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  ALL-AMERICAN HORROR OF THE 21ST CENTURY: THE FIRST DECADE, 2000-2010




  Edited by Mort Castle




  

    

  



  INTRODUCTION




  by Mort Castle




  


   




  Let’s talk about the unique, but often ignored, sub-genre of literature: American Horror.




  It might be argued that American Horror begins with Ye Olde Master, Edgar Allan Poe, himself who wrote some of it, philosophized greatly about it, and lived way too much of it. Whatever the beginnings (which you can argue about in your next term paper), American Horror is distinguished by certain definitively American, rather than universal, themes, by a decided vigorousness of constantly evolving language in even the most cerebral of stories, and by tropes thought of as quintessentially American. It’s not wrong to say that American horror can be recognized as much for what it is not and does not as for what is.




  The worldly Middle European count with a long history and longer fangs and the quaint ghost of the manor house are not likely to be found in the American horror story, which could more likely be peopled with inbred, chainsaw swinging morons.




  There will be that “rose for Aramantha” on that silken pillow in our Southern Gothic crumbling mansion, next to Aramantha’s fetid corpse, but the cursed vase, necklace, rabbit’s foot will find its natural habitat in the haunted museum in Liverpool and not in Rd Gein’s combination garage-rumpus room-workshop-abattoir.




  In the first decade of this century, new American voices in horror were heard and the older guard undertook horrifying (literary) experiments (many of them successful) to grow the horror genre. There were horrors in convenience stores and condominiums, monsters bred of steroid use and crack cocaine, and of course, there was 9/11, when horror invaded the security of the mundane and changed everything and every American.




  Perhaps citing examples of American Horror scribes and their not so American counterparts might help to define the category, and thus, not implying anything about quality ...




  American Horror: Stephen King, Jack Ketchum, Bentley Little, Weston Ochse, Joe R. Lansdale, Jeff Jacobson, Dean Koontz. Not American Horror (notice, I did not say “Un-American”): Clive Barker, Thomas Ligotti, Ramsey Campbell, usually, Anne Rice.




  Sometimes American Horror: Wayne Allen Sallee, Tina L. Jens, David Niall Wilson,Tom Monteleone, Steve Rasnic Tem.




  Brief Digression: Some of the American/Sometimes American writers can be found in this very volume, yessir, you betcha! But in selecting these stories, I’ve often tried to present gems of American horror fiction that might have been lost in Internet obscurity or the Arcane Archives of Small Press Magazinedom read mainly by people hoping to write for small press magazines.)




  Back to Matters Lit’ry: American Horror: not just about setting, it’s about sensibility. It’s not what is filled in on “Country of Origin” on your official papers, it’s about your “World Perception.” It’s not subject matter alone that differentiates painters Gustave Caillebotte from Frederic Remington, nor the folk themes employed by composer Modest Mussorgsky (Russian, in case you couldn’t figure it out) from those of Red, White, and Blue Aaron Copeland. It’s an approach which can be contemplative but still has a degree of cowboy consciousness, it’s a fierce independence in tone and style which might well be seen as the prime motivation for both Daniel Boone and Chuck Palahniuk, or Teddy Roosevelt and Jackson Pollock.




  American Horror: Well, this bubbling national cauldron, if not exactly a melting pot, gives us the abiding bedrock horror of our unique style of racism, gives us our “never say die – smile is my umbrella even when the mushroom clouds are blooming” attitude, gives us that mind control voodoo that Clyde Cult King can pull off in ways that would make Svengali scratch his head, gives us the non-British sound of a rocking rolling rapping exploding amplifier turned way the hell past 11.




  I can say, just like that All American Supreme Court of the Nixon Era (Yes, an American horror and tragedy his own se’f ) rendering its ruling on pornography ...




  “Heh, can’t quite define it, but I know it when I see it.”




  So do you, right?




  Guess so, pilgrim, looks like it amigo, seems as if, citizen.




  Because you are holding in your very own hand this cultural testament and time capsule: All American Horror Of The 21st Century: The First Decade.




  Let us go then, you and I ...




  Nah.




  That’s much too ivory tower high-minded, even with the grammar goof.




  Hey-Ho, Let’s go ...




  Nah!




  Punk is world-view, not confined to national boundaries.




  Whatever … WTF …




  No, let’s begin with invitation most traditional, plucked from the working vocabulary of a gazillion hash-slinging honeys in those crossroads diners that no longer exist: I give you All American Horror of The 21st Century: The First Decade.




  


   




  Enjoy!




  


   




  Mort Castle




  May 12, 2011




  

    

  



  THE STATION




  by Bentley Little




  


   




  Derek looked impatiently at his watch, making a show of it, wanting Gina to know how annoyed he was getting. But she was focused on getting her shot and either did not see him or did not care. She crouched down in the sand, viewfinder to her eye, moving incrementally to her right as she tried to capture the sun shining through the thin crack between two boulders.




  Why did her new hobby have to be photography? Why couldn’t she have gotten into sudoku or needlepoint, something that she could do in the car while they drove?




  The bitch of it was, he knew she’d probably bum out on this before the end of the year, maybe before the end of the summer. It would go the way of all her other transitory passions: scrapbooking, flower arranging, sushi making, and of course that damned book club. But right now it was making his already too-short vacation a living hell, and he looked again at his watch and said loudly, “Hurry up! We have a long way to go, and if we don’t check in by six, they won’t hold the room for us!”




  “Relax!” Gina called back. “That place has about a thousand rooms. And it’s the off season. We’ll be fine.”




  She was right. Furnace Creek Inn was huge. And, other than themselves, who else was moronic enough to vacation in Death Valley in the middle of July? They could probably walk in without any reservation and get the finest room in the hotel. “Hurry up anyway!” he shouted at her.




  “I’m trying!” she called.




  Derek opened the car door, sat down in the passenger seat and consoled himself by looking at a map. Before Gina had gotten them off track chasing artistic landscapes down this side road, they’d been making pretty good time, and if they could get back to the highway within the next half hour or so, they should still be able to reach the national park by mid-afternoon. Although he’d done so a thousand times, he once again went over their itinerary, then flipped through the AAA book at random, looking for future vacation destinations. When he glanced up again several moments later, assuming she’d had plenty of time to take her photo and was walking back to the car, he saw that she hadn’t moved. She was in exactly the same position she’d been in ten minutes ago.




  This was ridiculous.




  Derek slammed shut the door of the glove compartment and strode across the sand, ready to give her hell. Gina stood at his approach. “I was just going to come and get you,” she enthused.




  “There’s an old building out there. Look.” She pointed past the boulders and down the sloping plain.




  Oh no, he thought.




  “It would make a great photo.” She handed him her camera.




  “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, but dutifully looked through the telephoto lens. It appeared from this vantage point to be an abandoned gas station (Esso, judging by the shape of the sign’s iron skeleton). He saw no indication of any cars or people. Derek handed back the camera. “Hurry up then and take a picture.”




  “Not from here,” She hit his shoulder. “I want to go down there!”




  “It’s already ...”




  “I’ll make it quick,” she promised.




  “You know,” he told her, “if Death Valley was good enough for Ansel Adams, it should be good enough for you.”




  “That’s the point,” she said. “It’s overdone. Everyone who goes there takes pictures.




  This is something new. I might be the only one to ever take photos of this.”




  “I doubt that,” he said, but agreed to give her ten minutes at the building if they left right this second.




  She beat him back to the car.




  Derek drove quickly, stirring up a cloud of dust behind them. The road was not paved, and it was doubtful that it ever had been. Moreover, the barely extant trail ended at the gas station. Odd, he thought. Ordinarily, service stations were built alongside highways. They were generally not destinations in and of themselves. Something about that seemed wrong, but he told himself that since it had probably been the only gas station for hundreds of miles, travelers probably wouldn’t have minded driving a couple of extra miles down a side road.




  He pulled to a stop between an empty island and a closed garage door that had been seriously battered by the elements but surprisingly boasted no graffiti. There were no pumps left, only metal foundations embedded in concrete from which protruded sections of pipe and tubing. The two of them stepped out of the car. “Oh, this is wonderful,” Gina said. “So many good angles and such high contrast with the light and shadow.”




  “Ten minutes,” he reminded her. “Or I’m driving off without you.”




  He didn’t like this place. That end-of-the-road thing bothered him, and there was something about the building itself that made him uneasy as well. He walked around the back of the car and looked at the closed garage door with its chipped paint and dents and inexplicable lack of graffiti. A small alluvial fan of sand had accumulated at the bottom of the garage door but the line of sand was too even, too perfect, and he didn’t like that either.




  He moved on to the office. The broken window had long since been boarded up but the door was gone, and Derek peeked inside. It looked pretty much as he’d expected. Chair. Metal desk covered with dust, yellowed papers and an ashtray. Table with an empty cardboard fuse display and a single broken fan belt. Bulletin board with tire ads and tame cheesecake calendar from 1955.




  There was nothing that should not have been there. Yet it seemed wrong, all of it, and he was about to back away and tell Gina that they should go, when she pushed past him and into the office.




  “Whoo,” she said, fanning the air in front of her face. “Stale.” There was a closed door in the wall next to the desk, and before he could say a word, she had walked across the office, opened it and was peering into the darkened room beyond.




  Derek braced himself for her reaction, because he knew somehow that there would be one.




  And there was.




  “Oh my God,” she said, staggering backward, eyes wide, face drained of color. “Oh my God.” Already he was moving beyond her to see for himself.




  The room was dark and windowless, but enough light filtered in from the outer office for him to see that a single straight-backed chair sat in the center of the chamber, which, in contrast to the metal and glass of the rest of the building, had a floor, ceiling and walls made from rotting unpainted wood.




  Slumped in the chair was the body of a dead man.




  That would have been shocking enough, but it was who the man was that caused Derek’s legs to wobble.




  It was the president of the United States—although the president was supposed to be on a tour of Asia and Derek had seen him on the news this morning giving a speech at a banquet in Tokyo. He was dressed just as he had been this morning, in modified tuxedo, but his face was gray and pasty, his eyes wide open and staring. It could have been an impersonator, someone made up to look like the president, but Derek knew somehow that that was not the case. There was a charisma to the man even in death, a tangible regality that made the authenticity of his body without question.




  Maybe the impersonator had been the man in Japan, covering for the president who had been ... what? Meeting someone here in the middle of the desert? Visiting this abandoned gas station?




  None of the scenarios he could imagine made any sense, and that was what bothered him the most. If there had been an understandable reason for this, if there was even the thinnest plausible explanation for finding the president’s corpse in the back room of this deserted desert building, then he would have not felt so utterly lost and so bonedeep chilled. But there was no hint of rationality here, and he was more frightened at this second than he had ever been in his life.




  Derek turned, grabbed Gina’s arm, and the two of them ran through the office, out of the gas station and back to the car. He did not wait for her to put on her seatbelt but took off in a clatter of gravel and a cloud of dirt. They drove straight back to the highway, bumped back onto the asphalt and sped north as fast as the Toyota would carry them, not speaking at all until, two hours later, they reached the tollbooth at the entrance to Death Valley.




  Death Valley.




  Appropriate.




  They checked in at Furnace Creek just before a busload of German tourists arrived, and after hauling their luggage to the suite, Gina immediately took a shower while Derek turned on the TV, not wanting to be alone in the room with silence.




  By the time, Gina had finished her shower, he’d gotten the whole story. She emerged from the bathroom redressed, hair combed, and stopped in her tracks, staring open mouthed at the image on the wall-mounted television. Death of a President, read the words at the bottom of the screen, while a small live shot of a Tokyo hospital crowded with reporters sat in the corner of a larger picture of CNN’s top pundits in Washington.




  “He had a heart attack,” Derek said. “This morning at a banquet. He died instantly.”




  She looked at him. “Is his body missing?”




  “Not that I heard.”




  Gina took a deep breath. “What did we see?” she asked. “What happened out there?”




  “I don’t know,” he admitted.




  There was a pause.




  “I want to go back.”




  “What?” He sat up straight in the bed.




  “I want to take a picture of it,” Gina said. “I should have photographed it the first time.”




  “No,” he told her, shaking his head. “No way.”




  “No one’s taken a picture of that before. I’ll be the first. It’ll be a totally unique—”




  “No. It’s not going to happen.”




  “We’re the only ones who know about it, the only ones who’ve seen it.”




  “We’re not going. We’re staying here. Take a picture of sand dunes. Or rocks.”




  “We were there already and nothing happened to us. It’s not dangerous, it’s just weird.”




  “It’s ...” He struggled to find the right word. Wrong? Evil? Neither of those were exact but either of them would do.




  Her face hardened into obstinacy. “I’m going back. With you or without you.”




  The argument continued for another 20 minutes, but in truth it ended right there. It was late afternoon, and he got her to agree to wait until tomorrow morning—neither of them wanted to be in that place at night—but at the crack of dawn, they were checking out and packing the car and driving back the way they’d come.




  They reached the gas station mid-morning, and while the desert heat was scorching, Derek felt cold. Gina, too, was nervous, though she refused to admit it. She tried to act as though nothing was wrong, but her voice was quavery and her hands shook when she lifted the camera from the backseat.




  They stood for a moment in front of the open door, looking into the office. The air was still, too still, and even in the bright midday sun, light spilled only into the front room, leaving that secret chamber in the rear, with its door that they’d left open in their hurry to escape, shadowed and dark.




  He wished he’d brought a flashlight, but he hadn’t.




  Gina stepped in first, camera before her like a protective talisman, and he followed, moving past the metal desk and dusty table into the back room.




  The president was gone, but there was another man in the chair. He, too, was dead, only the cause of his demise was immediately obvious: blunt force trauma to the head. The entire back of his skull had been crushed, and white pieces of bone could be seen within the matted mass of red blood and brown hair. His eyes were closed but his mouth was open, lips frozen in a scream of shock and agony.




  “Do you recognize him?” Gina whispered. Something about this place requested quiet.




  Derek shook his head, afraid to speak. His brain was trying desperately to make sense of this, to find reason in the irrationality. Was this heaven? Or hell? Was it some sort of way station to the afterlife? That made the most sense, given the fact that the president’s body had disappeared and been replaced by the corpse of another, but if that were the case, bodies should have been appearing and disappearing every second. People were dying all the time.




  On impulse, he stepped forward, reached out and touched the dead man’s arm. The form was solid. He’d half-expected it to be some sort of incorporeal figure, a ghost or shade—after all, the president’s body had been in full view of witnesses in Japan at the same time they’d seen it here and the tangible reality of its existence made everything that much more confusing.




  The room flashed with light as Gina took a picture.




  Derek jumped, startled.




  There was another flash.




  Was the expression different on the dead man’s face?




  He couldn’t tell, but there seemed some slight change in the cast of the features, and he backed away from the chair, heart thumping crazily.




  “I’m doing this as quickly as I can,” Gina said, as if reading his mind. “I want to get out of here. I don’t like this place.”




  Derek beat her to it, ducking under her camera arm and returning to the office. She followed immediately, obviously afraid to be in the room by herself. “Let’s go.”




  He hazarded one quick glance back. He could see only the legs of the dead man from this angle, but on the shadowed surface of the rotted wood wall was what appeared to be a face formed from the contours of the irregularly shaped boards, a disturbingly intense visage with eyes of mold, nose of shadow, and mouth of woodgrain. It could have meant nothing, could have been coincidence, but in this place under these circumstances, he found that hard to believe, and he instantly faced forward and hurried into the sunlight, not daring to look behind him as he ran around the side of the car and got in.




  They sped away—for the last time, he promised himself—and as the car bounced along the rough dirt road, he let out a huge exhalation of air, unaware until that second that he’d been holding his breath. Gina, too, sighed with relief, although it sounded more like a moan than a sigh, and she clutched her camera in her lap as though afraid someone might try to steal it.




  “I should’ve brought the digital camera, too,” she said. “Then we could have looked at it right away.” She turned to face him. “What if the pictures don’t come out? What if it’s all dark or all light or that ... thing’s not there?”




  He didn’t answer. He didn’t want to answer. And they hit the highway and headed south toward home.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  The photos did indeed turn out, and Derek looked closely at the prints Gina had made, his insides knotted into a tight ball of cold. There were only three shots of the dead man in the chair, and they were so clear and real that he was immediately brought back to that horrific chamber. He could almost smell the dust, could almost hear the silence. In the first photo, a side view, Gina had focused on the head and upper torso. He could see that bashed-in portion of skull, could even make out blood that had dripped onto the collar of his shirt. From this angle, the open mouth appeared not like a scream but a grotesque deformity. The next was a full body shot, and it had a “Whistler’s Mother” feel, only the portrait at the center of the composition was the corpse of a murdered man. Derek found himself studying the background, looking for that face on the wall, and wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disturbed that he was unable to spot it.




  But it was the third picture that held his attention. For some reason, the flash had not worked on this one, and the scene was far too dark. The dead man in the chair was little more than a silhouette against a smudged and grainy background. Yet even in the gloom, Derek could see what looked like a dress over the man’s pants and slender feminine fingers pointing downward from the hanging arm on the side of the chair.




  Gina had captured the corpse when it was changing from the bludgeoned man to a woman.




  Maybe, Derek thought, the thing in the chair was some type of shapeshifting creature that absorbed the physical characteristics of the immediately departed, picking up the essence of the dead like an antenna.




  No. He’d touched that last corpse. It had been human. And real.




  It was the room and the gas station that was so wrong and evil, not the figures in the chair.




  They were pawns ... or victims ... or something ...




  The phone rang, and Gina picked it up. She didn’t call his name, so it obviously wasn’t for him, and he didn’t pay attention at first. He kept looking at the photos, including one shot of the gas station taken with a zoom lens from the boulder area. But gradually he began to realize that her tone of voice was too somber and she wasn’t saying much. He looked up just as she asked, “When did he die?”




  Eavesdropping on the last part of her half of the conversation told him nothing, but finally she hung up the phone, stunned. “Sue’s husband died. Heart attack.”




  His first reaction was shock—Jim was two years younger than he was—but fear beat out sadness for the emotion that immediately followed. He met Gina’s eyes. “Do you think he went ... there?”




  She looked quickly away, but he knew she’d been wondering the same thing, and he glanced down at the prints in his hand, at that dark top photo where the man was changing into a woman, and he shivered.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  That night, in bed, Gina turned to him just as he was about to roll over and go to sleep. “I’ve been thinking,” she said.




  He didn’t want to hear this.




  “About the gas station.”




  He remained silent, refusing to take the bait.




  “Do you think everyone goes there when they die?”




  “No.”




  “But who does? And why?” She moved onto her side, finding a more comfortable position.




  “There must be a way to find out, to test it. What if we knew someone was going to die?” she asked. “I mean imminently. One of us could wait with the person, and the other one could wait at the gas station, and we’d both have cell phones—”




  Derek shook his head.




  “Or, even better, we could take the person there! And when he died—or she—we could see what happens. Right at that moment.”




  He didn’t like the direction in which this was headed, and he cut off the conversation then and there, saying that he was tired and needed to sleep. But in his dreams, Gina kidnapped a little boy, drove him out to the desert, strangled him in the back room of the gas station and watched with excitement as a carbon copy of the child appeared in the chair.




  In the morning, when he awoke, Gina was gone. He gave her the benefit of the doubt, told himself that she was just exercising, walking around the neighborhood, maybe going over to Starbuck’s to grab a latte. But when he saw that she’d taken his Toyota instead of her old Dodge, and when she hadn’t returned after an hour, he knew what had happened, he knew where she was.




  On her way to the gas station.




  Derek had no idea if the Dodge would make it out of Orange County, let alone all the way out to the middle of the Mojave, but he had no choice but to follow his wife. He didn’t pretend to understand what was driving her, the impetus behind her pilgrimage. But if he was being completely honest with himself, didn’t he feel it too? The abandoned gas station terrified him, and if he had his druthers, he would never see or even think of the building ever again. Hell, he wished they’d never encountered it. But at the same time, deep down, there was an impulse to return, a barely acknowledged, almost subconscious desire to know what was happening in that back room, to see who was in the chair.




  She had more than an hour’s head start. Maybe two, possibly three. Even if he drove at top speed and the car did not break down somewhere on the way, she would be at the gas station long before he was.




  What would happen when she got there?




  He didn’t know.




  He was afraid to even think about it.




  He drove as fast as the car would go, well over the speed limit, and it was only dumb luck that prevented him from getting a ticket. The trip seemed to take forever, despite his speed—wasn’t that one of Einstein’s theorems?—and it was nearly noon when he finally pulled off the highway onto the unmarked dirt road that led to the gas station. Shot shocks bouncing, he sped past the collection of boulders that had originally attracted Gina to this place, cursing both the site and the photography obsession that had led to her interest in it. Coming over the rise, he saw the forsaken gas station on the desert plain below.




  And the red Toyota parked next to one of the empty islands, sunlight glinting off its windshield.




  Derek’s heart was triphammering in his chest, and he was filled with a cold fear far greater than any he had previously experienced. He honked the horn as he approached, hoping the noise would draw Gina out, but he saw no movement through the broken window or open office door, and his hands were shaking as he pulled next to the Toyota and shut off the car.




  He opened the driver’s door, got out. “Gina!” he called as loudly as he could. He was afraid to go inside the building, wanted her to come out and meet him, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. “Gina!” he called again, angrily this time.




  Nothing.




  The world was silent.




  Derek slammed the car door, and the noise was flat, muffled by the oppressive heat and heavy air. He could still see no movement in the office, and the doorway to the back room was completely dark. He hurried in, wishing he’d thought this through more thoroughly and brought something with him. A flashlight. A weapon.




  A weapon?




  Yes, he thought as he sped past that by-now-familiar metal desk. Just in case.




  He stopped in the doorway of the secret room. “Gina?”




  He didn’t know why she’d come here, what she’d planned to do or what had actually happened, but her unmoving body lay sprawled on the dusty floor, one hand stretched out as though reaching for the digital camera that was just beyond her reach.




  She was also in the chair.




  With an involuntary cry of anguish, Derek fell to his knees and shoved his face next to Gina’s. The skin of her cheek was cold, and her eyelids were frozen halfway over her pupils, as though she’d died instantly in the middle of a blink. He reached for her hand, grabbed it, but it too was cold. Limp and heavy at the same time. She was dead, but he had no idea how she’d died, and he looked to the body in the chair for clues. Other than the fact that she was sitting up instead of lying on the floor, however, there was nothing that to his eyes indicated a cause of death.




  He was too stunned to cry, though he was having a difficult time drawing breath and a low continuous moan was escaping from between his lips. He knew that he should have expected this, but somehow he hadn’t, and the shock seemed to have rendered him incapable of coherent thought.




  He suddenly realized that the body in the chair could disappear at any time, replaced by the corpse of another, and he quickly grabbed this Gina around the waist and, with considerable difficulty lowered her to the floor. On impulse, he kicked over the chair and shoved it into a comer of the small room.




  He turned to look at his wife. Both versions of her. Other than their postures, they were exactly the same, down to the half-mast eyelids and the partially open mouth. His gaze was drawn by the dull silver of the camera that lay just beyond the reach of what he considered Gina’s real body. It was her digital camera, not her 35mm, and it dawned on him that if she’d taken any photos, he would be able to look at them.




  Did he really want to?




  It was not a question Derek even considered. He picked up the camera and pressed the button to scroll back through the last pictures taken. He overshot his mark and had to scroll forward through a series of photos taken on Mother’s Day: Gina with her mom, unwrapping presents, eating at a salad buffet. The sadness was sharp and painful, bringing with it logistical and practical issues as well as memories. Then he was past the personal pictures and in the desert. The gas station. The front office. The back room. There was a child in the chair, a dark-skinned nearly naked boy who appeared to have died from malnutrition. And the last shot: the boy disappearing, Gina taking his place, both figures ethereal and nearly transparent.




  Derek stared at the small camera screen, trying to figure out what was happening in the picture. As far as he could tell, the dead Gina had started to appear in the chair even as the real Gina was alive and photographing the scene. He had no idea how that was possible or what it meant, but Gina had not taken another photo. Whatever had happened to her had happened then or immediately after. He looked down at the body lying on the ground, arm outstretched. She must have seen something, because after she’d been struck or smitten or however incapacitated, she’d still attempted to reach for her fallen camera. Her last act had been attempting to take a picture, and he was filled with guilt that he had ever belittled her passion.




  His eyes went to the section of wall that resembled a face. The visage looked exactly as it had before, rotted wood and shadow and mold combining to create that disturbingly intense countenance. Only from this angle, the black eyes appeared to be looking straight at him with what could have been anger, could have been hunger.




  He wanted to tear down this building, wanted to come back with a fucking bulldozer and raze it. He even considered running out to the cars, getting the tire irons out of each trunk and coming back to smash that chair and gouge out that face, whaling on the walls, ripping off those boards and destroying as much of the room as he could.




  But he didn’t. Instead, he looked down at the bodies of his wife, trying to read the expression shared by both faces. She had died in mid-blink, he decided, and that partial hooding of her eyes made it difficult to ascribe an emotion to her death. Body language said more. The sitting Gina appeared rapt, as though viewing or hearing something absolutely fascinating. The Gina lying on the floor and reaching for the camera seemed desperate to record something of vital importance. Neither of them appeared to be in pain, but while his wife had not died in agony, she had died, and he would probably never know why or how.




  He walked over to the face on the wall and spit on it.




  This close, it did not even resemble a face. The individual components looked like what they were: rot and mold, shadow and grain. But nothing was what it seemed here.




  He glanced toward the overturned chair in the comer, then walked over, picked it up and set it right again, in exactly the same spot it had been in before.




  He should get out of here, drive back to civilization, call the police, make arrangements. But he looked at the two Ginas and knew he couldn’t leave. No matter how much he hated this place. No matter how scared he was.




  Like her, he had to know.




  Taking a deep breath, he sat in the chair.




  And waited.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  There was a time, back in the 1970s, when we were convinced that the abandoned gas station would be as much the symbol of the last part of the 20th century as a forsaken Oklahoma farm house fogged in black swirling dust was of the 1930s. But things didn’t work out that way. The ghost gas station now stands kitty corner to the Speedway, where you can get two slices of pizza for breakfast and gas at just under five bucks a gallon. So why shouldn’t Bentley Little’s old gas station serve as portal to who-knows-and-what-the-hell ... right?




  SONNY WILSON’S LAST SHOW AND TELL




  by Jeff Jacobson




  


   




  When the cops interviewed me after everything that happened in Mr. Zewecki’s class that day, I could tell they didn’t believe anything I said. All they saw was this jumpy fifth grade kid with a brand spanking new bandage. There was still broken glass in my hair. They thought I was in shock.




  “Can you tell us what happened this afternoon, Tom?”




  I tried to tell ‘em. I really did.




  But I guess it was easer to believe that Sonny just went crazy, instead of the truth.




  It was Friday, Show and Tell day in Mr. Zewecki’s biology class. My buddy Mark Bower brought in a sample of poison oak, just to prove to everybody that he wasn’t afraid of the plant that most of us here in the fifth grade were smart enough to avoid. “Anybody here ever had poison oak? It itches like hell. Like hell,” Mark said, drawing it out and acting like he was being attacked by a thousand poison oak leaves that whizzed about like bees.




  Mr. Zewecki said, “I think that’s just about enough language, Mr. Bower.”




  “Like heeelllllllll,” Mark said, still twitching.




  My other buddy, Aaron Wochowski, was next. Nervous, he stormed up front carrying his stepdad’s fifteen gallon ice chest, spilling water over desks. A carp lay sideways inside the ice chest, gills fluttering weakly in the surging water. He splashed the front row for a while and told the class about how he and his brothers would shoot carp with bows and razor tipped arrows.




  Mr. Zewecki got Aaron and his carp back in their seat and eyed the class. There was over half an hour left and he’d run out of all the students he knew would have something halfway educational to show. He finally went with Gladys Peterson, the dullest girl in class. Gladys ran up and bored us all to death with her fascinating story about how she had tracked down the elusive Allinosourusectusofsomethingorother, keeping it behind her back the whole time as she chattered away, and sure enough, it turned out to be some dumb weed thing she’d plucked up, roots and all, like I said, to bore everybody to death. Mark should have known; plants didn’t impress anybody.




  I knew that. And I was ready. After Gladys, it was down to just me and Sonny Wilson. No big surprise, I went next. I wasn’t as bad as Sonny’s usual Show and Tells; at least I worked at my presentations. But Mr. Zewecki never seemed to share my enthusiasm. This time, I’d caught this big moth with my dad’s casting net, but as hard as I’d tried to get it arranged on the board, it never looked like the pictures in our science book. It looked more like one of those bugs you’d find on your windshield after getting home some hot night. I wished I’d used those pins in my Sunday School shirt on both wings, instead of roofing nails on the left side.




  I was trying to explain this when Mr. Zewecki said, “Thank you, Mr. Lundstrom. I’m sure everyone understands that moth wings are quite delicate.” He looked around the room, but he knew who was next. Everybody knew who was next. He said, “Well, Mr. Wilson, I guess it’s your turn.”




  Sonny was the bad kid of our class; this was his second go ‘round the fifth grade. He wore the same black Chuck Taylors, the same baggy jeans, pockets stuffed with half crushed boxes of cigarettes and rocks to throw at cars or kids or dogs. It was a known fact that he cut his own hair, without a mirror, with the switchblade it was rumored he carried.




  Sonny didn’t carry anything up to the front of the class. He stood there, looking just as dumb and pissed-off as a dull machete; eyes half lidded, hands in his pockets, in that scary cool Judas Priest Screaming For Vengeance shirt.




  Finally, Mr. Zewecki cleared his throat. “Ahh, Sonny, do you have something to show the class?”




  Sonny said, “Yeah. I got something to show the class.” He dug deep into the front pockets of his jeans, fishing around, and the girls got nervous, as Sonny was as liable to moon them as look at them.




  Mr. Zewecki said, “Ahh, Sonny, I don’t think—”




  Sonny pulled a wriggling plastic baggie out of his right pocket. Everybody leaned forward to get a better look. It looked like a big tadpole, but something was wrong with the head. It was too big and lumpy. Sonny held it up with both hands, thumbs and forefingers wrapped around the body as the thing flopped around inside the clear plastic. At first, I thought he’d taken a live crawdad and superglued it to a big, big tadpole. Gluing animals together to make ‘em fight was one of Sonny’s favorite hobbies.




  “Pass it around,” Mark suggested. “I’ll hold it.”




  Sonny chuckled or coughed or fought down vomit and, after a moment, held the baggie out to Missy Johnson. Missy shrieked so loud I thought the fire alarm had gone off. She promptly slid under her desk and sprang up two rows over, still screaming.




  Sonny wobbled in place, then took two lurching steps down the aisle, heading for Mark.




  Mark started having second thoughts when he saw the slick grayish green skin through the froth of slimy water. “Well, I thought everyone would want to look at it. Start up front.”




  Aaron leaned over and said, “I think it wants to breathe. There’s no oxygen in that water. That’s your problem.”




  Sonny’s head waggled. Aaron flinched, worried he’d gone too far. But Sonny abruptly turned away from Mark and stomped over to the big sink in back. He tore open the bag and dumped the tadpole into the metal basin and twisted the COLD knob. As water splashed into the sink, the whole class crowded around and tried to peer into the metal basin.




  I was right; it was a big tadpole. Sort of. The tail had to be six inches long. But Sonny hadn’t glued anything to it. It had a bunch of growths or tumors popping out of the head, as if pressure inside had finally forced these jagged shards of cartilage out of its skull. It made me feel all squirmy inside, like when I found a leech on my big toe after wading in the ditch.




  “Where did you find this specimen?” Mr. Zewicki asked. Mr. Zewecki lived to say words like specimen and archaic and his all-time favorite, photosynthesis.




  “Creek out back of my house,” Sonny said.




  Sonny and his dad lived in this Winnebago permanently parked at a random angle on an acre of land up north, off the old highway. Just across the creek was the county dump, one square mile of mountains of garbage, churned up earth, and enough rats to reinfect the world with the Black Death.




  Me, Mark, and Aaron rode out there one time to watch a fire that had erupted among the rotting refuse. We watched from the safety of a nearby rise in the highway; none of us wanted to get any closer. Off to our right was Sonny’s trailer, angled dull white and brown in the afternoon sun, like the splinter off a broken toenail. He was outside, tossing firecrackers at the circling gulls. His dad, this old guy with a tangled white beard and ponytail, was out there too with a .22, shooting rats that were fleeing the fire.




  Sonny turned and saw us, but he didn’t move, just watched us for a while. We got nervous and took off. Riding away, though, I looked back. Part of me felt kind of bad; he looked tired out there, knee deep in the dying grass, still just watching.




  “That is a very interesting specimen,” Mr. Zewecki said, bending over to get a better look. His tie dangled into the sink and the tadpole snapped at it. I don’t know if the tadpole thought it was a fly or what, but Mr. Zewecki jerked back like he was afraid he might fall into the sink. To cover his embarrassment, he clapped his hands sharply and barked, “Back to your seats. Everyone, now!” Water dripped from the bottom of his tie and soaked the crotch of his slacks.




  Mr. Zewecki found a large jar and a pair of tongs and dropped the tadpole inside. He half-filled the jar with water and put it on his desk at the front of the room. “Where, exactly, did you say you found this?”




  “I said. The creek.” Sonny was the only student still standing. “There’s lots of ‘em out there. Shoot. You oughta’ see what happens when they get bigger. Like this one,” Sonny said, and pulled a live frog out of his underwear.




  The frog lay flattened in his cupped palms like a fresh cow patty. Both back legs dangled a full six or seven inches on either side of his wrist. From a distance, the only thing really strange was that the frog wasn’t green, but a shade of white the same as the underside of a mushroom, as if it had been born in a cave and had never been out until now and I was afraid the fluorescent lights might make it go crazy or something. Complicated patterns of orange streaks zigzagged across the pale, moist skin, kind of like those fish floating listlessly in a cheap black plastic pond in a Chinese restaurant.




  But that wasn’t even the weird part.




  Instead of having a clearly defined head, it had this swollen nub, like the frog had just crawled out of a sluggish creek with a helmet of bleached mud still clinging to the skull and shoulders. It had a mouth, a big one down underneath, where you could kind of see the shovel-like jawline, but I didn’t think those other blinking holes were eyes. There were a dozen of these openings, maybe more, scattered at semi-regular intervals around the head, just like the growths on the tadpole. I think they were mouths, not eyes, because every few seconds or so, a whiplike, eggplant purple tongue popped out of these holes and stabbed at the air around its head like parasites trying to escape.




  But I dunno. I don’t know what they were. ‘Cause, in a way, those oval, gaping slits did kinda’ look almost like eager eyelids, opening and closing over wet, empty sockets in perpetual hope that an eyeball might just grow inside someday. What I really think was this frog had a whole bunch of other heads growing out of one big one.




  “Well, Sonny… that’s very interesting,” Mr. Zewecki said, frozen next to his desk.




  For a moment, quiet. Even Mark was stunned into silence. But then Trent Hartwell, two rows over, sneakily fished a dried ball of snot out of his nose and flicked it at Sonny.




  I felt bad again. It wasn’t Sonny’s fault that he was big and slow and had to live in that Winnebago out next to the dump. My parents never talked exactly about Sonny and his dad; whenever I mentioned Sonny’s name, they’d just exchange a couple of meaningful glances and change the subject.




  Sonny lifted the frog higher, holding it out towards Trent, letting the frog take a good long eyeless look or smell or something. Sonny gave that cough chuckle thing again, and gently tossed the frog at Trent as if he was releasing a dove at a wedding.




  It dropped smack in the middle of Gladys Peterson’s desk. She and the frog coolly regarded each other for a moment before it shambled over to the edge of her desk in an almost comical pigeon-toed gait, and leapt off. It landed on the floor next to Trent with a dry slap where it wobbled for a moment, as if confused.




  Mr. Zewecki barked sharply, “Mr. Wilson!” He snatched a large fish net from his desk and marched forward. “I will not allow any—”




  Trent kicked at the frog and sent it skittering limply across the aisle, where it slid under Gladys’ backpack, leaving behind an abrupt squirt of some liquid with a faint tinge of yellow. It was like when you were holding a frog or a toad and it would pee on you to scare you off and this was kind of like Sonny; maybe he just wanted to scare you away. I almost felt sorry for the thing, however many heads it was growing.




  “Quite enough Mr. Hartwell!” Mr. Zewecki leaned on Gladys’s desk, bent over and patted the backpack with the fish net. A chorus of startled croaks erupted from under the backpack.




  Sonny made a clicking sound against his erratic teeth.




  The croaks found a rhythm and matched the sounds Sonny made.




  Mr. Zewecki watched Sonny for a moment with wide eyes, then leaned lower, and tapped the orange canvas back once more. His tie came unstuck from his belt and fluttered down next to the fish net.




  Sonny made a sharp, hissing noise, sucking spit through his teeth and the croaking stopped instantly as the frog burst from the sliver of a shadow under the backpack and leapt for the dangling red cotton. A dozen purple tongues, some as big around as a pencil, snatched at the tie.




  Mr. Zewecki’s other sweaty hand slipped and he fell heavily into the desk and smacked his face flat into Gladys’s desk, cracking his nose like a soft grape.




  The frog released the tie in disgust.




  Mr. Zewecki slid off the desk and fell face-first onto the frog. He cried out, a stunned grunt of rage and fear and new pain as he sat up. The frog hung off his face, dangling from all those tongues. Most had found the bridge of his bloody, shattered nose, as the frog kicked and clamped down on Mr. Zewecki’s nose with its main mouth, the other mouths gaped and snapped at the air like some kind of horrible, hungry flower. One of the larger tongues squirmed up his nostril and another worked its way into his eye socket.




  It must have hurt something awful, because Mr. Zewecki found his feet and went running at the front door, but since he hated what he called “intruders to the education matrix” he always locked the door during class. He just ran right into it at full speed. The door held. The frog hung on. Mr. Zewecki bounced back and crashed over his desk and hit the floor again.




  Sonny gave that cough chuckle, this time scraping something thick off the side of his mouth and wiping it on his jeans.




  Mr. Zewecki got hold of the frog, yanked it off his face, and threw it across the roo where it hit one of the glass cabinets hard enough to crack the pane. The frog slapped the floor and retreated into the darkness underneath.




  Mr. Zewecki pulled himself up against his desk. His face looked like someone had stabbed him a whole lot of times with a BBQ fork. I’d like to think that Mr. Zewecki wasn’t scared, that he knew what he was saying when he put his hand up like one of the students, that he was still in control and everything was okay, as he breathed out, “Ahvuhhnnunn kaahhhmmm daahhnnnn.” Then his head dropped to his chest, his arm flopped down, and he didn’t move.




  “Mr. Zewecki?” Missy asked. Then again, in a higher register, “Mr. Zewecki?”




  Aaron ventured forward, keeping an eye over where he’d last seen the frog, and poked Mr. Zewecki’s chest. Mr. Zewecki groaned, but that was all.




  Sonny didn’t look like he cared much about what Mr. Zewecki had to say as he clapped and stomped his feet, coughing out wet grunts of “Hi-ha-hi-ha-hi-ha-hi” loud at the glass cabinet, as if egging the frog on.




  I didn’t feel so sorry for him anymore.




  Aaron poked Mr. Zewecki again. I thought Mr. Zewecki was long dead but then he raised his head and pulled himself up into a sitting position, leaning back against his desk. It sounded like it hurt to breathe. Something was happening to his skin. It puckered, crinkling inward against the joints and bones, like an old leaf getting sucked into a shop-vac. A mottled, parasitic growth bloomed from within, eating at the flesh in a seething frenzy. Pretty soon he looked like he’d been dead for ages, leaning back against an old dead log, consumed by fungus.




  The rest of us kept looking back and forth, from Sonny keeping his odd, shuffling dancing going, back up to the front cabinet and the deep shadows under it.




  A glimpse of white. Missy screamed. The frog shrank back.




  If it wasn’t for the eerily perfect rhythm, I would have thought that Sonny was having some kind of seizure, somehow managing to remain upright as he wobbled and clapped and said, “Hi-hi-ha-hi-ha-hi-ha-hi-ha,” over and over and over. He spit on the floor.




  The frog took four quick hops into the center of the classroom. This time, Missy wasn’t the only one that screamed. I sprang out of my desk and ran past Mark and jumped onto the back countertop.




  Kids jumped on desks and scrambled to the back counter. A few waited near the glass cabinets, ready to crawl on top, but most of the class stood on the countertop, their backs against the rain lashed windows.




  The frog crawled under Gladys’ backpack in the stampede.




  Sonny’s shuffling and clapping and moaning tapered off. He wound his way through the desks to Gladys’s and knelt down. He gently gathered the frog into his cupped hands and brought it up to his face. And then, without hesitation, without any kind of warning whatsoever, he let the frog crawl into his open mouth. The frog kept going, wriggling its way inside, over the tongue and down Sonny’s open throat and when the webbed back feet had disappeared Sonny snapped his jaws together and smiled. And burped.




  “Guh-ross,” Kirsten Thayne said. I wasn’t sure if she meant the burp or the whole frog thing.




  Adding insult to injury, Sonny farted. At least, I hope it was a fart. It sounded awfully wet. Then he did it again. And again. I pulled my shirt up over my face. But Sonny wasn’t finished. This horrible gastric symphony kept going, and after each release, Sonny’s eyes sank a little further into his head.




  I swear I saw something moving in his pants.




  Sonny scratched his belly, lazily, like he was sitting alone on the couch, bored, watching baseball. Then he unsnapped the top button of his jeans and lifted his shirt. Sonny always had a slight potbelly from all the frozen corn dogs and bacon sandwiches and Hostess Ho-Hos, but right then he looked four or five months pregnant. The frothing, bad sounds dribbled away and all I could hear was Sonny’s breathing.




  The smell had reached everyone else and nobody even wanted to breathe.




  Something definitely moved in Sonny’s pants.




  Holding the T-shirt up to his pudgy nipples with his left hand, he casually scratched his way down to his distended stomach with his other hand, worked one ragged fingernail deep into the grimy folds of his belly button, hooked that finger into a stout claw, and yanked.




  The skin and thin muscles of Sonny’s stomach split easy, like wet cardboard.




  White frogs erupted out of Sonny and spilled over each other, awash in a flood of living, wriggling chaos. He staggered to the left and went to his knees, dropping frogs in his wake. Thirty or forty of them curled and spasmed on the tile floor behind him. More spilled out of his wet jeans.




  The legion of frogs strung blood and pink bits of meat in their wake as they surged across the floor in a frothing nightmare. Their hideous croaking filled the classroom. They swarmed over Mr. Zewecki. A couple bit him; it looked like they did it just for the hell of it and so I didn’t feel so embarrassed about running for the counter.




  Sonny fell backwards and lay still. A couple of the frogs crawled back into the dripping remains of his stomach, but he didn’t move.




  By then, everybody was kicking at the windows. A few frogs were flicking their tongues at the back counter, but none of them hopped any higher than a foot or so. For the most part, they seemed content so explore the floor of the classroom, occasionally biting at each other and desk legs. A couple crawled into Aaron’s ice chest and ate the carp. They all looked like they were growing multiple heads.




  I grabbed the nearest heavy object, a terrarium with two turtles inside. I felt sorry for the turtles but threw the whole thing at the closest cluster of frogs. The terrarium broke, but didn’t shatter, scattering five panes of thick plastic. “Don’t make ‘em mad!” Missy yelled at me.




  But the crashing terrarium didn’t bother the frogs at all. They flinched at first, sure, but then just jumped across the sand, biting at the glass and the twigs. One of ‘em pinned both turtle shells to the floor with its front feet while all those purple tongues popped the little turtle legs and heads off like they were plucking berries off a thick vine.




  Aaron threw an aquarium at the floor. It burst and the water washed the frogs backwards. Without waiting for anyone, he jumped down and grabbed the nearest desk. He swung it up to me and Mark.




  We shifted our grip on the desk and swung it together, like a battering ram. It crashed through the window beautifully. Mark and Aaron crawled past and punched out most of the remaining slivers of glass, following the desk outside. Nobody needed any encouragement. Kids flowed through the window like a dam had broken.




  I stayed back, watching the classroom, just to make sure that Mr. Zewecki was really dead. In spite of being mean most of the time, as if his students just lived to create problems, I was going to miss him; we got to do a lot of cool stuff in his class. By then, pretty much everybody was out of the classroom.




  Sonny hadn’t moved. Some of the frogs were nestling against his body, for warmth. I had to give him credit. Nobody was bored by his Show and Tell. Still, I wanted to make sure that Sonny was truly dead too, or at least that no more frogs would crawl out of him, so I launched a potted plant at his head and then immediately wished I hadn’t.




  He wasn’t dead. His one working eye blinked the dirt out and found me. He made that hissing sound instead and instantly, five pale frogs landed up on the countertop with me.




  That’s when I cut my head. I couldn’t get through the window fast enough.




  But the frogs didn’t follow me out. I went down the lawn to where everybody huddled together on the sidewalk. Somebody said Missy had gone to get Principal Harrison from the office. The rest of us just watched the broken window.




  We all tried to tell Principal Harrison what happened, but she went ahead and opened the door with her keys anyway. Twenty minutes later, when she hadn’t come out, and the school had become a riot of red, blue, and white lights, we told the cops over and over that those frogs, they weren’t normal, they were poisonous or something. But like I said, they didn’t listen.




  So me, Mark, and Aaron decided to ride out to Sonny’s trailer and see if we couldn’t set some more fires.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  A most American rite of passage is the school days ritual of “Show and Tell,” which, as practiced in my youth, was a chance to show off something of yours that the other kids wished they had. Soon, of course, Jeff Jacobson’s narrative will be “historical fiction” because everyone will have everything, and thus no need to brag about material possessions.




  UNDER THE SKIN




  by Nicholas Kaufmann




  


   




  Christine looks across the table at Karin, but her twin sister is too busy perusing the prayer book Dad handed out when they sat down for dinner. (Haggadah, he called it, having rediscovered his Jewish roots after the separation.) She stares at the top of Karin’s head until her sister glances up at her. Karin brushes back the long blonde hair that falls in her face, the same hair Christine used to have before the cut and dye job, and says, “Stop staring at me, Vampirella!”




  Instinctively, Christine looks to her father at the head of the table to say something, but he doesn’t tell Karin to behave herself; he just pours wine like nothing happened. At the foot of the table, as far from Dad as the rectangular table allows, her mother doesn’t say anything either, only sighs and crosses her legs, clearly annoyed at herself for accepting Dad’s invitation. That neither of them scold Karin is no surprise to Christine. Her sister can break the rules without getting caught because she has Mom and Dad wrapped around her finger. Karin has always been the favorite twin. Mom even gave birth to her first, as if to prove her devotion.




  Her mother glares at Christine as if to say, “I can’t believe you put that thing through your eyebrow.” Self-conscious, Christine touches the ring above her left eye and looks away.




  Dad’s new apartment has a better smell than the one she shares with Karin and Mom, all musky leather furniture and new plastic electronics. Watching him tip the dark green wine bottle over his glass, Christine feels a sudden pang of loss. He doesn’t call or email much, and even now, with the two of them sitting at the same table, he’s not paying attention to her. When they first walked in, he asked Karin all about her plans for the summer between Junior and Senior years of high school, about her friends and social life, but all Christine got was, “What happened to your hair?”




  Dad puts the bottle down. “This is the best part of the Passover seder,” he explains, picking up the Haggadah next to his plate. “Well, except for actually eating dinner, which I promise will be soon.” He grins. Mom sighs again and looks longingly at the apartment door. “Every time one of the plagues of Egypt is mentioned, what you do is dip your finger in the wine and put a drop on your plate. The spilling of the wine reminds us that our cup of joy is not complete because people died for our freedom from slavery.” He flips open the Haggadah and reads from it, “From the house of bondage we went forth to freedom. These are the ten plagues that The Holy One, blessed be He, brought upon Pharaoh and his people in Egypt.” He dips his pinky in the wine glass, then touches the finger to his plate, leaving a small, purple bead.




  “Dam,” he says, pronouncing the Hebrew perfectly. “Blood.”




  Christine remembers blood:




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  Standing naked in front of the bathroom mirror, all Christine saw, all she ever saw, was Karin. They were physically identical in every way. The same bony hips, the same woefully underdeveloped chest that she secretly hoped would fill out before her sister’s, the same straight blond hair hanging limply down to her too-narrow shoulders.




  “Grounded,” she whispered to her reflection. All because she’d flunked some stupid assignment for her “Bible As Literature” class. She’d written a paper about how Moses was schizo because he heard voices no one else did. She got it back with a big red “F” and the words “You’re not taking Exodus very seriously” scrawled across the top.




  “You’re not leaving this house until your grades improve,” Mom had said. “I won’t have my daughter going to community college. Karin’s getting straight ‘As,’ why can’t you?”




  “Because I’m not Karin,” she said now, despite the face she saw in the bathroom mirror. “I’m Christine, the fucked up twin. The medical miracle. The one no one expected to survive.” Mom loved telling the story about how the doctors thought she would be smothered sharing the womb with her stronger, healthier, umbilical-hogging sister—it was her way of reminding Christine that from the very start she’d always been the weaker daughter. But she had survived, and when she was born it was like it was too late, like her parents had already decided not to get too attached to her. Her sister was no comfort. Instead of the bond between identical twins she’d heard so much about, their relationship had been confrontational and competitive since day one, like they were still fighting for legroom in utero. She didn’t want to be anything like her. She just wanted to be free of her. Sometimes she wished the doctors had been right.




  And now she was grounded and couldn’t go out with Alan Healy, the only boy in school who seemed to like her, even though she wrote angry poetry and smoked cloves in the girls’ bathroom. She’d seen him peeking at her from around corners and behind books, and now that he’d finally worked up the nerve to ask her out, she couldn’t go. Meanwhile, Karin, who’d never cracked a textbook in her life and probably blew teachers in alleys to get her straight “As,” got to go out and enjoy herself. It wasn’t fair.




  Christine clenched her fists. She swallowed her anger. It tasted bitter, thorny, and she felt it slither down the muscles under her skin.




  She stepped into the tub and sat in the warm water. She lathered soap up and down her legs and grabbed the pink plastic razor next to the soap dish. She pulled it along her left leg from ankle to thigh, carving a trail through the thick white lather.




  Mom’s voice floated in from the living room. Christine could tell from the way she yelled that she was on the phone with Dad. “I do everything I can to keep this family going! No, it’s not Karin, it’s your other daughter, as usual.”




  A sting, a flash of red where the razor cut her, and Christine sucked air in through her teeth. She looked at the tiny crimson spot on her leg. She touched the blood with one finger.




  Hello, Christine. The voice, deep and smooth, seemed to echo off the white tile walls and the inside of her skull.




  “Who’s there?” She leaned out of the tub, dripping sudsy water onto the floor. The bathroom was empty. She scrunched her eyes closed as hard as she could. “Wake up,” she whispered to herself.




  You’re not like your sister, Christine. Not anymore. Open your eyes and let me show you how.




  She opened her eyes slowly.




  See the cut on your leg? That’s what sets you apart.




  The red spot against her skin looked beautiful, like a frosted rose on a birthday cake she’d never have to share.




  But ask yourself, Christine, is it enough? The cut was an accident. She’s bound to have shaving cuts, too.




  “No, I’m not listening,” Christine said, covering her face. The hard handle of the razor pressed against her cheek.




  She could have the very same cut you do. Then how would you be different?




  “Stop it.” She put her hands over her ears. “There’s no one here. You’re not real.”




  You can’t rely on random accidents to set you apart from her, Christine. You need to take control.




  She lowered her hands and looked at the silver glint of metal in the razor’s head.




  Do it, Christine. Identical is only skin deep. It’s what’s under the skin that matters. Something moved beneath the skin of her leg, twisting around the muscle like a vine. Her breath caught in her throat.




  Set it free. Cut it out of you and take control.




  She pressed the razor to her soft, pale thigh. She held her breath, afraid, then slashed sideways as hard as she could. A line of blood followed the razor’s trail, dribbling down her leg and into the water, where it spread out in waving tendrils like red smoke. The sharp pain only lasted a moment before dulling, but during that moment her heart drummed, her skin tingled, and she felt more alive, more herself, than she had in years. Pain broke the walls of the cocoon she’d spun around herself, and the sensation waiting on the other side belonged to her, no one else.




  In pain you are perfection. Now set it free.




  She gasped as the skin around the cut bulged suddenly. What was happening? Had she cut too deep, slashed an important artery? It hurt worse than the razor slice. The pain seemed to whisper her name.




  The edges of the slit puckered open like lips. Something long and black dropped out, landing in the water with a heavy splash. Christine kicked against the bathmat, trying to get out of the tub without touching the oily black eel that now swam around her ankles. She grabbed the edge of the tub, ready to pull herself over onto the tiled bathroom floor, but the eel changed course, torpedoing up along her torso. It surfaced, its slick, black, eyeless head splitting apart into spiky jaws.




  “Go away!” she screamed, splashing and kicking the walls of the tub. “Go away!” The eel closed its mouth. It turned around and glided down toward the drain, bumping its head against the rubber plug that blocked its path. Christine rose to her knees. She pulled the chain, yanking the plug out of the drain, and the eel slid quickly down the dark hole.




  Such a waste. You need to learn to take control, Christine.




  She looked at the cut on her thigh. It had closed into a thin red line again.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  Christine mimics her father, sinking her pinky into the warm wine and then touching it to her plate. The purple bead that rolls off her fingertip looks like the blood it’s named after.




  “Tzfardea, frogs,” Dad continues, dipping again. “Kinim, lice.”




  Her finger is too wet now. Some of the wine drips onto her palm before she can tap it on the plate. She sticks her pinky in her mouth to clean it off.




  “Whoa,” Dad says. “You’re not supposed to do that, Christine. Our cup of joy is not complete because people died, remember? It’s considered insensitive to lick your finger because then it’s like you’re taking pleasure in it.”




  “Sorry,” she says. Her cheeks burn.




  “Passover is all about people dying so others can be set free,” he says.




  Christine wants to say, “The Book of Exodus,” and wow everyone with what she learned in “Bible As Lit,” but Karin interrupts, “Idiot.”




  “Let’s just get on with it,” Mom says.




  “Is there a problem, Elaine?” Dad asks. Christine flinches. There’s an edge in his voice she’s not used to anymore now that he’s not living at home with them.




  “No, Matt, there’s no problem,” Mom says, her voice extra saccharine. “Why don’t you tell us more about your cup of joy?”




  While her parents cut into each other, Karin leans forward, her collar coming away to reveal a dark hickey on her neck. She whispers across the table to Christine, “Alan cried like a baby afterward. I did you a favor, sparing you that pathetic display. He wasn’t even very good.”




  “Fuck you,” Christine snarls, a little too loud.




  “Christine, that’s enough,” Dad says angrily. “Behave yourself at the table.”




  Karin smirks and flips her the finger when Mom and Dad aren’t looking. Not that it would matter if they saw her. She gets away with everything.




  “The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can eat,” Dad says, picking up the Haggadah again.




  “Hallelujah,” Mom says.




  Dad glares at her, then sticks his pinky in the wine glass. “Arov,” he says, “beasts.”




  “When did you learn Hebrew anyway?” Mom asks, drinking freely from her wine glass. “You were never very good at learning new things.”




  “Dever,” he continues. “Pestilence.” The word slices through the air like a straightedge.




  


   




  * * *




  


   




  Frightened by the incident in the bathtub, Christine looked for new ways to distinguish herself from her twin sister. She raided her wardrobe and held a lonely midnight funeral behind the apartment building for her beaded V-neck tanks, fitted bellbottoms, and pink and blue topsiders. She replaced them with t-shirts with the sleeves cut off, camouflage pants, steel-toed black boots, and topped it all off with a frayed denim jacket. But it wasn’t enough. Now she just looked like Karin in a Halloween costume. Something more drastic was necessary.




  She surprised Alan with her new haircut shortly before the big Spring Fling dance. She’d chopped most of it off, shaved half of her head down to a fine fuzz, and dyed it all a deep black. “It feels more like me,” she told him. Her heart sank when she saw his face. “You don’t like it?” He hemmed and hawed and kicked at the ground with his sneakers. He couldn’t break up with her fast enough.




  Alan asked Karin to the dance instead, and her sister agreed to go.




  “You know he only asked you to get back at me,” she said, leaning against the doorframe of Karin’s bedroom. “Because you look the way I used to.”




  She eyed the clock by the bed. Only half an hour until Alan came to pick Karin up for the dance. And what would Christine do then? Hide in her room until her sister and ex-boyfriend were gone? Sit in the bathtub and—




  No, she thought. No more cutting. But in her head she saw the blade glinting prettily and wondered if it would feel as good now as it did the first time.




  “I don’t care,” Karin replied, applying mascara at her makeup table. “I always thought Alan was a hottie. Is there anything I should know, like is he a bad kisser?”




  “You’re going to kiss my ex-boyfriend?”




  Karin shrugged. “You had your chance with him, but you fucked it up with your stupid dyke haircut. Accept it and move on. Besides, it’s almost the end of the year, and there’s no way I’m going into Senior Year a virgin.”




  Christine furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”




  Her sister rolled her eyes, opened a drawer in the table, and pulled out a condom in bright yellow wrapping. She held it up so Christine could see, then dropped it into her sequined purse. “Duh,” Karin said.




  Mom appeared in the doorway behind Christine. “Don’t stay out too late tonight, Karin. We have your father’s Jewish thing tomorrow.”




  “Don’t worry,” Karin said. She locked eyes with Christine. “I’m sure I’ll be in bed early.”




  Christine clenched her fists. Something moved under her skin.




  No way was she going to wait around for Alan to pick Karin up. She went downtown to get lost in the crowd instead, weaving around all the hand-holding couples and looking away whenever a white stretch limo drove by. The sound of muffled laughter behind the tinted windows disturbed her, as if each limo held Alan and Karin, as if they were circling the block, driving past her again and again to rub it in her face. First they were kissing in the back seat, and then, when they drove by again, Alan was whispering in Karin’s ear, “It was always you I liked, not Christine. She’s a freak. I just did what I had to do to get closer to you.” And then, the next time, his hand was inside the top of her dress, and the time after that he was lying on top of her, doing things they’d never done while the driver tried not to watch in the rearview mirror.




  “Like I care,” Christine muttered. She walked the razor’s edge of the sidewalk, hugging the buildings and keeping a buffer of people between her and the passing limos. She stopped in front of a storefront. “Wildside Tattoo & Piercing” was stenciled on the window. The glass shelves displayed all kinds of bulky silver jewelry: earrings, navel rings, lip rings, eyebrow rings. The store was practically empty, just a couple of college students looking through the tattoo design books and giggling nervously. Behind the counter, a big, bald man with a long beard and tattoo-covered arms looked bored. He met her gaze and raised one eyebrow.




  Christine pulled open the heavy glass door and stepped inside. It smelled like cigarette smoke and ammonia. “Slow night?” she asked. Her own voice sounded too high to her, too young, and she made a show of clearing her throat.




  “There’s some kind of school dance or something,” he said with a shrug. She liked his voice; it was thick and smooth like honey. He eyed the college kids shuffling closer to the door. “They’re not gonna get anything tonight. I knew it the moment they walked in. Gawkers.”




  “Fuck ‘em,” she said. “Total poseurs.”




  He looked at her disdainfully. “And what are you?”




  “The real deal,” she said.




  He looked her up and down. “If you say so.” He introduced himself as Satyr. Christine nodded like it was no big deal, but secretly she thought it was the coolest thing she’d ever heard.




  Five minutes later she was in the chair in back, ready to get her eyebrow pierced. Satyr switched on his iPod and stuffed the earbuds in his ears. Bobbing his head to music she couldn’t hear, he washed his hands in the rust-stained sink and dried them on his leather vest. He wiped down the area above her left eye with alcohol. He pulled the skin away from her skull, held it there with a small clamp, then took a needle and a small metal hoop out of the drawer.




  “Hold still, real deal, this is gonna hurt,” he said.




  “Pain and I go way back,” Christine said, though she doubted he could hear anything over the music. She wished he would take out the earbuds and pay attention to her. He had the deepest brown eyes she’d ever seen. Just as she was wondering what it would feel like to run her fingers through his beard, he pushed the needle through the skin of her eyebrow.




  Her fingernails dug into the upholstery of the armrests. She felt a drop of blood roll down the side of her face. He put the ring through the hole he’d made, then removed the clamp. He leaned forward to dab the blood from her face. Close up, his mouth looked soft. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him, but then he swiveled away on his chair to wash his tools. Christine released the armrests.




  Satyr turned off his iPod and left it on the lip of the sink. He picked up a small, frameless mirror, then turned back to her. “What do you think?” he asked, though it didn’t sound like he cared what her answer would be.




  “Perfect. How much do I owe you?”




  “Forty,” he said, putting the mirror back under the sink.




  She took a deep breath, steeling herself, and put a hand on his thigh. “That’s a little steep. Maybe we can work something out?” She’d seen it in a movie once, though now she remembered the actress had said, “Maybe we can come to an arrangement,” and her voice had been lower too, smokier, more seductive. Christine wished she could start over and do it again the right way.
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