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			“You’re going to Camp Blood, ain’t ya? You’ll never come back again. It’s got a death curse!”

			Crazy Ralph, Friday the 13th

			“Was that the boogeyman?”

			“As a matter of fact, it was.”

			Halloween

			“Oh, I wish they hadn’t let the place fall apart.”

			“Now it looks like the birthplace of Bela Lugosi.”

			The Texas Chainsaw Massacre

		

	
		
			For the man who loves slasher movies 

			as much as me, Jason Kwap. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Ashley King powered down her laptop and wept. 

			The house was bright, the notes of birdsong drifting through the open windows. The twins next door, Ryder and Ronin, giggled as they ran between the houses, the slap of their tiny sneakered feet echoing in the narrow alley. Ash took a deep breath, savoring the aroma of the riot of flowers Todd had planted for her outside the living room and kitchen windows. The cross breeze worked better than any expensive air freshener she could buy. 

			Elvira leaped onto the dining room table. She swished her long black tail across Ashley’s face. 

			“No walking on the table,” she lightly scolded the cat, sniffing back her tears. She gently lifted Elvira off the table and walked her to the couch where she sat, petting her until the rescue cat purred loud enough to be heard on the other side of the house. It didn’t take long for the old cat to fall asleep on her lap. There was so much to be done, but Ashley didn’t want to disturb Elvira. 

			She looked over at the stack of crossword books on the end table and plucked the one she’d been working on from the top of the pile. Using her mouth to pull the cap off her pen, she dove back into the puzzle she’d almost finished last night. It wasn’t easy, going to sleep when she knew there was an incomplete puzzle, but the sleeping pill had grabbed ahold of her and it didn’t care how she felt about leaving things undone. Ashley had slipped into the darkness, dreaming of puzzles, the white and black squares leaping off the page, her body spinning through their intricacies, each answer spoken and then magically appearing within the empty boxes. 

			Elvira awoke just as she was writing down the last answer.

			To leave a social engagement, missing out on the last bit.

			She scribbled P-A-R-T in forty-six down and scratched Elvira between her pointy ears. The cat twisted her pointy ears, stared at Ashley with wide orange eyes and yawned, showing her sharp canines and long pink tongue. Elvira had tiny bald patches behind her ears. The shelter had no idea exactly how old she was, but best guess she was hovering around fifteen. By the looks of her, it had been a rough fifteen years. Elvira had sat in the shelter for two years before Ashley brought her home. The cat was no looker, but she was a fighter.

			“Todd is right. You really do look like a bat.”

			Elvira made a sound like a cooing pigeon that made Ashley start to cry all over again. Not wanting any part of the emotional turmoil, the cat plopped onto the floor and made her way to the kitchen, presumably to munch on the dry food in her bowl. 

			Ashley put the puzzle book back, got up and brushed the fur from her pants as best she could. 

			A heavy thump made her jump and cry out before she clamped her hand over her mouth. Her heart tripped over itself. Her throat went dry. She waited for a full minute, holding her breath, ears seeking out the source of the sound. 

			It came again and she instantly exhaled. Through the open blinds, she saw Mrs. Connover closing the doors to her car, her hands laden with shopping bags. 

			Rubbing her upper arms to quell the goose bumps, Ashley padded into the bedroom. The hallway light was on despite it being the middle of the day. She didn’t like dark spaces, even if they were only seven feet long with nowhere for someone or something to hide. Which was why she had to take the sleeping pills at night. She couldn’t leave all of the lights on when Todd was trying to sleep. Besides, their energy bill would be more than they could bear if she had her way when the dark of night crept in like an intruder. 

			She made the bed, Todd’s side rumpled from his tossing and turning, the sheet by hers barely creased from the drug-induced coma that held her in place like a corpse in a coffin. The hamper was empty, the last load in the dryer. Ash emptied the pink-and-purple wastebasket into the kitchen garbage, came back to the bedroom and stripped. She lay on the comforter, the chill wind hardening her nipples. Fall would be here soon. October would bring the changing colors, crunch of leaves underfoot, pumpkins on doorsteps and longer nights. 

			Shivering, Ash refused to grab a blanket. It was best to let the cold wash over her – the cold and the light and the soft ticking of the grandfather clock that had been in her family for four generations. Her mother had insisted she take it when she moved in with Todd in the home he’d bought for them. “You’re never alone when that clock is in your house,” she’d said, tears shimmering in her eyes as she saw Ash off to her new life. 

			Ash had never been exactly sure what her mother had meant, and always forgot to ask her when they spoke. Did she mean the spirits of her grandparents were attached to the clock, making the move with her from Nyack to Yorktown? The family story went that Ashley’s great-grandparents had taken the clock with them when they emigrated from Kenya. It was the only possession besides their clothes that made the long, oceanic journey. It might have been the only thing they truly owned, their clothes ragged hand-me-downs. The grandfather clock (or in Ashley’s case, great-grandfather clock) had a place of prominence in their home until they died. Ashley’s Grandpa Charles had once told her that he saw the reflection of his parents in the clock face glass many years after they had passed. Instead of being afraid, a young Ashley, who grew up on a steady diet of ghost shows and videos, had been entranced. She couldn’t count the number of hours she’d sat at the foot of that old clock, hoping to catch a glimpse of her great grandparents, and then of Grandpa Charles and Grams Iris when they’d passed away within weeks of each other. 

			No one had ever stared back at her and she grew up and grew tired of seeking the ghosts of her family tree. 

			Or did her mother mean that the steady, assuring ticking of the clock would be her companion through the long nights and empty days? What she had never grasped was how Ashley preferred the silence, for within the soundless void, she would be able to hear…things, if they came near. 

			Things like the closing of a car door that nearly give you a heart attack, she thought. She put her hand between her breasts and felt the more assured beat of her heart, practically falling in rhythm with the ticking of the clock. Ash lifted her head and looked at her tawny skin. There were plenty of scars, but she did her best to never linger on them. Todd always marveled at what he called her perfect skin, especially when he was atop her, or she atop him, pausing to tell her how beautiful she was and how lucky he was for having her, all of her, in that moment. Her skin was far from perfect, though he loved her, warts – or scars – and all. 

			But he’d never really had all of her and deep down, she knew he knew it too, and that would make her sad. She’d bury her sadness down deep, lest she spoil the moment. There were very few moments, and Todd deserved to enjoy them as much as was possible, all things considered. 

			More tears came. Ash let them roll down her face, the comforter absorbing the wet droplets of her DNA. She wondered, as her mind found it hard not to wonder, even in times of great sorrow, if the day would come soon when science could clone a new Ashley from the dried-up tears in her comforter. Would Ashley 2.0 have the same emotions and memories? God, she hoped not. A clone should be a better, brighter you. 

			“Sheri!”

			Her best friend, the friend she hadn’t been able to find for the past terrifying hour, stopped before entering the darkened bungalow. Ash’s chest ached and her thighs and calves burned. She’d heard Jamal’s screams and come out of her hiding place amidst the rubble of the burned-out theater. 

			Sheri’s jacket was torn down the front, white stuffing puffing out. The moment she saw Ash, she started crying. 

			“Oh my God, Ashley!”

			Ash started running. The bungalow seemed like a much better place to hide and she would be with Sheri. 

			Sheri waved her on, swiveling her head back and forth, wary, afraid. 

			Moonlight glinted off the polished surface of the glass as it sliced out of the gloom. Ash didn’t have time to warn her friend. The glass, appearing to hover in the air by itself, slashed at the back of Sheri’s lower leg. There was a cry of sheer agony. Sheri collapsed, hands flailing for her leg. The glass struck again, and this time Ash was close enough to hear the rending of fabric, the awful piercing of flesh and muscle. Blood spattered the ground and doorway. 

			“Help me! Ash, please help me!”

			Almost there. Ash’s legs pumped as hard and fast as they would go. Sheri scrabbled at the dirt, trying to pull herself away. 

			The glass came again, slicing deeper into the same awful gash. 

			Sheri wailed, rolling onto her back. 

			He stepped out of the shadows. 

			Ash hesitated. Her overriding fear refused to pump more blood and adrenaline to her legs. 

			Sheri raised her hands defensively and screamed. 

			A heavy foot crashed down on her chest. 

			The breaking of her bones echoed throughout the ruins. 

			Sheri’s screaming devolved into desperate gasps, then choking. 

			The glass came down again. 

			Ash closed her eyes. She couldn’t make herself watch. 

			“Sheeeeerrrrriiiiiii!”

			Ash woke up gasping. She was covered in sweat. For a moment, she couldn’t move her body. Animation returned in a flash and she jumped from the bed, trying to catch her breath. 

			In an instant, the nightmare was gone. But the feelings of dread and guilt and loss remained. 

			“Jesus.”

			She looked down at her legs, touched her chest and face. Sleep often came like that – suddenly, unexpected. Just as it often ended with her dazed, bewildered and empty. 

			Ash ripped the comforter from the bed. Still naked, she strode past the open windows into the laundry room, stuffing it, along with two capfuls of detergent, into the washer. Elvira watched her from her perch on the windowsill. 

			Her phone rang. She dashed to the living room where she’d left it. It was an unknown number. She swiped the call away. 

			The grandfather clock chimed three o’clock. 

			A floorboard creaked. She whirled around, hands raised in a mix of self-defense and awkward offense. Elvira stopped to look up at her jumpy master, licking her lips. 

			“I can’t take this.” Ash put her hand on her stomach, practically feeling the knot of dread that was always there, a new, unwanted organ, more useless than an appendix. It took her a few moments to settle down, her mouth watering as she fought the urge to puke. 

			Once she felt her legs were steady enough, she went to her closet and found the clear plastic laundry bag she’d stuffed at the very end of her clothes rack. She laid it on the bed and pulled the zipper. Her fingers brushed against the torn shirt, the stains on her jeans having faded with time into varying shades of brown blotches and splashes. The ragged tears in her jeans looked like attempts to be hip and fashionable, though they were anything but that. Scissors had not been carefully applied to make those rents in the fabric.

			At the bottom of the closet were the boots that had also been relegated to its darkest corner. Mud and blood still clung to them, had become one with them.

			Reaching into the bottom of the bag, she found the framed picture of her and her best friend, Sheri Viola. They were wearing their cheerleader uniforms, smiling, arm in arm outside the football field, their dark skin in beautiful contrast to the white and gold uniforms. The picture had been snapped in their senior year just before the last game of the season. Everyone said Sheri looked like a young Halle Berry and they were right. Her short hair, sharp cheekbones and penetrating eyes made guys weak in the knees. Ash let her fingers linger on Sheri’s face. She would give anything to touch her now, to hear her voice one more time, to listen to her laughter.

			After slipping into fresh panties, she put on her comfy bra, and searched for a pair of thick socks and well-worn jeans. They were very loose at the waist, so she had to rummage around her dresser drawer for a belt. The shirt came on last. She thought she could smell the place and everything that went on that night, all of it caught in the amber of the cotton shirt. 

			She looked in the mirror hung on the inside of the closet door. 

			“Hello, Lara,” she said to her reflection. 

			There was a time her body had filled her ‘Tomb Raider’ outfit quite nicely. Now she looked like a little kid wearing her big sister’s ratty old clothes. Her collarbone peeked out from the open V of her shirt, a prominent ridge that alarmed everyone who knew her. She buttoned up the shirt so she couldn’t see it. 

			The boots were stiff as wood, one of the laces breaking off in her hand when she tried to tie them. Wriggling her foot, she figured the boot was on tight enough. At least her feet hadn’t shrunk. 

			Fighting back the urge to cry yet again, she walked out of the bedroom, making a tour of each room in the house from top to bottom, stopping to make adjustments here and there. When Elvira went to follow her into the basement, she picked her up and put her on a chair. “No basement for you, E.” She kissed the cat on the nose and closed the door behind her. 

			Todd had plans to build a man cave down here after they were married. Until then, the quasi-finished basement was a place to store all of their boxes and plastic bins. They’d been in the house for almost a year now, but still had a ton to go through. Her mother had bequeathed them enough Christmas ornaments to decorate two trees. Those bins were stacked in a corner, going all the way to the ceiling. Her mother loved Christmas so much, Ash often joked that she’d been born in the North Pole and raised by elves. Ash was tempted to open one of the boxes, but knew if she did, she’d fall through the rabbit hole of Christmas memories. 

			Picking up what she needed from Todd’s workbench, she leaned against a table sagging under the weight of tiles that were one day destined to go in the bathroom down there. She took out her phone and went to the page she’d bookmarked, starting the video and turning up the sound. 

			How many times had she watched it? Twenty? Fifty? She knew it by heart. Every word. Every movement. But for some reason, at this moment, her memory was failing her. 

			Ash watched it once from start to finish, and then hit replay. 

			It was time to get to work. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“You guys still on for this weekend?”

			Todd Matthews slipped into the left lane, eager to get out from behind the big car carrier. The Honda in the back bounced dangerously every time there was the slightest dip in the road. He could just see it breaking loose and heading right for his windshield. 

			“So far so good,” he said through the Bluetooth system in his car. “But you know how it is.”

			“Yeah, I know,” his friend Vince Embry replied. Todd could hear a TV on in the background. 

			“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” he asked. 

			Vince chuckled. “I am at work. Today’s office just happens to be a sports bar. I get more done here in an hour than a full day at corporate. No one around to bug me and beer keeps me motivated.”

			“I wish I could pull that off.”

			“You can if you let me give your resume to my boss. He really liked you when you met him at that office picnic.”

			Spotting his exit coming up, Todd put on his signal and drifted into the right lane. He’d stopped to pick up a bottle of wine and was running late. He was about to call Ash to let her know when Vince rang. His buddy was a world-class talker and would probably still be yapping when Todd pulled into the driveway. 

			“I can’t see myself spending all day staring at spreadsheets and sitting in meetings,” Todd said. “I’d lose my mind within a week.”

			“You get used to it.”

			“No thanks.”

			“The money’s decent and the benefits are great.”

			“And I’d have to wear khakis and polo shirts with loafers. No thanks, bro. I’m too young to look like my father and his friends.”

			“So, looking professional makes me an old dork?” Vince said. He took a loud sip from his beer, the sound filling the car’s interior. Todd winced. 

			“Actually, yes. Yes it does.”

			There was a slight pause, then Vince said, “You’re right. But I have a great 401K and dental.”

			“I’d never live long enough to cash out that 401K if I had to be stuck in an office,” Todd said. His house was just two blocks away. He had to wait for a group of pre-teens to cross the street. They took their sweet-ass time. Todd wanted to rev the engine and shake them up, but he remembered being just like them when he was a kid. There was nothing quite like the narcissistic worldview of a twelve-year-old. People Todd’s age barely existed and were to be ignored.

			“You know, most construction guys end up with all kinds of physical issues by the time they’re fifty. You want to be a bent, broken old man before your time?”

			The kids finally passed and Todd hit the gas. 

			“Yep,” he said. 

			“You should be here right now. The new shift just came in and there’s a girl here who’s so hot, she might set the bar on fire.”

			“Look but don’t touch,” Todd said. 

			“Not even just a little?”

			Todd gripped the wheel. “Window-shopping only. Heather would cut off your dick and feed it to the dogs.”

			“Dude, I was only joking. But we’re talking exceptional here. Like Zoe Saldana with Pam Grier’s body. Right up your alley. I’ll take a picture and send it to you.”

			“You do that and I’ll kill you. Last thing I need is Ash seeing pictures of other women on my phone.” He realized then that Vince had had one beer too many. “Go back to your spreadsheet, settle up your tab and go to your hotel room to beat off.”

			“You’re a wise man. Think I’ll keep my black dress socks on while I do it.” When Todd’s disgust couldn’t be contained, Vince chuckled and said, “Just wanted to leave you with that image.”

			Todd hung up on Vince’s laughter, cutting off the engine as he parked in his driveway. All of the blinds were open as usual so Ashley could allow the maximum amount of sunlight in. He grabbed his lunch pail and wine and locked the car. 

			“Guess who’s home?” he called out, making sure to kick off his steel-toed boots in the vestibule. Elvira came trotting over, gave him a look and meowed before moving on. “Nice to see you too.”

			Todd was more a dog than a cat person, but Ash had taken to Elvira immediately, so he’d had to suck it up. The cat was never going to be his best friend, but they had maintained a peaceful respect for one another. Plus, Elvira was downright ugly. He’d woken up several times to that battered, balding face and thought he’d fallen into a fresh nightmare. 

			“Hey Ash, I got that cabernet you wanted to try. It was cheap too. At least it doesn’t have a screw top.”

			He went right to the kitchen, found the wine opener in the junk drawer and popped the cork. He didn’t know if ten-dollar wines needed to breathe, but he was determined not to be a heathen. 

			“Ash?”

			Unbuttoning his stained work shirt, he tromped to the bedroom. Sometimes, when her anxiety really hit hard, she would pop a couple of Ativan and zonk out. She slept much better, much sounder, in the daytime, and the pills helped give her a reset when she needed it. He wished to hell he could make her fear of the dark go away, but he was smart enough to know it was out of his control. What he could do was provide a safe place for her and be there when she needed him. Any higher aspirations would just lead to frustration. 

			He did a double take when he saw the bed was empty. 

			It wasn’t like her to not be home. Her car was still in the driveway. 

			Maybe she’s with Claire, he thought. Claire Pozzo was recently divorced and had started a love affair with wine and younger men. She loved to regale Ash with her latest exploits. When Todd asked Ash why she liked Claire so much, she’d said, “I think it’s because she’s, well, light and airy. There’s no darkness or sadness there. Her marriage sucked, she got out with no reservations, and she’s happy. I like visiting her glow.”

			Visiting her glow. That was such an Ashley thing to say. 

			Or it had been, before everything went to hell. The fact that Claire resurrected that small part of his fiancée made him like her too. 

			He checked his phone. No text. 

			Heading back to the kitchen and dining room, he looked around to see if he’d missed a note. 

			Ash never left to go anywhere without leaving a trail. 

			Where the hell was she?

			Todd’s chest grew tight. 

			“Ashley?”

			He was about to run outside and check the backyard when he saw the basement door was open a crack. 

			Of course. 

			The basement was so full of boxes and junk it was practically a soundproofed room. Ash had been threatening to bring order to the chaos down there for months. The second he opened the door all the way, Elvira dashed ahead of him, nearly causing him to fall headlong down the stairs. 

			“Your cat tried to kill me…again,” he said as he descended the creaky wood steps. “I may have to get a restraining order against her.”

			Something smelled strange. It was a pungent combination of ammonia and shit. Just great. Now the cat was using the basement as a litter box. It was bad enough she liked to pee in the tub. 

			Sniffing, Todd made the turn into the main room. “I swear, Ash, this cat—”

			Ashley’s blue face and bulging eyes turned lazily several feet off the basement floor. 

			“No!”

			Todd sprinted across the room and grabbed her around her waist, shouldering her weight. 

			Her dead weight. 

			Blinded by tears, he struggled to extricate her from the noose. He reached up to feel her chest, to hope for signs of a beating heart. Her pungent excrement that had dripped down her legs stained his arms and shirt. He cried her name over and over until his throat was raw. He didn’t want to let her go. If there was any chance she was still alive, he had to prop her up, allow her to breathe. But he had to find a way to cut her down. She couldn’t remain trapped in the noose forever. 

			Todd held on tight, draining his tears into her cold, lifeless body. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Do you want something to eat?”

			Heather Embry looked at Todd with the same pitying look every single person had given him over the past three days. They had left Ashley’s coffin at the cemetery four hours ago. He sat at the kitchen table, away from the crush of mourners that had flocked to his house – his and Ash’s home – after the funeral. He wondered if the coffin was still there, or if it had been lowered into the oblong grave? 

			Had they piled dirt onto it yet? Was she now truly gone? For some reason, as long as she was above the ground, he felt she was still here, still a part of his life. The moment his love was buried beneath clods of soft, heavy earth, she would be lost to him forever. 

			There was no rationality to the way he felt but he didn’t give a solitary shit. He stared into space, desperately seeking some kind of tether to Ash. Would he feel it in his heart, in his soul, the moment she was sealed away from him? Could anything penetrate the throbbing sorrow that was making him more and more numb by the second?

			“Todd, honey, you should eat something.”

			Heather wore a black dress with a white scarf. She’d taken it upon herself to handle the post-funeral dinner. Aluminum serving trays were scattered all throughout the kitchen and dining room. There was enough food to feed a football team and more. 

			For the first time, Todd noticed the house was quiet. 

			“Where is everyone?” he asked, his mouth so dry it hurt to talk. 

			“They left about a half an hour ago. Vince and I saw them all out. Everybody understands.” She squeezed his shoulder. 

			He had barely registered a word that had been said to him all day, so it was no surprise he didn’t even mark their leaving. 

			Heather held an empty plate. The thought of eating made him nauseous. 

			“I’m not hungry,” he said. 

			Heather sighed. “I can’t force you, but you haven’t had a bite in days.”

			She was right. The last thing he’d put in his stomach had been his lunch the day he’d found Ash hanging in the basement. Two ham and cheese sandwiches, a pear and a bag of chips. His painfully empty stomach should have growled at the thought, but it was as dull and dead as the rest of him. 

			He was grateful Heather didn’t press him. Instead, she went about cleaning the kitchen. He heard Vince in the living room straightening things. 

			“Where’s my mother?” he asked. He was finding it hard to concentrate. Even his vision was blurred. Whether it was from tears or exhaustion he didn’t know or care. 

			“Henry drove her to the hotel. You don’t remember?”

			He rubbed his eyes. His mother had said something to him, but was that today or yesterday? She hadn’t looked well. Ashley’s death had devastated her. It had wrecked them all. 

			To have survived what she had gone through only to go out at the end of a rope. 

			Why was that rope even there? He didn’t need it. It wasn’t as if he was one to tie things up or save people from the bottom of a well. Why in the fuck did he buy it? If it hadn’t been there….

			“I’m going to call and check on her in a little bit,” Heather said, blissfully unaware of how much he hated himself. “Today was…too much for her.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “She needed to lie down. If I don’t keep busy, I’ll be just the same.”

			She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and went back to spooning leftovers into plastic containers. Her stifled sob barely reached Todd’s ears. He knew he should get up and console her. She was Ash’s best friend – or had been since Sheri had been killed. He willed his legs to stand, but they wouldn’t obey. 

			Vince came in with a stack of plates. Todd caught his eye, and then turned away. 

			“I want to see Ash,” he said. 

			The plates rattled when Vince put them in the sink. 

			“What was that?”

			Todd turned to stare at him. “I need you to take me to see Ash.”

			Vince leaned against the counter. Heather put an arm around her husband, almost the same way Todd had wrapped his arms around Ash’s body as it dangled from the noose. 

			“You know you can’t do that, buddy,” Vince said. His eyes, like everyone’s the past couple of days, were red and raw. 

			The chair scraped against the floor when Todd stood, and banged against the wall. “I’m going.”

			Vince grabbed his arm as he went for the car keys on the hook attached to the cabinet. “No. You’re in no shape to drive. I’ll take you.”

			The sudden urge to go to Ash felt like the unleashing of a captured bolt of electricity in Todd’s core. He’d been sleepwalking without the benefit of sleep for the past few days. Now he had energy to burn. His finger thrummed against his thigh as he waited for Vince to part from Heather, the couple exchanging words that might as well have been spoken in a foreign language. 

			“Okay, let’s go, bud,” Vince said, his hand pressed to Todd’s back as they walked to the car. 

			Vince tried to help him into the car, but Todd shrugged free from his grasp. He wanted to get to the cemetery as quickly as possible. Before….

			Before. 

			“It should be raining,” Todd said dreamily. Sunlight sprayed over the changing leaves. Ash loved the fall. Since her suicide – a stabbing pain creased his stomach every time he even thought of the word – the nights had been hit with an early frost. The leaves were morphing into their fall palette more and more each morning. 

			Vince took the entrance to the highway. “Why do you say that?”

			“It always rains in the movies, doesn’t it? When you bury someone you love.”

			Vince’s mouth retracted into a thin, almost imperceptible line. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

			Heaven’s Passage Cemetery was only ten minutes away but it felt to Todd as if they were on a cross-country trip. He didn’t even wait for the car to stop before opening his door and clambering out. 

			“Todd, wait!”

			She was still here! 

			Ashley’s coffin sat upon the contraption that would eventually lower her into the cold and hungry ground. Several men milled about, all heads snapping his way as he ran. 

			I knew you were still here! 

			“I can still feel you!” he shouted. Vince’s hurried footsteps ghosted him. 

			The men backed away as Todd draped his body over the coffin. Days of tears suddenly burst from the dam of his grief. 

			“I can still feel you.”

			The wood was cold and slick. He pressed his face against the coffin, muttering her name over and over. When Vince went to touch him he lashed out. “Leave me alone!”

			He knew, he knew, he knew. All along, he knew she hadn’t been buried yet. Her absence hadn’t felt…complete. Now that these men were here to take her good and fully away from him, the impending emptiness was too much to bear. 

			He didn’t know how long he stood there, his arms hugging her coffin, racking sobs making his ribs and spine sore. 

			“Come on,” Vince whispered close to his ear. “We have to go.”

			Todd ignored him. 

			How could Vince be so eager to leave Ash? She was his friend too. Didn’t he love her? Didn’t he miss her?

			Now his friend’s hands were on him, trying to gently tug him away. Todd’s muscles bunched, his feet digging into the upturned earth around the coffin. 

			“Ashley.”

			They were going to take him away from her. Vince and these strangers would intervene, sooner rather than later. He knew it. 

			Your face. I need to see your beautiful face one more time. 

			He ignored the fact that the mortician couldn’t erase what death by slow strangulation had done to her. At the wake, Todd had found it near impossible to look inside the coffin. The few glimpses he did take showed him someone who looked like a plastic, distant relative to his fiancée. But it wasn’t her. 

			Would she be different, this close to leaving him forever? He had to see. He had to see and touch her one last time. 

			Todd struggled with the lid. 

			Men shouted around him. 

			The coffin lid wouldn’t budge. Why was it locked? Did they think she was alive and would try to get out? Were they conspiring to keep her from him? 

			Todd grunted and his fingers sought the seam, several nails breaking off as he tried to pry it open. 

			And then multiple hands and arms were on him, dragging him away. He was locked in their evil embrace as surely as Ash was locked in the coffin. 

			Todd shouted her name until black spots jittered and whooshed in his vision. Her coffin, his fiancée, grew smaller and smaller as he was pulled farther and farther from her, the inexorable tug of a black hole sucking him in until there was nothing but an icy, indifferent darkness. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The flowers on his doorstep confused Todd when he went out to get the paper. His brain was still wrapped in a dull fog, the sleeping pill he’d taken the night before making him groggy. He hadn’t wanted to take the pill, but his mother had insisted. She’d even slept over to make sure he did. 

			It had been two weeks since the funeral. So many flowers had been sent to the funeral parlor and the house that first week, he thought he could open a florist shop. That was the way it was when someone young passed on. In Ashley’s case, there were ten times the typical allotment of sympathy bouquets because of her so-called celebrity status. 

			He stooped down to pluck the card from the little plastic holder sticking out amidst the pink carnations. 

			REST IN PEACE, FINAL GIRL. MAY GOD GIVE YOU STRENGTH AND COMFORT.

			Todd crumpled the note and stuffed it in his robe pocket. He grabbed the flowers, walked purposefully to the side of the house and dropped them in the trash. He leaned on the lid for a few moments, blinded by his anger, waiting for the swell of sudden rage to be swept away. 

			“Hi Mr. Todd.”

			It was Ronin, the boy next door, whose hair was a perpetual ragged mop. The kid was a bundle of energy, always on the move. Todd and Ash had once watched him do somersaults on his lawn for over an hour. They eventually had to turn away, feeling exhausted, and they hadn’t even moved a muscle. 

			Todd took a breath and put on a fake smile. “Hey Ronin. Where’s your sister?”

			The twins were inseparable. At least his sister Ryder could sit still for periods of time. 

			Ronin shrugged his bony shoulders. “She’s sick or something. Mom said she can’t come outside today.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			Todd was setting off to go back inside when Ronin said, “I miss Miss Ashley.”

			The pure sincerity in the kid’s voice nearly stopped Todd’s heart. He fought against the beast that was his sorrow and said, “Yeah. Me too.”

			“She was the only big person who liked to play with us.” There might have been an accusation there, but Todd couldn’t register it. He could only nod and hurry into the house so the boy didn’t see the tears that had sprung from his eyes. 

			He leaned against the door, using his sleeve to sop up the tears. 

			First anger. Now sadness. It was too early for this. 

			“They forget to deliver the paper?” his mother asked from the kitchen. He heard the scrape of the whisk in a plastic bowl, which meant she was whipping up her maple pancakes. She could see him through the mirror in the living room. 

			Todd looked at his empty hands. He’d forgotten the paper. He slipped outside, found it between the potted mums to the right of the porch, and dropped it on the dining room table. “I almost forgot.”

			She came out carrying a bowl of lumpy batter. “Something wrong?”

			There was no point trying to hide anything from her. She knew all his tells and was relentless. 

			“More flowers,” he said. 

			“Oh.”

			“Another final girl weirdo. I threw them away.”

			She leaned into him and put her arm across his shoulders. “Whoever it was, they meant well.”

			He extracted the paper from the plastic bag and unfolded it. The headlines meant nothing to him. He’d fallen completely out of touch the past two weeks and no longer cared about politics or murders or the latest insipid celebrity gossip. 

			“All those well-meaning, anonymous assholes killed her,” he said, his strong hands crushing the edges of the newspaper. 

			His mother kept silent, kissing the top of his head and going back into the kitchen to put the pancakes on the griddle. She turned on the radio, and hit the seek button until she found the classic rock station. The sizzle of pancakes played under the thunderous beat of Cheap Trick. 

			Todd’s gaze drifted to the window looking out the side of the house. The trash cans were under that window. 

			Final girl. 

			The last thing Ashley ever wanted to be was a final girl. Who would? It was bad enough that she had to live with the memory of that night. To have to be reminded of it constantly was more than she, or anyone, could bear. How the hell was she supposed to ever heal and find some semblance of recovery when the world seemed bent on making her relive the horror day in and day out?

			She could have lived in peace if it wasn’t for you freaks, he thought. 

			The post-traumatic stress that Ash suffered from was some of the worst her doctors had ever seen. And these were men and women who had treated hundreds of people straight from the throes of combat in theaters all around the world. Todd and her parents had accompanied her on countless trips to Manhattan for therapy, sometimes six days a week. They went to the top recommended therapists and psychiatrists in the country, spending more money than they cared to watch fly out of their savings accounts. Todd often wondered if it was possible to ever put Ash back together again. He vowed that no matter what happened, as long as she would allow him, he would never leave her side. He’d already lost her once. He was determined not to lose her again. 

			He did, anyway. 

			Those final girl vultures did what a psycho killer couldn’t. 

			“Here you go.” His mother placed a plate of pancakes in front of him. She’d warmed up the syrup, steam rising from the small creamer glass Ash had giddily found at a tag sale last year. For all of the darkness that hovered over Ash, one of the things that lit her up was collecting all kinds of unique glassware. The cabinets were filled with singular glasses and service bowls. No two things matched, as she preferred finding lone, misfit items at garage sales and flea markets. “Now, eat up and get changed. I don’t want to miss my plane.”

			Todd poured a few drops of syrup on his pancakes. He was suddenly far from hungry, but it was better to choke at least one pancake down than suffer his mother telling him to eat until he did. He was grateful that she had stayed with him throughout this ordeal, but also looking forward to being alone. 

			“Your plane takes off in five hours,” he replied. “You couldn’t be late if we walked to the airport.”

			She patted his shoulder. “Those security lines take forever.”

			He nearly choked on the dry wedge of pancake. Forever was exactly how long Ash was gone. 

			His mother pulled out a chair and sat beside him. “And you can’t let the people who followed Ash get to you. In their own way, they’re in mourning too.”

			Todd dropped his fork. “They didn’t even know her. They don’t have the right.”

			Her somber, pale eyes softened. “You can’t control how they feel. Or what they feel. They didn’t kill Ashley. She was such a strong girl. But I don’t know anyone who was strong enough to…to…”

			He took a deep, hitching breath and held her hand. “I know, Ma. I know. I just can’t make myself believe they didn’t play their part. At least the man who did what he did to her is gone. These final girl cultists never go away.” Todd had wanted Ash to change her name and move away with him to another state, maybe New Hampshire, and simply disappear. She’d refused, saying the killer had taken so much from her, she wasn’t going to let him take her identity too. 

			“But they will. Let them grieve. They’ll fade away before you know it. You’ll see.”

			She got up to clean the kitchen while Todd forced himself to finish the top pancake. He tossed the rest in the garbage when her back was to him. 

			He was heading to the bedroom when she said, “You know you can call me anytime.”

			“I know.”

			“Even if it’s just to talk about nothing.”

			“Yeah.” He was surprisingly anxious to get in the shower. He’d been cooped up in the house for weeks and the thought of going to the airport was oddly refreshing. 

			“Do you have any plans for next week?” she said. 

			His foreman had bumped his bereavement leave from one week to three once he’d seen him at the wake. Everyone told Todd that work would help take his mind off things, help with the healing process. 

			But he had other work in mind. 

			“Not really. I have a dinner invitation from Vince and Heather and I need to take the car in for an inspection and oil change. Nothing exciting.”

			“Try to keep busy. If I hadn’t when your father died, I don’t know what would have happened to me.”

			Before he closed his bedroom door – it used to be their bedroom door – he muttered, “Oh, I will.”

			He had plans. 

			He just didn’t think his mother would approve.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Killer Podcast had been one of Ash’s favorites, though Todd could never understand why she wanted to subject herself to two idiots who probably never left their basements babbling about serial killers and their victims. When pressed, she would say that if she could understand why a person would do what that man had done to her and her friends, she might find a way to put it all behind her. 

			Poor Ash and her puzzles. She couldn’t leave one unsolved. She would have made a great detective, so long as she was allowed to work on one mystery at a time until the culprit was apprehended or the mystery laid to rest. 

			Todd didn’t see the appeal of podcasts. He preferred music to amateurs with microphones. But Ash loved them, downloading new episodes of dozens of podcasts every week. She never missed an episode of The Killer Podcast. He always knew when she’d listened to it because she would get quiet and introspective, answering him in monosyllables. He saw her mind desperately trying to unravel her own personal mystery, and hell, taking her to a place and a night he could not follow. 

			The hosts, Jay and John, at least did their homework, tackling each crime with tons of research. Their devotion to such a twisted subject sickened him. What kind of people would choose to wade in this kind of muck and madness and sorrow?

			Rubbernecking freaks. That’s what they and all the final girl followers were. 

			The Killer Podcast had interviewed the older brother of Jamal Banks two years ago. Todd and Jamal had played together on the bowling team in their junior year of high school. They were friendly but never friends. Ash had met Jamal through him and they had hit if off in a completely platonic way. Jamal had been with Ash on just about every one of her urban exploration jaunts. His brother blamed her for Jamal’s death. Not the Wraith, who he and many others were convinced was a passing, homeless lunatic either high on drugs or criminally insane. There would have been no Wraith if they hadn’t been there at the wrong time. 

			Jamal’s brother (why couldn’t Todd remember his name?) went on an unedited diatribe against Ash and the cult of final girl followers who gave her fame. 

			“Ashley King should be the one in the fucking ground, not my brother!”

			When Ash had heard that episode, it had nearly broken her all over again. She hadn’t slept or eaten for days. She just cried. She didn’t want to be touched or consoled. Todd listened to the podcast and wanted to hop in a plane to New Mexico where Jamal’s brother was living and beat the living daylights out of him. 

			All that week, Ash wept and Todd fumed. She was the first to regain her composure. 

			“Leave him be. Pray for him,” she’d said out of the blue one night. He’d been watching TV but not watching and she came out of the bedroom, her eyes red but clear for the first time since the podcast aired. 

			“Fuck him.”

			“No. He’s processing a tragedy. Or not processing it. And in some ways, he’s right. But not entirely. No matter, he’s entitled to feel any way he wants.”

			Jamal’s body had been found in two parts. A jagged stone had been used to cut through his abdomen and spine. From what police could tell, the killer had jammed his fingers into Jamal’s eye sockets so he could carry his top half like a bowling ball. His legs had been stomped post mortem until the bones were merely pebbles wrapped in sinew. 

			“I can’t pray for him,” Todd had said. 

			“Then I’ll pray for both of us.”

			Ash had prayed often. 

			Todd had willfully forgotten how to make the sign of the cross. 

			He tapped the sides of his head with his palms to chase the memories away, and opened his laptop and found the email from The Killer Podcast. They had an assistant, Hilary, who had been communicating with him. She’d rearranged their schedule the moment Todd reached out to her. The name Ashley King held a lot of power in their sick world. The fact that her grieving fiancé wanted to be on the show called for all hands on deck. They normally recorded at eight pm every Tuesday, but Todd insisted he would only do the show on Monday morning. It was a lame attempt at jerking them around, but they didn’t hesitate to alter their schedule. He hoped they were missing a day of work at Walmart for this. 

			He had to have a very early morning beer to temper his nerves before he connected with them on Skype. He wasn’t worried about being on a podcast, so much as wanting to keep his cool, at least in the beginning. 

			Headphones on and sitting back in his chair, Todd found their name on Skype and connected the video call. It took a few moments before he heard one of them say, “Hey, Todd, thanks for being on time. We can’t say that about most guests.” It was followed by brief, nervous laughter.

			It took several more seconds until the black screen was replaced by live video of John and Jay. 

			“I thought this was only audio,” Todd said, already bristling. 

			The one with the red hipster beard and black-rimmed glasses smiled and reassured him. “We only use the audio for the podcast, but we think it’s important to be able to see the person we’re talking to. You can lose nuances without the video.”

			We wouldn’t want to lose any nuances, Todd thought. 

			“Hi, I’m Jay,” the other one, a thin guy with sunken cheeks and the pallor of a corpse, said, giving a small wave. He looked like he was in desperate need of an IV and feeding tube. “I apologize for not mentioning this in our email. I’m so used to it, I just don’t think about it. Is it okay with you? If not, we can always drop the call and do straight audio.”

			“No, it’s fine,” Todd replied. He wondered if they’d caught on to his skipping any pleasantries. He was sure they could read his face and tell instantly he was not a fan. 

			All part of the nuance. 

			John scratched his beard and said, “Let me just start by saying Ashley and you and your families are in our prayers. When the news broke, it was devastating. She meant a lot to a ton of people and it’s horrible it ended the way it did.”

			I’m sure the news wasn’t near as devastating as finding her body hanging in the basement, Todd thought. His expression must have given him away because Jay gave a worried look and jumped in. “I know this is a hard time for you. You don’t know how much we appreciate your reaching out to us. If at any moment you want to stop, just say the word.”

			Todd had the feeling Jay would try to convince him to go on if he were to throw up the white flag. He could see it in his cadaverous eyes. These guys were hungry for Ash’s story, no matter how tragic. They were beyond vultures. They were demonic. 

			Swallowing back a ball of bile, Todd said, “Thank you. It was…a shock.” Though when he was tired and couldn’t hold his emotions in check, he flitted upon the realization that her suicide was no surprise at all. Maybe he should have been more astounded that she’d lasted as long as she had. He hoped he’d at least given her some moments of normalcy in the five years they’d been together since the massacre. 

			John said, “We’re not big on pre-show preamble. It robs the spontaneity from the interview. So we’ll just do a ten-second countdown and start the show.”

			“You don’t have to hold back on language,” Jay intoned. “There are no restrictions here.”

			Other than good taste. 

			They were silent for a moment, then John said, “Welcome to The Killer Podcast, your exploration into the dark soul of man. I’m John Jackson, joined as always by my co-host on this journey into mystery and madness, Jay Anselm. Today, we have a very special episode. As you all know, Ashley King was the country’s, if not the world’s, most beloved final girl. Having endured the horror of the Resort Massacre, life was never going to be the same. She quickly rose to fame as the embodiment of feminine empowerment and survival. Five years ago, she went into the abandoned Hayden Resort to do some urban exploration with four of her closest friends. By the first light of day, she was the only one of their group to leave the fallow grounds.”

			Now it was Jay’s turn, his baritone adding a level of gravitas to the broadcast. “Sadly, Ashley passed away several weeks ago. Fans have been left wondering why, their hearts broken. Maybe tonight we’ll be able to provide some answers. Our guest this week is Todd Matthews. He was Ashley’s fiancé, her former high school boyfriend who reconnected with her immediately after the Resort Massacre and never left her side. Thank you for coming on with us.”

			At first, there was silence. Todd wasn’t aware they were waiting for him to say something. Just hearing the words Resort Massacre sent him into a dull fugue. Jay and John stared back at him. “Uh, you’re welcome.”

			“I think I speak for all our listeners when I say you have our deepest sympathies. I’m sure you’ve seen the outpouring of love these past few weeks,” John said. 

			“There were certainly a lot of flowers,” Todd said. 

			The funeral parlor had received so many flowers, they had to commandeer the next viewing room to fit them all. Bouquets and arrangements from every corner of the globe had been sent to her funeral. Todd and her family had made it a point not to publicize it, but somehow word had gotten out. The overwhelming aroma of flowers had been almost too much to bear. It was what prompted Todd to dig up all of the flowers he’d planted for Ash around the house several days ago. 

			“The big question,” Jay said, “is how are you?”

			There was no point sugarcoating things. Todd replied, “I’m not good. I’m not good at all.”

			His honesty set them back for a bit. 

			John bent closer to the microphone and said, “We understand that you were the one that found her. I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

			Todd bristled. “Where did you hear that?”

			“I’ve read it from several sources,” John said. 

			That information had never been revealed to the press. Which meant someone on the local PD had leaked it, probably for a price. Shit! 

			“I’m really not here to discuss that.” Todd moved closer to his screen. “And to be honest, it’s nobody’s business.”

			John looked nervous that he was going to lose Todd’s co-operation. “I understand and I apologize for bringing up an unsubstantiated rumor.”

			It was bad enough all of the news outlets had let the world know Ash had hanged herself. Todd recalled the throng of photographers that had swarmed the house when the men from the medical examiner had wheeled her body from the front door and had to push their way through to the open doors of the black van. The flash of cameras had been like watching fireworks going off right in front of his face. They’d not just wanted to photograph the sealed bag strapped to the gurney. Todd knew that deep in their dead hearts, they’d hoped the zipper would come undone and they would capture the very last photo of Ashley’s face. Or even a pale, lifeless arm. 

			Jay said, “What was it like for Ashley, these past five years?”

			Oh, the things Todd wanted to say. The beer fizzed up his throat, hot and full of needles. “It was as tough as you’d think,” he replied after swallowing hard. “She was never the same after that night, as you would imagine. I did the best I could for her. We all did. But it was impossible to escape that night. She was the strongest person I ever met, but honestly, I don’t think anyone could ever recover from what she’d been through.” He stared into the pinhole-sized camera in his laptop. “No one.”

			He could tell Jay wanted more details, but was afraid to press after the way the interview had started. 

			“The world hadn’t seen or heard from Ashley for going on four years now. I understand her desire to move on, to reclaim her privacy,” Jay said. 

			Yes, she had made a conscious effort to remove herself from the spotlight. She’d always been shy and was uncomfortable in the slew of interviews that had followed that first year for many reasons. This was all at a time when the last thing she needed was more stress. But she felt compelled to tell her story, the parts that she could remember, as a warning, for the killer had never been caught, and also a giant F-you to the psycho. 

			Now here Todd was, dragging her back into the spotlight. He felt sick to his stomach. 

			Jay continued, “Was she ever able to recall any details of the Wraith?”

			“No. She only remembered that he was a man. But she was never able to tell us what he looked like.”

			“There was always the hope that with the passage of time, her memories would come back to her and possibly lead to the Wraith’s capture.”

			“Ash wanted nothing more than to see that sick bastard arrested and sent to the electric chair. She tried, but nothing ever came.”

			John said, “Do you think her memory loss was from the head trauma she suffered or was it her mind’s way of blocking out that night to preserve itself? Or both?”

			Todd bristled. Yes, Ash had gotten a concussion when she’d been struck on the side of her head with what they believed to be the handle of a shovel. But she’d been through a battery of tests and there had been no damage to her brain. Her wounds ran far deeper and were more difficult, if not impossible, to heal. 

			“I think, no, I know she simply blocked it out,” Todd answered. “She might have remembered it all or parts of that night next month, next year, on her seventieth birthday or never. It would come back when she was ready to receive it.”

			And now it never would. He eyed the refrigerator, wondering if he should pause the interview to grab another beer. Then again, he didn’t want these schmucks telling the world Todd was a broken drunk. In fact, the beer he’d had before the show was the first drop of alcohol he’d had since Ash’s death. He didn’t want anything to stand in the way between him and his grief. 

			“Did she ever worry that the Wraith would try to find her?”

			Here’s where Todd had to lie. Ash’s all-consuming fear of that madman coming back to finish what he’d started had plagued her until the very end. Terror of the man the world had dubbed the Wraith because he was a faceless, nameless killer, had denied her peace, especially at night. Ash had stashed knives everywhere throughout the house, as well as aluminum baseball bats and cans of pepper spray. Todd had found many of them as he stumbled through the house these past few weeks, but he knew there were more tucked away in corners. 

			“Her main concern was that he was still at large and could cross another innocent person’s path. The Wraith, like all killers, was…is a coward. I think he knew that we would be prepared should he dare to come around. It’s not so easy to murder someone when they’re not unarmed and unsuspecting. So, no, she didn’t think he would come for her again.”

			He didn’t add that deep down, he wished the Wraith would. Todd would be there, waiting, and the story would turn out very different the second time around. 

			John raised an eyebrow. “Wow. That’s actually encouraging to hear. It makes her even more of an inspiration for all women who have been abused or worse.”

			That’s exactly what Todd wanted. He needed to erase the idea that the Wraith had won, that Ash had never truly gotten away. Like it or not, a legend had formed around Ash, and Todd needed to make sure it wasn’t tarnished by her suicide. 

			Jay said, “Even though she wasn’t able to give a description of the Wraith, was she able to remember exactly how the night unfolded? I mean, from the point of her friend, Sheri Viola, being attacked.”

			By attacked, he meant having her Achilles tendon severed as she was stepping into one of the abandoned luxury bungalows. 

			Todd shook his head. “No.”

			Another lie. 

			“Do you think it’s almost a good thing the details had been unreachable for her?” Jay asked. 

			“Yes. Would you want to remember every graphic moment of the night your friends were slaughtered and you spent six hours running for your life?”

			Both hosts blanched. 

			“I’m sure no one would,” Jay said. 

			“Exactly. Our subconscious knows what’s best for us and it acts accordingly,” Todd said. At least until the nightmares are left to roam free, he thought. 

			“Todd, I have a question and I’m not sure if it’s been asked before,” John said. Todd prepared himself. “You were with Ashley and her friends that day. There are numerous reports from people in Topperville that took note of all of you because, well, it’s a small town and people in small towns are wary of outsiders.”

			Where was he going with this? Todd had a plan today and thought he knew the questions because he’d heard them all before. 

			“The theory is that the Wraith was a drifter who had been hiding out in the old Hayden Resort and Ashley and her friends had the misfortune of stumbling into him. Now, I don’t want to sound insensitive, but do you think maybe the Wraith was in town, saw you and followed them to the Hayden?”

			A little confused, Todd said, “Sure, that was always a possibility.”

			“Because you were, well….” John ran his hand through his beard before finishing. “Maybe the fact that you were an interracial couple set him off. I’ve been to Topperville several times and I don’t think I saw a single African American. Ashley and Sheri and Jamal would have stood out.”

			Ash always stood out because she was beautiful and bright and full of life. 

			Jay said, “I get the feeling that there’s an element there, and in many places around the country, that would still object to an interracial couple. It’s disheartening to think in this day and age that’s still the case, but we can’t put our blinders on just because it makes us uncomfortable. Racism exists. Evil exists. Sometimes, the two intersect and horrible things happen.”

			Todd sat back in the creaking chair. “Wait, are you saying those good people were murdered because Ash was black?”

			“It is something to consider,” John said. “Or that she was black and with a white man.”

			“So, she’s to fucking blame for all of this happening?”

			Jay was quick to say, “No, we don’t blame Ashley at all. We’re just trying to evaluate everything and come up with a motive. Killing in the name of racism isn’t something new.”
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