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INTRODUCTION

I grew up loving the ocean. My family went to New York’s Rockaway Beach for many summers when I was a child and through my teenage years. I loved the beach, lying on the sand, baking in the sun (pre-cancer scares) with my friends, the smell of the tar in the parking lots—and of the ocean—and body surfing in the waves. I also went fishing with my dad (in lakes and ponds), and even went on a deep-sea fishing trip with a friend in my early twenties (we caught nothing).

But in 1975, something happened. I went to see Jaws. It scared me so badly that I had a difficult time going into the ocean after that. For a (very) brief time, I was even fearful of lakes and swimming pools. Then, in 1977, The Last Wave was released, about the end of the world heralded by a tsunami on a coast of Australia. Those two movies made me realize that the sea and the simple act of swimming in it could be frightening, even terrifying.

We, like all other forms of life, come from the sea, and yet we’re intimidated by it. Why? One reason could be that the seas are more vast on our planet than the land we live on, and 95 percent of the sea is still unexplored. It’s a natural human tendency to fear the unknown, and our relative ignorance about the sea fosters superstitions, myths, and legends about it and what might inhabit it (sirens, sea monsters, forms of organic life that we can’t even begin to comprehend because the conditions in which they flourish are inimical to human life). H. P. Lovecraft populated the spaces between universes with extra-dimensional monsters, but he also populated the sea with them in The Shadow Over Innsmouth, a story that serves as a touchstone for a lot of horror fiction written since. Lovecraft, like numerous other writers (William Hope Hodgson in particular), saw in the vastness and alienness of the sea the same potential for horror that has persuaded writers since the dawn of the tale of horror to infest the dark with monsters and boogeymen. The sea is a watery terra incognita, a huge blank canvas that invites writers to imagine horrors onto it.

But, come on. In reality it’s only water, so why should we fear large bodies of it? Well, those sharks, especially the Great White—a predator’s dream, a swimmer or surfer’s nightmare. Also, those mysteries in the deep blue sea—awful mysteries like eons-old fish that shouldn’t exist today but apparently do. Then there are fish like the dragonfish, with its big teeth and hideous face and the black seadevil, with sharp teeth, both found in the deeps of the Mariana Trench.

Another aspect of what makes the sea so horrifying: it seems hostile to us (although, really, it’s as indifferent to human existence as Lovecraft’s monsters are). We’re of it, but we can’t live in it. One can drown in a minimal amount of water, but it’s more likely that a riptide will drag unwary swimmers out to sea, or you might just develop a cramp, preventing you from getting back to shore with no lifeguard to save you.

We build ships to sail upon the ocean, deluding ourselves that we can master it, but shipwrecks prove that some of our sturdiest inventions are at the mercy of the sea. People (and sometimes vessels) lost at sea are often never found: the sea is like a vast ravening maw that can swallow us in one bite.

Remaining on shore is no guarantee of safety, either. If we stray too near the sea, it can pull us from our safe haven on land (sort of like the monster under the bed reaching up to grab us). And we’ve all witnessed the damage tsunamis can wreak on shorelines around the world, killing thousands. There’s a lot of talk about global warming these days, and the consequence: rising sea levels. As the sea encroaches on the world that we’ve built for ourselves, it has the potential to sweep away everything that human progress and civilization have created—everything that our species stands for. The sea coughed us up, but some day it’s going to reclaim us, and there’s precious little that we can do about it. We are puny. It is monstrously vast and overwhelming. It makes us realize that, on our planet, we are only temporary, while the sea is permanent.

The stories in The Devil and the Deep cover a range of aspects of the sea and the shores around it, from obvious monsters to the mysterious; there are tales of shipwrecks, haunts, monsters—human and inhuman—one story even taking place on what was once an inland sea, long gone. All these tales have been conjured up from the imaginations of the fifteen contributors. Each is basically about people, and how they deal with the mysterious entity surrounding us.


DEADWATER

SIMON BESTWICK

Above the sea, the railway ran; a hundred yards inland a 4x4 stood empty on a dirt track, keys still in the ignition. There was no one inside, no sign of a struggle, and no witnesses. That whole part of the coast is hills and empty fields, with the odd farmhouse hidden in bristling crops of pine.

A rainy sky, and the tide was in, the dull grey sea gnashing at the edge of the shingle beach.

The 4x4 belonged to one Robin Gaunt. Police Constable Lewis popped into the Harbour Café that morning to ask if I knew him. The Harbour’s the most popular café here—both locals and tourists love it. I’ve part-timed at half the other places in town, too—work here tends to be seasonal, so you take whatever’s going—which means there isn’t much I don’t hear about. Clive makes me his first port of call whenever he wants to know something. Fringe benefit of being his girlfriend, I suppose.

Around here people are like the tide: some flow in, some flow out. Ten, fifteen years ago there’d been an influx of New Age types, all coming to commune with Nature; Robin had been one of them. Now they were being displaced in their turn, by urban professionals buying second homes. Frankly, I was missing the hippies already.

I told Clive most of what I knew. Robin popped into the Harbour once or twice a week for a Full English or a sandwich, but didn’t have much motivation beyond getting high and saying “wow, man” at the scenery a lot. The scenery around here is pretty “wow”—we’re on a nice stretch of coast, with mountains all around—but after a while, you hardly notice it. Unless you’re like Robin.

We’d meet some evenings, when Clive was on nights. Look, I’m young and I get lonely. Around here, you find some company or you climb the walls. We smoked some weed—usually out in his car—and slept together twice. The first time we were stoned, and I was going through a bad patch with Clive. The second time was a mistake, and I told Robin it wouldn’t happen again. He accepted that, and my statement that I still wanted to be friends. Go with the flow was his philosophy: that was how he’d ended up here. And why I liked his company. He was easy-going, didn’t make demands. I told Clive none of this, of course. As a small-town copper, he tends to see things in black and white.

Clive had been to Robin’s rented cottage, but no one had answered the door. No, he hadn’t broken it down—this wasn’t the big city and all he had so far was an empty car. Robin had probably smoked too much draw and walked back into town instead of driving along the narrow, winding, ill-lit coastal roads. He was either at a friend’s house or so comatose he hadn’t heard Clive knock.

That didn’t sound right to me, even then. No matter how caned he was, some weird homing instinct always got Robin home at the end of a night. I didn’t know what it was—some sort of OCD, something that had happened to him—but he never felt safe under someone else’s roof, or in a strange bed. Similarly, anything like a knock on the door would snap him instantly awake, no matter what. But explaining how I knew that to Clive would have been awkward.

In the end, it made no difference. A few hours later, the tide went out, exposing the shingle beach. There’s an outfall pipe there, emptying fifty feet from the shore. Robin lay next to it, face-down, seaweed in his hair, arms outstretched towards one of the rusted iron struts holding the pipe in place. A pair of handcuffs were looped around it, fastened on his wrists. The pathologist said he’d still been alive when the tide came in.
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“Must have been bloody horrible,” said Clive.

I stroked his hands. We were sitting at a table in a corner of the café. Technically I was at work, but it was a quiet day and Jeanette—the owner—likes being on good terms with the police.

“There’d be no one around to hear,” he said, “not that time of night—if he’d changed his mind, I mean. Even a train going by wouldn’t have seen him.”

This time of year, the tide takes about an hour to come in. An hour can seem very short or very long; I could guess which it would have been for Robin. Then I registered what Clive had said.

“Changed his mind?” I said. “You’re not saying he did that to himself?”

“Looks that way. Doesn’t seem to have had any enemies round here.”

“But he was handcuffed …”

Clive glanced round to ensure we weren’t overhead. “Just between us, Emily, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Gaunt was a known druggy. History of mental health problems. He’d tried topping himself two, three times before he came here. And you should have seen his forearms—Christ alive. Looked as if someone had been playing tic-tac-toe with a razorblade.”

I had seen them, but didn’t tell him. Robin had worn long-sleeved shirts, even in summer. He’d only taken them off in bed.

“Looks like he wanted to do himself in but kept bottling out. So he found a way to make sure. Cuff himself to the outfall, let the sea do the work. Like I said”—Clive took another sip of tea—“I hope he didn’t change his mind.”
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Clive was working the night shift. Once I’d finished wiping down tables and serving customers, I went for a walk along the seafront.

The beach here is beautiful, but I prefer the far end of the promenade, where the yellow sand gives way to shingle and rock broken up by tall wooden groynes. It isn’t as pretty to look at or as nice to walk on, so there aren’t as many people. Not that there were many today in any case; it was raining—lightly, but enough to keep away the day trippers. That was why the Harbour Café had been so quiet that afternoon.

Normally, an evening like this, with no Clive to snuggle up with in front of the TV, I would have gone over to Robin’s for a coffee, maybe gone out with him for a spliff. But of course I couldn’t do that now.

It’s the absences that get you, with any death. The gaps, the depths, the holes people leave behind: they’re what we mean by ghosts.

I got to the end of the sea wall and looked up the rocky beach that stretched away beyond it. The small, shallow cove where Robin had died was about two miles to the north.

A druggy, a self-harmer, a mental case. That was the pigeon-hole Clive had put Robin in. He really had no idea, but that was my fault. There was a lot he didn’t know about me. I’d cut more carefully than Robin had, back in the day. My cuts had either healed without scarring, or the scars were where Clive hadn’t yet found them. And he wondered why he’d never made CID.

Not that they were any better. They’d put Robin in the same box. A suicide, because that’s the way the damaged and the broken are meant to go, if they’ve any decency. Take their mess and awkwardness out of everyone else’s life. And of course, we often do. Maybe I would one day, if the dark ever welled up in me again and I found no way to drain it off. Maybe Robin had.

But I didn’t think so. I might be wrong, of course; there were any number of reasons why I wouldn’t want to think it. All I had, really, was a feeling, and I couldn’t share the little I had to back it up with the one copper who might listen. More absences. More holes, more ghosts, more deeps.

There’s a little café at the end of the sea wall. It’s nowhere near as pretty or popular as the Harbour, but they get by. A quiet, friendly Kurdish guy called Hish runs it. He makes good coffee, so I went in.

“Emily. You’re well?” He took a closer look at me. “Ah. I see. No.”

“Did you know Robin?”

“Robin?”

I described him. Hish nodded, sighed. “Yes. Was he the one who drowned?” I nodded. “A friend of yours?”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t say anything else. Hish looked down. “You want some hummus?” he said. He’s not the most expressive guy. His first response to any situation is to do something practical, usually food related. That’s okay, though. He’s a good cook.

“Thanks,” I said.

The hummus came with a plate of toasted pita strips. I ate slowly, sipping coffee and watching as it got dark. It wouldn’t be hard to ask around, maybe see if I could dig something up, enough that Clive might take a closer look at Robin’s death. The worry was, as always, what else might get stirred up in the process.

I’m good at compartmentalising; I like to keep things well ordered. Things, and information: about me, in particular. There was plenty Clive didn’t know, and his uncovering one thing might quickly bring others to light. And what then?

I wasn’t that different from Robin, really. People break in different ways and places, and have different ways of coping. Robin’s and mine had been much the same: find a place to hide, and hide there.

My time here had been a good one: I’d hidden enough of me away to pass for normal. If the hidden stuff came out, I couldn’t live here anymore. I’d have to go. Find another hiding place, try and root myself there. I supposed I could do it, but I didn’t want to. I was tired of running.

Robin and I had been enough alike that he’d have understood that. But still, the idea he’d be dismissed as a suicide when he wasn’t bothered me more and more. I told myself we fucked-up ones had to stick together, but most likely I was thinking of myself. People usually do. My own death—my own murder—might as easily be passed off the same way.

I shivered, and drank more coffee to chase the chill and the black dog’s shadow away.

When you pass over them, the deeps are cold.
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“Inquest’s next week,” said Clive in the morning, when he got in, “but by the look it’ll be open and shut. Like I said, with his history …” He shrugged and carried on undressing.

He slept, but I couldn’t. I got out of bed, drank some coffee and watched the sun come up over the estuary. I’d already more or less made up my mind, but that clinched it. If I could find anything that might make Clive look again—without revealing anything about myself I didn’t want him to know—I’d do it.

Frankly, it wasn’t as hard as it might sound. Most information came my way as gossip sooner or later. The trick here was to get hold of something specific, ideally without making it too obvious I was digging.

With Clive still sleeping, I slipped out for a long walk—I do that, sometimes, when I can’t sleep. I walked up and down the prom, letting the sea calm me, till it was time to go to work.
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After the lunchtime rush, when I finally got a half-hour break. I slipped to the ice-cream parlour further along the quayside. “Daniela around?” I asked Krisztof, the owner.

“Out back, having a smoke.”

“Thanks.”

I found Daniela in the yard behind the parlour. “Emily.” She hugged me. “I heard about Robin. Are you okay?”

I shrugged. “I’m still here.”

She led me to the bench in the corner of the yard, gave me one of her Marlboros. “What are you thinking?” she said.

The face of a Vogue centrefold, the eyes of an interrogator. Daniela’s my best friend in the town. I’d never told her about Robin and me—compartmentalising, again—but I think she guessed at least some of it. Just as she doesn’t know what my secrets are, but knows damn well I have them. She’s smart like that: make a better copper than Clive ever would. But she’s not a copper, and she’s smart enough not to ask about anything I haven’t volunteered. She has her secrets, too, I know—most likely about how she got here from Prague. She’s a little broken, same as Robin and me—not as much, but enough. That, or she hides the cracks better.

“They’re saying he killed himself,” I said.

“I heard. But you don’t think so?”

“I don’t want to.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“I know.” I dragged on the Marlboro. “Did you see him? I mean that night, before he—”

“Yeah,” she said. “It was quite late—gone midnight, I think. I was walking back from the Lion.”

Daniela does the odd night shift at the Lion on Church Street. I don’t know where she finds the energy, but she seems to manage.

“I was going up the coast road,” she said. Home for Daniela is the caravan park just out of town, along the coast road leading north. “He was on a bench there. Looked pretty wiped out. I was going to see if he was okay, but a guy came along, started talking to him. He woke up then, anyway.”

“Did you know the guy?”

She shook her head. “No, but I’ve seen him around.”

“Tourist? Local?”

“Tourist,” she said. “He brought his boat into the harbour a couple of days ago. It’s still there.” Daniela grinned. “It’s named after you.”
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It was a nice boat, too—a white motor yacht with EMILY emblazoned across the stern. The man on its deck wasn’t quite as good-looking, but not bad. He was about ten years older than me, late thirties or so. Around Robin’s age, within a couple of years.

When the café closed, I slipped home and got changed. A quick shower, then some careful make-up and an outfit that ought to catch the eye: a red T-shirt with a white skull, black-and-white-striped tights, boots and a short black skirt. I put my black bobbed hair into bunches and skipped back down to the quay.

“Nice boat,” I called down to him. He looked up and smiled. He obviously liked what he saw, even though he was as conservatively dressed as you could be on a boat.

“Thanks,” he said. “You work in the café, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Want to come aboard?”

I hesitated. Too easy for word to get back to Clive; too many questions I wouldn’t want to answer that way. But how else was I going to talk to him? If I sat on the edge of the quay, I’d be even more visible to prying eyes. “Okay, then,” I said, and climbed down.

“Coffee?” he said, motioning belowdecks. “I was just making some.”

“Okay.”

He passed me a mug. “Ed York.”

“Eh?” I realised that was his name. “I’m Emily,” I said, and grinned. “Like your boat.”

“No way.” He smiled. “Named it after my Mum.”

“Ooh.” I pulled a face. “Oops.”

“Why ‘oops’?” He filled his own mug. “Same name, that’s all.”

There was something familiar about this, tickling the back of my brain, but I wasn’t sure what it was. “True. Like I said, anyway, it’s a nice boat.”

“Hm.” He wasn’t particularly tall, but there was something imposing about him. He was well groomed and tanned, in shorts and a T-shirt that were probably a lot more expensive than they looked. Wavy brown hair, greying at the temples, crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. Good-looking, though, with or without the money. Not movie-star handsome, but the kind of face you’d want your dad to have: warm, kind. My dad hadn’t been either.

That thought took me by surprise, and not pleasantly. I don’t like remembering my dad, what he did to me or what I did to him in the end. Luckily Ed claimed my attention back by moving closer to me—no prizes for guessing what he thought I was here for. “I’m a good cook, too,” he said. “If you want to stick around.”

“Okay, then,” I said.
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I was a little uncomfortable when he steered the Emily down the estuary inland, but on balance I decided eating on the deck in the middle of the river was better than doing so at the quay, where anyone might spot us.

Ed had caught a couple of bass earlier on, and grilled them on a barbecue on the deck, serving them with a squirt of lemon and not much else. We ate with the river lapping gently at the yacht’s hull, the hills rising either side.

“This your first visit here?” I said.

Ed nodded, sipping from a bottle of beer. “Always meant to come to this part of the world,” he said, “but I never did. Pressure of work, as much as anything else. Funny, really.”

“Funny?”

“Well—now I’m in charge I’ve got a lot more free time. You’d think it’d be the other way round, but now I get to delegate. Before, I was the one it got delegated to.”

“Rank hath its privileges,” I said. Clive had come out with that more than once.

“That’s the one. What about you? You lived here long?”

“Five years.”

“You happy here?”

“Yeah, course.” I gestured round. “Who wouldn’t be?”

“Yes, but—you must want more than this?”

“Why? I’m happy, I have a home. And I’m here. What else would I want?”

“Money? A career? A family?”

“I’m happy with what I have.”

“You seeing anyone?”

“Are you?”

He shook his head. “Divorced. Now what about you?”

“A boyfriend,” I said. I saw Clive’s face for a moment, but pushed it away. Back into its box. Its compartment.

“You’re so happy with what you’ve got,” Ed said, “that you’re out on a boat having dinner with a stranger?”

“I’m happy with what I have,” I said, “and I take what I can get.”

“That’s more like it.” He smiled. “So what about your family?”

“What about them?” I wasn’t able to keep an edge out of my voice.

“They don’t live around here?”

I shook my head. “I don’t have a family.” I looked at him long and level, willing him to get the hint that this wasn’t a topic for discussion. When I saw him open his mouth to speak again I knew he hadn’t, so I spoke first. “What about you?”

“Me?” His smile turned crooked and a little sour, as if he’d suddenly developed a gut pain. “I’m the same, actually.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes. No family. Not anymore. Another beer?”

“Okay.” I’d tipped judicious amounts of mine over the side when Ed hadn’t been looking, as I wanted a clear head. “So what about yours?”

“Oh, it’d just been me and Dad for years, ever since Mum died. It’s the family business, you see. That I work for. That I run, now.”

“That’s why you don’t have to delegate anymore,” I said.

“Right.”

“So it’s just you now? No brothers or sisters?”

Again his smile went funny. Again that look, as though something had turned sour in his belly. “No,” he said. “I had a brother, but … he’s gone.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

And that was when I realised what had seemed familiar before. I took another swig of beer to make sure he didn’t see anything in my face. I didn’t think he would have, anyway. I’m good at that.

“So.” Ed got up and moved towards me, crouching beside my deckchair. “What next?”

I could have played hard to get, I suppose. But I wasn’t sure of him, and I might need to keep on his good side. More to the point, he was used to getting what he wanted.

So I put my beer down and I let him kiss me. Not long after that he took me belowdecks again, and I let him fuck me. I sucked him off, too. I’m good at that. No, I didn’t feel dirty. It was—necessary. To be safe. To maintain control. I’d had a lot of practice with that. You go away, step back from it. It’s just your body; it isn’t all of you. It’s a good way of coping with things you don’t want to be there for. Things you don’t want to remember afterward. The kinds of things that live in the deeps, that you have to keep at bay with pills, or by cutting yourself, or whatever other ways you can find. Dad taught me a lot, without meaning to. In the end, he wished he hadn’t.

In a distant way I registered that Ed wasn’t a bad lover. Quite sensitive, in fact. I had a good time, or would have if Robin hadn’t been hanging over me. Clive? Well, Clive was never going to know what I’d had to do. Compartmentalising again.

Afterward, while Ed was in the toilet, I slipped his wallet out of his shorts and checked inside. There was a business card for a company called Yorkguard: E. York, Managing Director and Chairman. I put the card back in the wallet and the wallet back in his shorts before he came back.

“Tide’s turning,” he said. “Best get back now.”

“Okay,” I said.

I dressed and went up on deck. Ed was in the wheelhouse, guiding us back up the estuary. He didn’t turn around, but I saw a red flush creeping up his neck.

“Will I see you again?” he said at last.

“Sure,” I said. “Tomorrow?” Clive was working nights the rest of the week.

“Okay.”

I slipped off the Emily, hoping I’d gone unnoticed, and made my way home, where I showered to get every trace of Ed York off and out of me. After that I made a strong cup of coffee, lit a cigarette, and sat by the window of my flat in a thick bathrobe, a towel around my hair, watching my laptop power up.

I checked out Yorkguard’s website first. They were a security firm, based in Kent, and the Managing Director and Chairman, Edmund York, was indeed the man I’d just slept with. A quick shufti at the Company History section of the site gave me the details of his father—Sir Richard York, no less, who’d died six months ago. No mention of another York brother, though, past or present.

I googled Sir Richard next: he’d been a big enough name to have garnered three obituaries on major newspaper sites. I scrolled through them, skipping the details of York’s career and achievements, looking for information about his family.

And then I had what I needed.
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Clive woke me up in the early hours by crawling into bed with me. By the time I was awake, though, he was asleep, so I just lay there for a while, watching him. He looks about twelve when he’s sleeping.

I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and went for another walk. To clear my head, and be ready for what was coming.
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I went to the Harbour for another day’s work, taking orders and wiping down tables as fast as they were vacated. Even from inside the café I could see the Emily, moored at the quay. While I was cleaning the tables out front, Ed came out on deck. He waved at me and smiled. I smiled back, but didn’t wave.

“So,” said Daniela at lunchtime, “I hear someone went on a little boat trip yesterday.”

“They don’t miss much around here,” I said. “Do they?”

“Does Clive know?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Does he?”

“Well, he won’t from me, you know that.”

I smiled. “True.”

Daniela tapped ash from her cigarette. “Emily, I know it’s not my business, but …”

“Nothing happened,” I said. “Nothing like that, anyway.” And in a funny way, it was true. Yesterday’s fuck had been no realer than any other act I put on to keep things separate.

“As long as you know what you’re doing,” said Daniela.

“I think I do,” I told her. “But in case I don’t …” I gave her an envelope. “Can you hold onto that for me? And promise not to open it?”

Daniela studied me, then nodded. “Okay,” she said. She didn’t understand everything, but she didn’t have to. She understood enough.

“Thanks,” I said. “Can I steal one of your Marlboros? I’ve run out.”
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As the end of my shift approached my stomach became a knot, and it only tightened as I walked home to get changed.

Clive had left a note for me. Nothing much, just that we had to have dinner once he was off nights. He’d booked a table at the Nook. I had to smile; the Nook’s the best fish restaurant in town, and he knows I love seafood. Even though he hates it, and they only have about two meat dishes. That’s Clive. He’s not the sharpest, but he’s sweet.

Love? I don’t really know what that is, but he’s mine. So I look after him.

I went into the wardrobe and took out a small box hidden at the back. There were things in it I hadn’t used in a long time. Pieces of old lives. I took what I needed, and went down to the quay.

“Hi there.” Ed smiled up from the deck of his boat.

“Yo,” I said. “Permission to come aboard, Cap’n?”

He laughed. “Board away.”

I climbed down the ladder to the deck, knowing he’d be watching my arse. Good. Let him. He looked at my body and thought it was me, while the real me was in a control room, working levers and gears and watching everything unfold.

“So,” I said, “where to now?”

“Another trip along the estuary?” he suggested.

“Maybe,” I said, “or …”

“Or what?”

I nodded out towards the bay.

“Yeah?” he said. “We could do a trip along the coast. There and back. Weather’s supposed to be good, so we could just drop anchor and …” He ran a finger down my arm.

I kept the smile on my face and managed not to draw back. “Sure. Why not?”

“Okay, then. Let’s get underway.”
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The sky was grey and dull, but the sea was flat enough. The town and the harbour shrank away from us, merging into the low dark ridge of the coast. I couldn’t pinpoint the exact spot where Robin had been found, but it wouldn’t have been far from here.

“Okay!” said Ed. “Left at the first star and straight on till morning.” He put his hands around my waist and pulled me against him. He was already getting hard. “Shall we go below? Or do you fancy doing it on deck?”

“In our life jackets?” I said. At his insistence, we’d both donned them.

“It’d be different, anyway,” he mused.

“Maybe,” I said, slipping out of his grasp and sashaying back towards the rail with a come-hither look. He grinned and followed me. “Actually,” I said, “I just wanted to ask you something first.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He spread his hands. “Well, then. Ask away.”

“Okay,” I said. “Why did you kill your brother?”

There was a moment that he blinked, still grinning, thinking it was a joke. Then his smile changed, became the crooked, soured thing it had been yesterday, and he went very still. The way a conger or a moray eel will, lying in its hole and waiting to strike. “What?” he said.

“Robin,” I said. “Robin York. Or Robin Gaunt, as he called himself around here.”

Ed licked his lips and his gaze strayed off to the side. I didn’t look, but I guessed there was something he thought he could use as a weapon. His eyes were uneasy, but there was a predator’s coldness in them. “How did you know?”

“His mum was called Emily, too,” I said. “He told me once.” It had been after the first time I’d slept with Robin; I’d forgotten about it until yesterday. “Twenty minutes on Google took care of the rest. Your brother vanished, didn’t he?”

“More than ten years ago,” Ed agreed, very still now, except for the slow tensing of his arms and legs. He was readying himself to leap; a moment’s inattention and he’d go for me.

“I found an old picture,” I said. “I had to look hard to see the resemblance—he didn’t have the long hair or beard in it. But that’d have been the point, right? He didn’t want to be recognised.”

Ed shook his head. “He always was difficult. Wrong.”

“Wrong? He’s not the one who killed someone.”

“He was a misfit,” said Ed. “He had so many advantages in life—advantages other men would have killed for. Dad never had them—he had to fight for everything he had. And what did Robin do? He threw it all back in Dad’s face. And then he ran away and vanished.”

“So why come and find him?” I said. “Why murder him?”

“I hadn’t heard from him in years,” said Ed. “Christ, we all thought he was dead. Dad had him declared dead, a couple of years ago. But then he wrote to me. Out of the blue.”

“What did he want?” I said. “Money?” Robin had never seemed particularly bothered about that, beyond the odds and ends he could pick up with odd jobs around town.

“Money? Oh, no. He had no interest in that, he said. Why would he? But he wanted to talk, Emily. He wanted to talk about the abuse.”

“What abuse?” But it was all falling into place. Robin had never said much about what had happened to him. There’d been stories of exploits and escapades with friends—equally wasted, of course—but nothing about his family, about wherever he and his wounds had come from.

“There was no abuse,” Ed shouted. “That’s the whole point. Dad was a good father. Stern, yes. He believed in discipline. That was all. Christ, you clip some little shit around the ear these days and it’s child abuse. He was just trying to bring us up right. To be men.”

But his eyes were full of pain, and I saw too much there. What had their childhoods held? What had Sir Richard York thought fit means to discipline his sons? Whatever it had been, it had left Robin afraid of anywhere that wasn’t his own four walls, left him starting awake at every sound in the middle of the night. And his brother? Everyone breaks in different ways, and finds different ways to deal with it. Robin’s had been to run and hide in another life. Ed had become the damage and called it normality.

That’s one of the things that lies in the deeps, never far enough from the surface; the only real difference between the broken ones and everyone else is that the broken ones know there isn’t one.

“But here was Robin—weak, he’d always been weak, and decadent, with his drugs and his sponging—here he was, putting our father—my father—in the same category as some bloody child molester. I wouldn’t have it. I wouldn’t let that degenerate blacken his name.”

“But he didn’t want money?” I said. The wind had started rising.

“No!” snapped Ed. “I told you. No, he just wanted to talk about it.”

“To who? The press?”

“To me, that’s what he said. But it wouldn’t have ended there. He’d have kept going, till it all came out. And I couldn’t have that. I wouldn’t allow it.”

“So you came here,” I said. “And you found him—on the coast road, right?”

“Crashed out on a bench,” said Ed. “Barely knew where he was, or who he was.”

“And you got him back into town, and then on here.” I nodded at the Emily’s deck. “How did you get him to the beach? A dinghy?”

“He was out of it.” Ed had sidled towards me, a little. “Vegged out as soon as I got him on the boat. He only came round at the end.”

He’d gone pale, with a greasy sheen of sweat. His eyes didn’t quite seem to see me. He didn’t look warm anymore, or kind. There are places in your head that have no room for those things. “I was going to hit him with something. Stab him, then put him over the side. But I couldn’t. Too … final. But I couldn’t let him go on. He’d …” Ed focused on me, and his eyes were almost pleading. “Dad dying, you see, it had brought everything back to him. That’s why he’d started talking about it, and if he wasn’t made to shut up he’d have told someone else, and it would have got out, and …” He gestured helplessly. “I couldn’t have that.”

And I did understand. You do whatever it takes to cope with the damage. And if anything threatens your coping mechanism, your safety, your sanctuary, you do whatever it takes to protect it.

“So you got him on the beach and cuffed him to the pipe.” Clive had been half right, then. Robin’s death had been the work of someone without the resolve to commit the act themselves, so they’d snapped on the cuffs and let the tide do the work. He’d only been wrong about who.

“He was unconscious,” said Ed. He was shaking. A single tear ran down his cheek. “He didn’t wake up. I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t hear anything.”

He said it again, and then again. I wondered how many times he thought he’d have to before he believed it.

I thought at first that that was it: something else had finally broken, and he had nothing left to say or do. I’d wondered at first why he’d stuck around—why not leave once the job was done?—but it wasn’t hard to understand. If anyone had ever worked out who Robin really was, his long-lost brother spending a few days on this beautiful bit of the coast would probably rouse less suspicion than if he’d popped in and out of the harbour on the day of Robin’s death.

I unzipped the pocket on my denim skirt, but as I did Ed moved, lunging for me. I kicked him under the knee and he fell with a scream that echoed across the whitecaps on the bay. I make a point of always ordering boots with steel toecaps. They’re more weight to drag around, but if you ever need to defend yourself they’re a big help.

Before he could get up, I took the cuffs out of my pocket. They’d belonged to an old—and slightly kinky—boyfriend, but they were police issue. I snapped one around Ed’s left wrist, looped the chain around one of the iron railings on the deck and snapped the other bracelet shut around his right.

“What the fuck?” he shouted. He leapt up, or tried to, and I stepped back as he jerked and yanked at the chain. When I was sure the rail wasn’t going to give, I walked back along the deck, to a small box at the base of the railings. I guessed that was where he’d been looking towards before. Inside were a flare pistol and a couple of distress flares. I loaded the pistol, pocketed the spare, then went into the Emily’s wheelhouse and pointed her prow out to sea, before pushing the engines to full power.

“What the hell are you doing?” screamed Ed.

I ignored him and his frantic yanking at the chain, then went belowdecks and opened the seacocks. As water started flooding into the yacht, I went back up top, the flare gun cocked and ready just in case he’d got loose.

He hadn’t. He was slumped on his knees, red-faced and exhausted. “What are you doing?” he said. “What?”

The boat was already wallowing. Water splashed over the decks. “Justice,” I said, then pointed the flare gun skyward and fired. The distress flare streaked up. I reloaded and fired the other one, too, then climbed over the rail. “Oh, and by the way,” I said, “your brother was a better shag.”

He started screaming when I went over the side. I struck away from the Emily, watching as she surged forward and went under, her own screws driving her down. Into the deeps. Ed seemed to scream for quite some time before he choked and gargled into silence.

Reluctantly, because I hated to lose them and replacements would be hard to come by around here, I kicked off my boots, feeling lighter as they sank. Out towards the coast, a flare burst in the sky. The lifeboat was on its way.

I’d need to find Daniela as soon as I could, get the letter back and burn it. Meanwhile, as my teeth started chattering from the cold, I rehearsed what I’d tell Clive. Most of it would be true, but I’d leave out certain things—and, of course, Edmund York would be the one who’d opened the seacocks and chained himself to the railings, in a fit of remorse. But only after firing the flares from the gun he’d been aiming at me to stop me interfering.

As some old comedian used to say, all the right notes, but not necessarily in the right order. Robin’s death was paid for, Clive wouldn’t know anything he didn’t need to, everything would stay in its proper compartment, and life would go on.

I told you: you do whatever it takes to protect the safety you’ve found.

The grey sea heaved, capped with foam. I looked a little longer towards the place where the Emily had been, then turned and struck out towards the shore.


FODDER’S JIG

LEE THOMAS

Leaving my office on a cool autumn evening, I nearly collided with a woman dancing on the sidewalk. She wore a navy blue skirt-suit designed too narrowly for her plus-sized frame, and she moved in spasms as if in the throes of a standing seizure. Her hands flew into the air and then thrust toward the ground, pulling her shoulders with them until she bowed as low as her ample midriff would allow. Remaining bent at the waist, she launched her arms back and upward as if mimicking wings, all the while stomping her feet–left, right, left, left, right–against the sidewalk. She whipped into an upright position and glared at me. Though I considered the possibility the woman had missed a text changing the time or place of whatever flash mob she’d intended to join, I came to the more likely conclusion that the dancer was just plain crazy. Dilated pupils, black portals into a demented nothingness, noted neither me nor the real world I inhabited. After a beat of absolute motionless, the woman grunted a series of nonsensical phrases, directing them my way and sending me back several steps as the blunt syllables wormed into my head. She restarted her frantic, tribal dance while a meager crowd gathered around. Several members of the ad hoc audience had their phones out, but they were using the devices to record the performance. Admittedly, the spectacle was entrancing in its ferocity and unlikeliness, but the woman needed help, and no one seemed willing to offer it. I took out my phone and dialed for emergency, but the moment the operator came on the line, the woman’s dance ended.

When her limbs ceased their bizarre choreography, she looked around with clear eyes, seeming genuinely confused. A skinny kid with a scraggly beard that reached the military beret atop the image of Che Guevara on his T-shirt fell into a fit of laughter and clapped his hands viciously. Others in the crowd picked up the applause. The woman appeared terrified and rushed into the building.

Within a week, the dancers were all over the news. Most of the reports came from cities along the Gulf Coast, but a few trickled in from landlocked towns. Message boards and wiki pages filled with information about the afflicted and offered uninformed, often ridiculous speculation regarding the cause of what was being called “Boogie Fever.” One callous jokester set the video of an elderly man thrusting and stomping and contorting his emaciated form in the middle of a road to the Benny Hill theme song. The clip went viral: over a million hits in three days.

For many of the afflicted, dancing was the first symptom.
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Three months later, I stood in the living room of the condominium I’d shared for a bit less than a year with a man named George Caldwell. George called the apartment his “divorce shack.” In reality, the place was a spacious and beautiful condo with a view overlooking Galveston Bay, and though it may have fallen short of the manse he’d spent thirty years of his life paying off, most people wouldn’t have complained.

The morning had all but vanished as I packed a few remaining mementoes and the items of clothing I considered necessary. My suitcase and two small boxes waited by the door. I procrastinated, checked drawers and cupboards, sifted through the closets one last time. I wouldn’t be coming back to this place.

Memories of George filled the apartment like the morning light, suffusing the rooms, pinging with painful glare from shiny surfaces. Before the dancing and the seizures, before the horrifying news reports, and the night he’d walked in a trance to meet thirty-six others on the sandy shore of Galveston Bay, I’d shared this home with a handsome, gruff, good-natured man, who would never again walk across its polished oak floors.

A remembrance of scotch set my tongue to tingling. The scent of his cologne momentarily filled my nose.

A marble-and-glass table ran across the center of the floor-to-ceiling window opening onto the patio and overlooking the bay. At the table, I placed a set of keys, George’s set, on a brochure for the trip he and I would never take. I reminded myself to contact the cruise line to inform them we would not be sailing from Amsterdam to Budapest on their luxury liner, and then I wondered if it was even necessary.

None of the cruise lines would stay in business. Civilians were avoiding the water these days.

The brochure held my attention. Covered in dust, it was like a funeral program, memorializing a future that was never going to happen. I’d looked forward to traveling with George. I’d looked forward to everything with him.

We met online through a hook-up app two years before the Emergence. George’s profile was typical for a “discreet” married man. No pictures of his face. No real information save for his sexual endowment and the things he liked to do with it. Our first meeting tracked a predictable course: an awkward “Hello,” followed by frenzied groping and undressing. After sex, we both rinsed off and engaged in a little more conversation-sans eye contact. Then, George presented me with a hurried “Let’s do this again,” before he fled my house, stumbling over the threshold as he dashed for the Mercedes he’d parked around the corner.

I chanced a look outside and saw the bay. The surface glittered under the early morning sun. The twinkling touch of sunlight on the surface would have been beautiful under different circumstances. But I could only see glimmering blades, metal shards. Teeth.

After that first visit, I didn’t expect to hear from George Caldwell again, but he surprised me. Sort of. The next couple of months, he visited sporadically. Our encounters were mostly physical. He was a married man of standing in the community, and I was a drive thru: convenient, quick, fundamentally satisfying, but a pleasure he felt embarrassed for indulging.

Three months in, he began staying longer. Brief chats evolved into actual conversations. I found out about the man and his life, which revolved around a perpetually dissatisfied wife, a spoiled son who had grown into an unbearable adult, and an obvious, if muted, depression. He admired me. He envied me. He asked me to spend a weekend with him in Austin.

I said no.

At that point in my life, I wasn’t looking to train a sixty-three-year-old closet case. I’d come out in the late 70s, survived the 80s, and had spent the next twenty years with a quiet, though pleasant, alcoholic named Calvin, whose liver finally disintegrated the year after we’d retired to Galveston.

The other issue, which I found to be the more significant reason to avoid a weekend retreat with George, was the fact that ever since our first meeting, I’d spent far too much time thinking about him. In the days between George’s visits, I swung from whimsical notions of how we would spend our next meeting to outright fury every time he had to cancel. At the center of these fluctuating emotions was sadness. Or maybe melancholy was a better word. I understood the cliché, even as I lived it: hopelessly pining for a married man. I’d started loving him too quickly, and that was not a thing to be encouraged, considering our situation.

Closing my eyes against another view of the disconcerting bay, I turned from the window and stepped to the center of the room. When the doorbell rang, I flinched.

I couldn’t imagine who would be at the door. Maybe it was the real estate agent, though I doubted it. She’d agreed to swing by, “If I can.” Her disinterest was understandable.

No one wanted to live near the water now.
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“It’s happening all along the coast,” I call to George.

On the evening news a video clip of a little girl with a purple butterfly barrette in her blonde hair fills the screen. The child is dancing the same tribal dance I had witnessed only a few days before. The video comes from Holly Beach, Louisiana. An anchorwoman with silky black hair appears following the clip, and she says that more than a dozen incidents have been witnessed in the past week. She smiles and expresses her certainty that “Boogie Fever” is just the latest cultural meme, no different from Planking or the Mannequin Challenge.

George walks through the room with a glass of scotch, the flavor of which I’d never enjoyed until I tasted it on his tongue. He is naked, as is usually the case when he is home. A devotion to nudity is one of the many lifestyle changes George has adopted since leaving his wife. His body is burly and well shaped, having far more to do with genetics than any devotion to exercise. We go to the gym three days a week, and while I earn sweat on the treadmill and weights, George frequently chooses to lounge in the steam room until I am finished.

“What’s happening along the gulf?” he asks, taking a moment to pause in front of the window to gaze over the nighttime bay.

“This dancing thing,” I say. “Like that woman outside my office.”

“People will do anything for attention,” he says. “Why is something like that even on the news? The economy is going to shit again; protests and riots are springing up every other day; and two nights ago, about thirty people walked to a beach in Bermuda and vanished. Any one of those things strikes me as considerably more relevant than a bunch of idiots wiggling their asses for a camera.”

“Wait, Bermuda?”

He sips his scotch. “These people–police think it’s around twenty or thirty of them–just got up in the middle of the night, walked out of their homes, and disappeared. Loved ones reported a bunch of missing persons, and the authorities tracked several of them to a cove. They found footprints and some personal items, but no people. Bermuda isn’t a big island. I went there on business a few times. You can’t really hide there.”

“They could have chartered a boat.”

“Not likely,” George says. “The missing persons weren’t part of a social club. In fact, two of them were just visiting the island. They had no connections to anyone there.”

I don’t have a response to that.

“Anyway,” he says, “I’m going to bed. I have to meet the lawyers in the morning. Time to see what else Eugie thinks she’s entitled to for having me pay her bills for thirty years.”

George doesn’t sound bitter. He sounds exhausted. The divorce proceedings have dragged on far longer than he’d expected. He’d made it clear he wasn’t going to put up much of a fight. He accepts the divorce as his fault, his problem, despite years of unhappiness on both sides of that bed. He just wants out, but Eugie’s lawyers are gouging deep, too deep.

“You go on in,” I say. “It’s still early.”

“I don’t think so,” George says, crossing to the sofa where I sit. “You are vital to my reason for going to bed early.”

He bends over, carefully balancing his glass so his whisky doesn’t slosh, and he kisses me hard.
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I opened the door of the apartment to find a middle-aged man standing in the hallway. My throat grew tight and my breath lodged in the constriction. A chill blossomed on my neck and then rapidly vanished as I reconciled the man before me with the man I’d momentarily imagined him to be.

Barry Caldwell resembled his father so much that if the younger man were to slap a gray wig on his head, the two could have passed for twins, as long as you didn’t look below the neck. Whereas George’s physique had remained well proportioned and firm, Barry’s didn’t stand a chance against his indulgences and his sloth. I found it a shame that such a handsome face should rest on a body that might have been sketched by Dr. Seuss.

According to George’s description of the man, they were in all other ways quite different. Our awkward meeting at the reading of George’s will did nothing but support this notion.

“You’re here,” Barry said. His voice projected annoyance and indignation, as if I were the one intruding in his home. “We need to talk about my dad.”
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My shoe sinks in the sand, sending me off balance and into George’s thick shoulder. He laughs and wraps an arm around me for support. He gently knocks the side of his head into mine, a display of affection I always found strange.

“After they found that whatever-it-is down here, I got curious,” he says. “Weird fucking things.”

“You mean the carcass that washed up last week?”

“Globsters,” George says. “They call them globsters on the news. I don’t think you can call them carcasses. No one’s sure they’re actually animals, at least not whole animals. They’re like giant tongues or something. No eyes or mouths, just large chunks of smooth meat.”

“What did it look like up close?” I ask, feeling a twinge of jealousy that he’s found adventure on his own. We’d waited a long time to be together, really together; I want to share important moments. Every one of them.

“Like I said, just a wad of pale blue meat, about the size of a dolphin. Gulls swarmed the thing. Apparently, they find globster extremely tasty. I watched for a bit, but then this group of people in blue polo shirts showed up with tackle boxes. I guess they were with Fish and Wildlife or something. They put on surgical masks and did their best to shoo away the gulls so they could get a better look at the thing.”

George’s phone buzzes in his pocket. A cold, salty gust pushes in off the gulf as he draws the phone from his jacket. He sneers at what he finds on the screen.

“Eugie has started calling again.”

“I thought she insisted all communications go through your lawyers?”

“Apparently, that only applies to me.” George knocks his head against mine again. “She’s getting nearly everything. I can’t imagine what she wants now. But we’re going to be living on peanut butter sandwiches if this keeps up.”

“We discussed this,” I say.

“I know, sweetheart. It’s just going to take some adjustment.”

“We’ll be fine,” I say.

He slides around in front of me and kisses me hard on the mouth. “I know that.”

We continue along the beach, and George barks out a startling laugh. “God, I almost forgot the smell.”

“Eugie’s smell?” I ask.

“No, though I could tell you stories.”

“Please don’t.”

“No, I mean the globster. Jesus, I’ve never encountered anything so rank in my life. It was like someone made a gas out of fish rot and seaweed and bombed the entire beach with it. I had to have been twenty yards away from the thing, and the shit got in my throat. I gagged half the afternoon.”

I released a grumble of distaste.

“Didn’t bother the mosquitoes any. The little bastards were everywhere.”

George likes to swear. Eugie had forbidden it. For thirty-two years, “darn” and “gosh” were the expletives Eugie allowed her husband. Now, he showers the world in vulgarities: another freedom of which he takes full advantage.

[image: images]

Without invitation, George’s son entered the apartment. He tromped through the living room like it was a hotel lobby. His presence struck me as wholly wrong. He didn’t belong among George’s things, among our things. This place was a sanctuary, and Barry was a marauding force.

He’d been calling for a week, ever since the reading of his father’s will. I had no interest in speaking with him. George had told me enough about his son, about the privileged boy who could never quite make life work for himself, to know we’d clash. I’d endured his sneers in the lawyer’s office, along with the glares of disgust from his mother. A chasm of status and finance had separated me from this aggressive tribe, but even gone, George remained a bridge, spanning the gap.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“I told you, we need to talk about my dad.”

“What’s left to say?” I asked.

He knew what had happened to George. Everyone knew.

Barry walked to the table by the window and lifted the set of keys.

“Are you going to sell the place?” he asked.

“Who’d buy it? The Gulf Coast is a ghost town. People have been evacuating since … that night. I’ve alerted the bank that George is deceased. They’ll take it over and claim a loss with the government.”

“Where are you going to live?”

“Far from here.”

Barry crossed to the bedroom and pushed open the door. He stepped over the threshold and then stepped back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked, outraged.

“Just wanted to see the place,” he said. “Dad never had me over. Not once. That’s not right. A family all split up like that. It’s a nasty thing. Bad business, all of it. I’ve stopped by a few times this week. You were never here, or you weren’t answering the door. Whatever. Just wanted to see it. It’s not bad.”

“The bank would probably give you a good deal on it.”

He chuckled. “Nah. My wife and I moved in with Mom. Beautiful house. Incredible house. My boyhood home. Of course, Mom’s under a lot of stress right now. Real bad. Dad’s will was a shock to her. To everyone, really.”

George had left substantial assets to me. One evening after we’d first moved in together, he’d set me on the sofa and performed a presentation, regarding the contents of his will, as if he were attempting to sell the proposal to a board of directors. The numbers shocked me, as they represented a financial security I’d never imagined, but even before George delivered the caveat-“The divorce is going to change all of these numbers dramatically.”-I recognized his bequest, while sweet, was fundamentally symbolic. He wanted to show me how important I was to his life.

Even so, he’d been a responsible man. A good man. He hadn’t been neglectful of his family.

“He accounted for both of you in his will. In fact, he was extremely generous.”

“I’d expect you to see it that way. Of course you would.” Barry’s tone was critical. It was harsh, and more than ever, I wanted him out of George’s home.
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I wake in the early morning hours, startled and terrified to find George bent over my side of the bed. His face hovers a few inches from mine, and from his throat, a guttural and explosive chant emerges as if he is denouncing me in a violent foreign language. I roll away to George’s side of the bed. The sheets press too hot against my skin. His attention follows. Blank eyes. Hardened expression. Growling and grinding words that have no place in civilized language. I say his name. Shout it. Beg him to snap out of whatever nightmare he is attempting to vocalize, but the chant continues for another full minute.

Then, his posture changes, and he is standing tall and rigid. His arms rise above his head as if he’s celebrating a touchdown and his feet stamp–left, right, left, left, right.

By the time his eyes clear and his face slackens, I am in tears. I don’t know if this is a stroke or dementia or some mental instability that stress has ignited, but it scares the hell out of me.

His eyes grow focused. His features soften. He stands upright and scratches the back of his head and says, “Hey, that’s my side of the bed.”

[image: images]

I didn’t want to talk about George’s estate, not with his son. George had made his last wishes clear. Even his lawyer, who was not above editorializing–making his own displeasure with George’s late-in-life behavior known through head shakes, shrugs, and shaded provisos–admitted that the will was a binding document. Though he did comfort Barry Caldwell and his mother with the word “Contest,” on more than one occasion.

“When did Dad get sick?” Barry asked.

“About a month before … before the beach,” I said.

“So, he spent a month just dancing around this place?”

“That’s not how the virus works,” I said, wishing I could think of a chore to accomplish, so that I could busy myself rather than stand before Barry’s arrogant gaze. But I’d already packed everything of value, at least everything I valued. Despite a compulsion to throw the man out on his ass, I didn’t. He’d been tracking me with a purpose, and until I knew what it was and how to address that purpose, I’d endure him. “It was sporadic. I only saw George in seizure a couple of times.”

Barry retraced his steps to the bedroom and then paused by the fireplace. He looked at the pattern of wrought iron vines on the screen and the mesh wires joining them. Then his head cocked to the side so he could peer at the bedroom door. “And you’re not worried?” he asked.

“Worried? What more could happen?”

“I’d be worried. I’d be shitting myself. You could have caught it.”

“It’s not a cold, Barry.”

“Yeah, but they’re saying it can be sexually transmitted, right? A bunch of reports. Lots of ’em. They’re coming out all the time.”

For a moment, the lie achieved its goal. Steel shards of panic jabbed my neck and abdomen. But the deceit held only a transient power. I’d been thorough in my research.

“And it’s not like you’d know you were sick unless someone told you,” he continued. “The victims never remember their seizures.”

He eyed me with a blatant fabrication of concern and stepped closer to the fireplace. I allowed him a moment to enjoy his petty jab, seeing the remarks for what they were. A tormentor’s lies. A fiction he hoped would infect and linger and sting. It was the shitty move of a bested bully.

When he turned to face me, he was smirking. Perhaps he was attempting a sympathetic smile. Perhaps not. Wolves often looked as if they were grinning as they circled prey.

“Thank you for your concern,” I said. “But your father and I fucked a lot, Barry. I didn’t catch anything.”

Barry’s taunting smile disappeared. His eyes clouded as his mind attempted to process information I imagine it had struggled to deny, or at least disregard as an irrelevant abstraction. Unfortunately, his befuddlement and my satisfaction were both momentary.

“It’s funny, right?” Barry asked, the grim smile returned to his lips. “How they were all synched up?”

“Excuse me?”

“The way they all danced at the exact same time, even though they were spread out all over the city? Hell, all along the Gulf, as far as anyone knows. It’s like someone pushed a button and bang, all these people dropped what they were doing and got their grooves on. You have to admit, it’s kind of funny.”

No, I didn’t have to admit that. There was nothing funny in the primal choreography, not even when it was set to the Benny Hill theme song.

“You know, one guy went missing. Disappeared. Everyone thought he was dead but he showed up a couple days later,” Barry continued. “He wanted attention. He was a lonely old guy. Real lonely. Pathetic. And he figured he could climb on the bandwagon and suck some sympathy out of his family. Cruel thing to do. Nasty thing.”

“George didn’t need anyone’s sympathy.”

“No,” Barry admitted, “but maybe he needed something else.”

“I’m not sure what you’re implying, but if you have doubts, you can speak to the police. I provided all of the information on George’s behavior and his recent medical history to them.”

“Yeah, his medical history,” Barry says. “Well that’s a funny thing. I spoke to his doctor. He hadn’t seen Dad in months.”

[image: images]

The window is open, allowing a salt-scented breeze to wash over our bodies. I’m on the bed, and my heart still races from exertion. George’s head rests on my belly, facing away from me. He gets his hair cut once a week and the horizon of silver drawing along the deeply tanned neck fascinates me with its precision. His stubble pokes agreeably on my skin as he turns his head to kiss my stomach.
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