ada asked. I looked up. She was standing at the doorway, looking down at me with pity – or maybe it was affection. “And not a forced friend either.”

I smiled gratefully as Ada sat down on the ground beside me and enveloped me in a much-needed hug.


CHAPTER TWO



“Death! Death! It’s all about death! Satan inside, ripping out of my skin!” screamed the eyebrow-less lead singer for this metal band called Eat the Goat or something like that.

I was standing in the far back of a gritty, jam-packed club with Ash, watching the band perform. It was the first act of the lineup and if it was any indication of the talent that was to follow, I needed to drink a lot more beer. I was only on my first one and it wasn’t making them sound any better.

“May I?” Ash asked me, holding out his hand for my drink. Though Ash had handsome features and was tall, lanky and carried himself with an air of maturity, he was still only 20 and wasn’t allowed to buy any booze. So he pilfered mine most of the time. I didn’t mind, though. He’d been good to me so far.

“Sure,” I said, and handed him my cup, looking around the dark venue to see if any narcs were watching. All I saw were headbanging bald guys in denim vests and cargo shorts.

Ash took a big sip, relishing it with a smile. Draft beer in plastic cups tasted a lot better when you were underage.

He handed it back to me considerably emptier and said, “I thought with a name like Eat the Goat, these guys would be hell of a lot better. They are pretty gnarly.”

“Gnarly as in good?”

“Gnarly as in terrible. Sorry for dragging you out here.”

I shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. Thanks for inviting me. Though I would have thought the rest of the crew would have showed up.”

The lead singer went into a piercing wail, giving Jim Gillette a run for his money. I put my free hand over my ear.

“Mikeala is closing tonight,” Ash shouted over the noise, which was somehow increasing, “and everyone else was smart enough to stay away. You’re really my only friend who likes this type of music!”

I snorted. “I don’t like this type of music. I like good music.”

We turned our attention back to the stage as the guitarist blasted out a generic solo.

“What did you do today, anyway?” he asked conversationally, eying my beer like a hungry dog. I took a sip and handed it to him again.

“Not much. I went for a jog. Then ran into someone I didn’t want to see.”

“Ooooh,” he said with wag of his eyebrows.

“She’s a girl.”

“Ooooooooh.”

“No, she has a girlfriend.”

“Triple ooooh!”

I laughed and punched Ash in his arm, causing the beer to spill out sideways and onto his skate shoes. He looked down with acute disappointment, probably more for his lost beer than his shoes.

“Well, I guess that’s a sign to get another one,” I said, and turned to make my way to the bar.

His face lit up. “Get two this time!”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved at him and walked over to the bar near the side. With the concrete floors and the bar, which consisted of fold-up tables and drinks kept in camping coolers, the whole venue had this “let’s throw a party in my parents’ basement” kind of vibe.

Of course, when the music is bad, the drink line is longer. There were five people in front of me and the ordering was going slow. I tapped my combat boots impatiently and was adjusting my Mastodon shirt when the dread-locked girl in front of me turned around and gave me the eye.

“Nice shirt,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. Her voice was very low, almost manly. Her eyes were red.

Not because she’d been crying but her actual irises were red.

She was wearing vibrant red contacts with streaks of gold in them. They were beautiful but deadly looking and sent a shiver down the back of my spine.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice trembling slightly. I was suddenly very afraid and I didn’t know why. They were contacts, right?

She smiled, her red lips spreading slowly, until I saw all of her teeth.

Her very misshapen, sharp, dagger-like teeth.

Aside from the lipstick, she had the exact grin of a shark.

My eyes widened. A stabbing feeling erupted from my stomach.

She continued smiling. A whiff of that foul, rotten smell that plagued the Port Town bathroom came back and swirled around her, creating a wave of nausea throughout my body.

Then she took her eyes off of me, looked past my shoulder and smiled again. A tall, beefy man with long hair and a pentagram shirt walked up to her and put his arm around her shoulder.

“Hey babe,” he said. “Still waiting?”

She nodded and they both turned around so I was staring at the back of their heads as they chatted to each other about how crappy the band was.

For some reason, I felt shaky at the incident and the stabbing in my stomach intensified. What the hell? Did that girl actually get her teeth shaped to look like that? Who in their right mind would do such a thing? My God, Portland was fucking weird sometimes.

I found myself automatically taking a step back, nearly bumping into the person behind me. That wretched odor still clung to the air and I was seconds away from throwing up.

I walked away from the line as quickly and calmly as I could and made a beeline to the women’s washroom.

As I burst through the door, I was relieved to see that it was empty, though the fact that it was a disgusting mess did nothing to stop the vomit that was threatening my throat. I rushed into an open stall and puked my guts up, seeing the half-digested remains of my mom’s roast pork splash into the bowl. It was enough to make me vomit again.

When I was done, I leaned against the cold metal door and caught my breath. The smell was gone, thank God, but the nausea still remained, coupled with the pains in my stomach. I sucked in my breath, trying to get air, keeping my hands on my abdomen. They felt like extreme period cramps but it wasn’t my time of the month yet. However, my last period was barely existent, so maybe my body was making up for it tenfold.

As the pain subsided enough for me to stand up straight, I left the dingy bathroom and went back into the chaotic noise of the venue. I ignored the drink line, not wanting to see the vampire-eyed, scary-toothed girl again, and went straight to Ash. It took a few moments to locate him in the sprawling mess of sweaty limbs, tattoos and piercings, and by the time I did, the pain was just as intense as before.

He looked crestfallen at my empty hands but that quickly turned into concern.

“Perry, are you OK?” he asked. He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it.

I shook my head and leaned against him, the pain so intense that I was having trouble standing up.

“Can you drive me home?” I squeaked, my eyes pinched closed.

“Of course,” he said eagerly, putting his long arm around me and ushering me outside the building.

What transpired next was one of the longest car rides of my life. I didn’t live that far from the venue, but the pain was so bad that I was biting the edge of my seatbelt to keep from crying out. Several times Ash was adamant that he take me to the hospital but I stubbornly refused. I just needed to be home where I could be in pain without being a bother to anyone except the people I’m normally a bother to.

I said my goodbyes to a persistent Ash, telling him I’d see him at work tomorrow. I doubted it, though. I barely made it to the front door.

“You’re home early,” my mother said to me from her armchair in the living room, where she was flipping through a house magazine and sipping a steaming cup of tea. I stumbled past her, clutching my stomach, heading for the stairs.

“I don’t feel well,” I managed to say through grinding teeth.

“You drink too much?” she chided me.

I barely heard her. I leaned against the post at the base of the stairs, unable to make my way up.

“Perry? What is it?”

She joined me at my side and smoothed the hair away from my face and put her hand against my forehead.

“You’re burning up. Did something happen? When did this start?”

“What’s going on?” I heard Ada say from the top of the stairs.

I don’t remember what happened after that, so perhaps I fainted. Next thing I knew I was lying in my bed, curled up in a ball on my side, with someone trying to take my boots off.

“Perry? Can you hear me?” It was my father. I lifted my head as much as I could, still reeling from the cramps, the hot little knives that cut away at my ovaries, and looked around my room. My mother was rushing in with a bunch of pill bottles in her hand and water. Ada was bent over, untying my laces and my father was standing in the corner, arms crossed, worried but stern.

“Where does it hurt?” he asked in a no-nonsense voice. “Were you drugged?”

“No,” I whispered painfully. “I wasn’t drugged. It’s cramps. I’ve never had such bad cramps before.”

If my dad was the eye-rolling type, his own would have shot up to the ceiling.

“Just cramps?”

“Hey!” Ada snarled at him. “You have no idea.”

He looked both embarrassed and taken aback. He glanced at my mother but she just nodded.

“Ada’s right, honey,” she said softly, then came to my side and peered at my face. “Just be glad you don’t suffer from them because when they are bad, they are really bad.”

“These are scary bad, Mom,” I said. My hand clutched around the corner of my pillow as another wave of pain rushed through me.

“How is your period? Are you bleeding more than normal?”

“That’s it, I’m out of here,” my dad said quickly, and left the room. For a theology professor he really wasn’t very mature when it came to the female body. Or maybe that was par for the course.

Ada sighed in disgust. “Grow up, Dad, jeez.” She removed my other boot and told us she was going to go find the hot water bottle.

I tried to ignore the pain by concentrating on my mom’s face as she fiddled with a pill bottle’s stubborn childproof cap. Even though it was a quiet Saturday night at home, she still looked as elegant as ever. She was dressed in a black jumpsuit, with a mint-colored Celtic shawl wrapped around her. Her face was lined with worry (it usually was whenever I was around), her light blonde bangs brushing the edges of her clear blue eyes. She looked every inch the Swede she was, yet at the same time, her face looked strangely familiar. Not familiar in the “d’uh, she’s my mother and has been for twenty-three years” kind of familiar, but that “I’ve seen someone lately who looks like her” kind of way. Of course, in my pain-riddled mind, I couldn’t begin to imagine who that could be.

She wrestled two ibuprofens out of the container and handed them to me. “This should help with the pain; it might take a while though.”

I took the pills with a grateful smile and drank a heap of water to wash them down, hoping they wouldn’t come back up again. It was strange that I was so nauseous earlier and wasn’t now. Strange that the meat smell followed me into the club. I shuddered at the thought of the woman I saw.

“Are you cold?” my mother asked, tucking the blanket around me tightly.

I wasn’t; in fact, I’d been especially warm lately, but I smiled and nodded anyway. It sounds sad but my mother rarely doted on me, so, sick or not, I was going to get as much attention from her as I could.

“You haven’t been well for some time,” she said gently, and patted my arm. “I know you’re going through a rough time, but things will get better. You’ll get a better job and you’ll find love with someone good. You’ll find your way, pumpkin.”

My mother was being uncommonly nice. I frowned at her, trying to figure out what her deal was, but she paid no attention. She straightened up and clapped her hands together. “I’ll put on some chicken noodle soup for you.”

“Lipton,” I croaked after her as she left the room. “Or else I’ll have to pick out those gross chicken chunks.”

After she left, I gritted my teeth until my jaw began to hurt and eventually drifted off to sleep. I was soon awakened by a presence nearby. Ada must have been back in the room with me.

“Did you find the hot water bottle?” I mumbled into my pillow, not wanting to move or open my eyes.

I heard the door shut and felt Ada’s presence move toward me. She stopped at the foot of the bed.

Stopped.

And waited.

I could hear her breathing; it was low and ragged, like her lungs were filled with loose stones.

“Ada?” I asked again. “What are you doing?”

When she didn’t respond, I opened my eyes and raised my head in her direction.

There was no one there.

The door was closed but Ada wasn’t in my room. I was alone.

The back of my neck was enveloped in icy prickles. I had just heard someone, heard them breathing as clear as day.

“Hello?” I asked timidly, my voice sounding extra small. There was this indescribable feeling around me, my bedroom blanketed by a heavy, eerie vibe. Everything looked normal, except the air near the lamp in the corner seemed to bend and warp, like a sheet of moving plastic.

I rubbed my eyes and sat up slowly. I tried to focus on the anomaly until my eyes adjusted and everything looked fine again.

“Ada,” I said loudly, hoping she’d hear me wherever she was in the house. “Did you close my door?”

I waited for a response, waited to hear the breathing again. I held my own breath.

The doorbell rang, its clang causing my heart to seize. I gasped, surprised and thoroughly spooked.

It rang again.

And again.

Then stopped.

My alarm clock on my bedside table said it was 11:42 at night. Who on earth was ringing our doorbell at this hour? Was it Ash?

Rebecca?

Someone…else?

I felt a tightness in my chest at that last thought and carefully eased myself out of the bed and over to the window. I peered though it onto the driveway below. The motion detector lights weren’t on and I couldn’t see a car or anyone out there. I listened, hearing the front door open and my mother saying “hello?” into a darkness that didn’t answer back.

There was a single knock at my own door. I cried out, my heart hammering wildly, and spun around to see a shadow sliding underneath the door and into my room.

“Ada?”

Another knock. My door shook from its singular impact.

“Mom?” Now my voice was shaking.

Another knock, louder this time, as if to shut me up.

“Um, come in?”

I walked over to it, taking silent, slow steps, listening for whoever was on the other side. Whoever it was had knocked three times.

I heard that breathing again.

I paused in mid-stride, then took one more step until I was up against the door. I reached for the handle in slow motion, hesitating before placing my hand on it, afraid of what I might find on the other side. I was always afraid of what I might find on the other side. I knew better now than to chalk up anything strange as pure paranoia.

If I thought there was a monster in my closet, there probably was a monster in my closet.

My eyes flitted to the shadow on the floor. As if to prove my point, the shadow slowly eased back under the doorframe until it was gone.

It was time to find out what was going on.

I grabbed the handle and flung the door open…

Ada was at the very end of the hallway near my parents’ bedroom, the red-hot water bottle jostling in her hands.

“I found it!” she yelled at me. “I got the tap water running until it was pretty hot. What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “Were you just in my room?”

“No, I’ve been looking for this in Mom’s closet. Why?”

She came toward me and placed the bottle in my hand. It was hot and soothing and just holding it, and having Ada and her slender company near me, made my heart beat slower to a comfortable level.

“I thought I heard someone knocking on my door.”

She scrunched up her forehead, the day’s waning makeup crusting a little at the corners.

“I know I heard the doorbell ring three times.” She turned to the stairs and shouted down them, “Mom! Who was at the door?”

“I don’t know, sweetie,” came the response from the kitchen. She sounded a little put out. “Kids playing nicky nicky nine doors, maybe.”

I exchanged a look with Ada. At eleven o’ clock at night? In this neighborhood? both our eyes seemed to be saying.

My mom appeared and came up the stairs with a tray containing a hot bowl of chicken noodle soup (no chicken chunks), a glass of orange juice and a bottle of NyQuil.

I eyed the NyQuil. “You trying to drug me, Mom?”

“It’s to help you sleep. Get back in bed, Perry,” she said, and shooed me into my room. I did as she said and placed the hot water bottle on my pelvis. The cramps had already died down a bit thanks to the pain meds. I swallowed the sticky plastic cup full of NyQuil, hoping the stuff would make me pass out. My mind was racing and it needed to be put to rest. I was hearing things and seeing things, most likely brought on by my delirious pain of earlier. Most likely.
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