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			Introduction

			I was delighted with the response to After Sundown, the first of Flame Tree’s annual non-themed horror anthologies, which came out in October 2020. When I delivered the book in January of that year, Covid-19 was being mentioned only peripherally, as a strange new illness that was affecting people in Wuhan, China. Certainly very few of us at the time thought that the situation would escalate into a global pandemic that would have such a devastating impact on all of our lives.

			One story in After Sundown, Michael Bailey’s Gave, was about the entire world’s population slowly but surely succumbing to a mysterious blood disorder, and one man’s desperate, life-long attempt to reverse the trend by donating his healthy blood to those in need. It’s a measured story – no jump-shocks, no cheap scares, no violence, no monsters – and yet its implications are devastating, dealing as it does with one of our most fundamental fears: human extinction.

			Despite its reticence, an outraged few might argue that Michael’s story is in bad taste, appearing, as it does, to profit from the pandemic, if not to reduce a horrifying global event to a piece of entertainment. However, aside from the fact that Gave was written at least a year before publication, when the pandemic was still an unanticipated future event, these outraged few will also have missed the most important factor of all, which is that After Sundown is an anthology of horror stories, which, by their very nature, are intended to shine a light on our darkest fears and taboos.

			If you’re coming to this anthology with the hope of experiencing nothing more than a few cosy and familiar chills, therefore, then I’m afraid you’re in for a rude awakening. As editor, I found the timing of Michael’s very relevant story to be serendipitous rather than unfortunate. I’m not interested in reassuring tales of monsters vanquished and the status quo restored. Horror stories to me should be confrontational. They should be about things that truly disturb us; things that prey on our minds. Things like loneliness and isolation; loss and grief; illness and death; the fear we feel for our own personal safety when faced with intimidation, violence and abuse.

			A friend recently said to me that he thought most horror stories stemmed from a loss of control, and that’s certainly true of many of the characters and situations you will encounter in these pages. As human beings we kid ourselves that we have a semblance of control over our lives, our circumstances, our environment, our health… but if the year of the pandemic has taught us anything, it is that it doesn’t take much for that control to be wrested from us, and for the rug to be wrenched violently out from under our feet.

			And that is the essence of true horror.

			Mark Morris

		

	
		
			The God Bag

			Christopher Golden

			I never knew where she got the idea for the God Bag. In the waning days, when my mother’s memory turned into a source of constant pain and confusion, I asked my brother and sister about it, but neither of them knew the origins of the threadbare velvet thing, or even when she started stuffing prayers into it. The earliest any of us could recall Mom mentioning it was shortly after she and Dad divorced. I guess I’d have been around seven years old, which means my brother, Simon, would have been nine and Corinne, our sister, about fifteen.

			“I’ll put it in my God Bag,” she’d say.

			I remember the look in her eyes when she talked about it, as if she assumed we all knew exactly what she meant. I honestly don’t recall if she ever explained it to me or if I figured it out through context clues, but the gist was clear – when Mom was troubled, wrestling with something in her heart, or when she’d lost something and needed to find it, she’d scribble a prayer on a scrap of white paper, fold it up and stick it into the God Bag.

			Reading that, you might assume we were a religious family, but I wouldn’t go that far. Corinne, Simon, and I attended Catholic schools from first grade up through high school graduation, but we were never regular church-goers, not even when our parents were still married. Dad’s religion was self-indulgence; bars were his church, women and alcohol his communion. Mom had a more eccentric sort of faith. She burned St. Joseph candles, had psychics read her tea leaves, was devoted to the predictions of her tarot cards… and she had her God Bag.

			Years passed the way they do, and occasionally I’d remember the existence of the thing, but only as a funny anecdote from childhood. College came and went, I built myself a sustainable career as a graphic designer, I married Alan Kozik and we found a surrogate to carry our baby, which made us dads. Being gay complicated my relationship with my mother, but I’d heard worse stories and we all survived the turmoil. She loved Alan, and she loved our daughter Rosie even more. Her first granddaughter – it meant everything to her. Yes, my siblings were older, yes they’d had their own weddings, yes they’d had children of their own, and Mom loved each and every one of them. But Alan and I had the only girl, the only granddaughter. Any resistance my mother had to the idea of me being married to a burly, bearded guy who liked to hold my hand just about every minute of the day… that went out the window when Rosie came along. From then on, Mom acted as if she’d never had an issue with me being in love with a man. I still nurtured some resentment, but I let it go the best I could. Why fight the tide of joy?

			Joy.

			It never lasts.

			We began to notice Mom’s memory failing a year or two before the dementia really dug its claws into her. For a long time, her lapses seemed mundane enough, but when it began to really fail, there could be no denying it. One week it manifested in simple things like misplacing her phone or forgetting plans we’d made, but soon after she would finish a phone call with Corinne and then call her back half an hour later with no recollection of the earlier conversation.

			Mom despised going to the doctor. She hated for her children to know her personal business, including her health. She held on to this weird intimacy as long as she was able, but eventually Corinne insisted she be allowed to accompany her to the doctor, and the news was grim. Smoking had done more damage than we imagined, and in ways we had never anticipated. Yes, Mom did have a tumour in her lungs, but it was small and slow-growing and far from her biggest concern. She also had COPD and end-stage emphysema, as well as vascular dementia. Decades of smoking had narrowed the blood vessels in her brain and in her extremities, and the blood that did flow wasn’t carrying nearly enough oxygen.

			Every day, it would get a little worse. Eventually, either the constricted blood vessels in her brain would cause a stroke or her blood oxygen level would fall so low that a heart attack would kill her. She would stop being able to draw in enough breath to keep herself alive.

			Meanwhile, the dementia ravaged her in other ways. She had never been a healthy eater, but now she tended to forget or lose interest in anything but draining cans of Diet Coke and crushing butts out in the same stainless steel elephant ashtray she’d been using for forty years. Loose, dry skin hung from her arms and legs and her hair remained in constant disarray. Her moods had always been mercurial, and now they ranged from near-catatonia to pure joy, from loneliness to rage, sometimes in the space of minutes. She had delusions, mostly harmless, a way for her unconscious mind to fill in the vast, empty spaces in her memory.

			“Oh, it’s up on my bed,” she’d say of the memoir she claimed to be writing, or a book she thought she had given you, or records of some improvised bit of personal history. Photographs of a trip to Ireland that I’d taken – a trip she insisted she’d been on with Alan and me. She had photographs to prove she’d been there “up on my bed”.

			She’d never been to Ireland in her life.

			On a Tuesday morning in late August, I took the day off work to bring her for an MRI. We knew what the results were likely to be, but in order to get Medicare and the local elder services to give her the coverage she needed, we had to jump through the hoops. I hated doing it, but not as much as Mom hated having to go. Even at her most confused, even when her memory turned to smoke around her, she still understood that visiting doctors at this point was futile. Nothing we did could keep the train she was on from crashing, but we had to keep Mom going to her appointments and try to remind her to take her medications, because that was the only way to be sure Medicare would cover the costs of what was to come.

			My mother wanted to stay in her home, to live out her last days there, and we were doing everything in our power to grant that wish. Soon that would change. Something would happen, some household accident, some injury or emergency that sent her to the hospital, and then the whole paradigm would shift.

			But that Tuesday had been quiet. Just me and Mom. I brought her a couple of glazed doughnuts – one of the few things she would eat – and then drove her to the MRI appointment. She didn’t complain, even seemed in good spirits, but then she had always loved the summer and the sun. Eighty degrees, windows down, I drove her to the doctor’s office and checked her in. As I sat in the waiting room reading the historical novel I’d brought along, I kept losing my place on the page, worried by how long it was taking and whether the staff might be having difficulty keeping her on task. But when it was over, the nurse walked my mother out to me and the two of them seemed to have become fast friends. As horrible as she could be, Mom also knew how to charm strangers when she felt like it.

			We drove home with the music up loud and the sun shining. Shortly after two o’clock, I pulled into her driveway and killed the engine. She’d gone quiet, slipping into that numb, hollow mood that came over her so often now. No matter how bad her memory might be, how confused, she knew that arriving home meant I would be leaving soon and the shadow of that knowledge darkened her features.

			I helped her up to her room, cracked her a fresh can of Diet Coke, and chided her when she tried to light up a cigarette. I had always hated the damn things, and now more than ever. For twenty years she had remembered not to smoke in front of any of her children, but now even that was slipping. She crinkled her eyes and gave me a pouty look, but she put her cigarettes aside.

			“I wish you didn’t have to go,” she rasped in her gravelly voice, pausing every few words to catch her breath. “I get so lonely.”

			The words were familiar now, but no matter how often I heard them, they carved my heart out.

			“I know. But I’ll see you again in a few days. Corinne’s visiting you tomorrow, and tonight you’ll see the nurse. Who’s on Tuesdays? Sylvia?”

			“Yep, Sylvia. Yes.” She nodded, brows knitted gravely in an attempt to communicate confidence. I knew the expression well – it meant she had no idea which nurse would be working tonight, helping her bathe, keeping her company, keeping her out of trouble.

			The bedroom wasn’t hoarder-level disaster, but it was close. Stacks of books and documents everywhere, pill bottles, a hundred antique knickknacks that would have to be sold eventually but none of which my mother would part with, even now. Especially now. Her queen bed looked more like a nest, with too many pillows, blankets, and two different comforters, both of them with stains I didn’t want to think about, no matter how many times they had been washed.

			Mom slept alone on the left side of the bed, the right side piled up with bags of Cheetos and mini-Reese’s cups, cigarette cartons, her chequebook and bills that Corinne would take the next day to make sure everything was being handled properly. Left to her own devices, Mom would either not pay the bills or overpay someone she didn’t actually owe. There were notebooks she had scribbled in, some DVDs Simon had brought for her to watch, and sticking out from beneath a dirty pink sweatshirt, a familiar faded blue velvet with gold tassels.

			“Mom, is that the God Bag?”

			The question confused her. She frowned as if remembering what the God Bag was to begin with, then she glanced at it and nodded. “Of course. I have a lot of prayers these days. If I’m going to die, I want to make sure I get a good reception on the other side.”

			I laughed, but it wasn’t funny. Once I would have reassured her, told her she wasn’t going to die anytime soon, but even she knew her time was limited.

			“I didn’t realise you still had this,” I said, studying the bag.

			It was a royal blue, faux-velvet, drawstring thing with obscure origins, but I assumed it had originally held a bottle of fancy scotch or brandy. Mom’s generation had given bottles of alcohol as holiday or housewarming gifts when they couldn’t think of anything more personal. The drawstring was a golden, corded tassel. The God Bag had seen better days, but it still served its purpose. The latest couple of notes jutted from the overfilled bag.

			“Are your prayers ever answered, Mom?”

			I don’t know why I asked. Truly, I don’t. The words skipped over the thinking part of my brain, went right from the impulse to my lips, and the moment I spoke I wished I had kept silent. If the prayers she put in her God Bag had been answered, she wouldn’t be lying in her bed waiting to die.

			But her eyes widened a bit, glinting with a clarity I hadn’t seen in them for months. “Always,” she said, laser-focused on me. “They’re always answered. You’re happy, aren’t you? You and Alan and Rosie?”

			Her voice didn’t rasp or falter. Her gaze felt sharp, her focus weighted. She almost never remembered Alan’s name now, didn’t mention him until I mentioned him first. I didn’t think it was her old Puritanism returning, just the rockslide of her memory carrying Alan over the cliff into obscurity. Right then, though, I could see she remembered everyone, everything, with utter clarity.

			“You prayed for me and Alan?”

			“Of course I did. I wanted you two to have a family. I wrote it down and put it in my God Bag, and I got my only granddaughter.”

			She smiled when she mentioned Rosie. As she always did. Her life had been a series of resentments and vendettas, a terrible example for me and my siblings and for our children, but in her imagination she and Rosie shared a bond, and I never had the heart to shatter the illusion.

			“Well,” I said. “I’m grateful.”

			I started to open the drawstring. “Maybe I should put my own prayers in here.”

			Mom ripped it from my hands. “Get your own God.”

			I held my breath, worried she would topple over into one of her rage moods, but once she had the God Bag tucked against her chest, she seemed comforted, and in moments her eyes glazed over again. Whatever had prompted her outburst, it had passed.

			“I’m going to get you something to eat. Some of that chicken salad from yesterday.” I had been perched on the edge of her bed. Now I stood and left the room, her words echoing in my head. Of course she had meant to say “Get your own God Bag”, not “Get your own God.” She missed words all the time, or mixed them up, and that was obviously what had happened here. Even so, I felt a cool prickle at the back of my neck as I went down to the kitchen.

			Get your own God.

			The joke was on her. I didn’t believe in anyone’s god, and I certainly didn’t have one of my own.

			I went down to the kitchen, which held its own nightmares. It felt like a relic from another age, maybe the galley in a ship found adrift at sea with all hands lost. When had she last been down here to get some food on her own? Some of the plates were set out on the counters. Several knives crusted with dried peanut butter were in the sink. There was a home health aide that helped with such things, but it wasn’t fair to always leave it to her, so I reminded myself to run the dishwasher before I left.

			I fixed Mom a chicken salad sandwich – on a hot dog roll, because it was easy for her to handle and she wouldn’t have eaten an entire sandwich anyway – and carried it upstairs on a small plate with a handful of grapes. I hadn’t been gone much more than ten minutes, but I could smell cigarette smoke and she had turned up the TV nearly to max volume.

			“Your lunch, madame!” I announced as I entered the room.

			The cigarette had already been stubbed out in the ashtray. She’d taken maybe three puffs. She lay in bed, her head slightly tilted, mouth open, eyes closed. If not for the wheezing labour of her breathing, I would have thought she had died.

			She dozed off fairly often in those days. Fifteen, twenty minutes, sometimes as much as an hour. I glanced at CNN on her TV to check the time and decided I would wait for her to wake. I hated the idea of disturbing her almost as much as I did the idea of her blinking back to consciousness and finding herself alone. Would she even remember that I’d been there? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want to leave without being able to say goodbye. Just in case.

			I set the plate with her chicken salad roll amidst the debris on her nightstand and turned the volume down. My phone lay dormant in my pocket and I knew I could kill time on Twitter or playing Wordscapes, but I figured I would just sit in the chair at the end of her bed and watch the news for a while, let my mind rest.

			Then I saw the God Bag again. Such a strange artefact from our family history, as if someone had dredged up a long-forgotten photo album. I knew it was private, and yes, it felt like an intrusion even when I was reaching for it, but my mother was dying and soon enough we would all be rooting through the detritus of her life. Her mind, the person she had been, was already being erased, and given how tenuous our relationship had often been over the years I could not help myself from wondering.

			I dug in, sifted around at random, and pulled out a folded piece of white paper. When I unfolded it, I found her familiar scrawl and realised this one had to be at least a couple of years old – written long enough ago that her handwriting remained crisp, with the confident loops and flourishes I associated with the younger version of my mother.

			A better job for Simon, she’d written. Just those five words, and the date – 10/11/17. I smiled as I studied the words, barely a prayer, more of a wish. I tried to remember how long ago my brother had quit working for the German company whose CEO treated his employees like they were competitors in some kind of reality show, where they were judged on loyalty, forced-enthusiasm, and the ability to come to work and feign good health even when they were sick as dogs. The job had been withering Simon’s soul, but he’d been afraid to talk to headhunters for fear someone would tell the boss and he’d be fired. Now he worked at a Boston tech firm whose office culture was the polar opposite and I could see the difference it had made in him, both physically and mentally. I wondered when he had gotten that job. Early 2018, I thought, and it made me smile again as I realised Mom would have taken the credit. She’d put the wish in her God Bag and it had come true. That would have made her incredibly happy, to believe she’d had a hand in changing Simon’s life for the better.

			Mom’s breathing grew worse as I sat there. I glanced around in search of the inhaler she was supposed to use twice a day, but it was nowhere in sight. The nurse would find it later, but as I watched my mother I was reminded of the first weeks after we’d brought newborn Rosie home from the hospital. Alan and I had put her cradle in our bedroom and I remembered lying awake at night, listening to her breathe, terrified that she would stop.

			It’s strange the way life echoes. Strange and terrible.

			When I felt confident Mom wouldn’t die in the next five minutes, I dug back into the bag and pulled out more of the folded prayers. Family trip to Florida was in there. So were three versions of I want Corinne to move home, from back in the days when my sister lived in Arizona. Someone to paint the house was among the more mundane wishes, along with A better car and I pray for my back to feel better.

			Some of them were a bit more vindictive. Mom had a history of suing people for just about anything, particularly if she herself had done something wrong and decided that pretending to be the injured party would get her out of it. There were negligent injury lawsuits and real estate lawsuits. When my grandmother had died, she’d ended up in a legal fight with her siblings over the will. As I dug through the God Bag, I found half a dozen notes wishing for victory over her enemies. Some of them were court cases but there were other, more petty disputes.

			Kill the raccoons. That one made me catch my breath with its cruel brevity. There had been raccoons on her property for ages. Sometimes they became brave and rooted through the trash or found a way into the garage and clawed at mouldy old boxes of things Mom should have discarded decades ago. For that, she had prayed for God to kill them.

			“Jesus Christ,” I whispered, staring at that single creased sheet of paper.

			I folded the raccoon-murder-wish again and tucked it into the God Bag. There were so many of them. The dates ranged over the course of many years. Nearly all the prayers had been written on white paper, but I was intrigued to find that some of them were red. No other colours that I could see, only white and red. I began to unfold the red ones.

			A kidney, said the first one. It had been written in black marker, the lettering somehow shakier than the others. Thick and blocky, though. Determined.

			My diamond.

			Annabeth.

			The cottage.

			Cosmo.

			I confess that at first none of them made sense to me, not because I didn’t understand the references but because they broke the pattern. Mom had fought uterine cancer years ago and during surgery the doctors had discovered that one of her kidneys had been badly damaged. I couldn’t remember the details, but I knew they’d had to remove it. Had there been damage to her remaining kidney? Had she feared she might need a kidney transplant, which would explain her wishing for one?

			About a dozen years before, she had lost her wedding ring on the beach in Florida, so that one made sense.

			Annabeth had been her closest friend for nearly forty years before they’d had a falling out and Annabeth had moved to New Mexico to be with her son and his family. Warm and funny, with a wicked sense of humour, I’d always loved Annabeth and had been sad to see their friendship destroyed. Shortly after she had moved to New Mexico, she’d had a bad stroke. Annabeth survived – as far as I know she was still in New Mexico – but the stroke damaged the language centre of her brain, making it virtually impossible for her to have an ordinary conversation. She could still write, though not with the eloquence she’d once had, and had sent letters to Mom several times. Whatever had happened between them, it must have been awful, because my mother never even opened those letters. She put them in the garbage.

			The cottage had to refer to the one up in Maine. My father had inherited it from his parents, but Mom had gotten it in the divorce – she said because we kids loved it so much, but we all knew it was just one way for her to hurt him. He had it coming, of course, but from that point on I could never feel completely comfortable there. When she’d reached her early seventies, Mom had started to falter financially. She made bad decisions, took risks, got into a few real estate deals with men she should not have trusted. Without telling us, she mortgaged the cottage until it was underwater, ended up in a court battle to try to save it. That would have been around 2009.

			Cosmo had been her dog. An adorable little terrier who mostly liked to sit on the sofa next to her with his head on her lap. She loved the little fellow, scratched behind his ears, fed him, even took him out for a stroll up and down the sidewalk in the days when she could still manage that without having to stop every twenty feet to catch her breath. A UPS truck had struck him. The injuries had been enough to kill him, but not quickly. When Mom had been told he might linger for days, she’d had to make the tough decision to put him down.

			I stared at the red prayers, trying to figure out what I found so odd about them. Yes, they were even more succinct than the wishes written on white paper. Instead of Save Cosmo, she had just written his name. Instead of Let me find my diamond and Help Annabeth get well, she’d written only My diamond and simply Annabeth.

			I started opening white prayers again and when I came to one that said A happy and healthy baby girl for Tom and Alan, I swore softly to myself. Obviously her wish hadn’t been the reason we had Rosie – Alan and I had wanted a baby, a family – but I had thought it was entirely a delusion when she had given herself credit. Yet some part of her dementia-stricken mind had remembered writing this prayer down, and she certainly had asked God for a granddaughter. No wonder she put so much faith in the ridiculous bag.

			I stared at that prayer again, touched by the kindness of Mom’s wish but also deeply frustrated by the way it had fed her constant need to be in control. I loved her, but her narcissism and passive-aggression had been poisoning that love since the day I was born. As I folded the paper and began returning the various wishes to the bag, the answer struck me – the reason the red prayers made me uneasy.

			How had she known?

			The red prayers had not been granted. If God really was out there listening to Mom’s prayers, able to read or intuit the wishes she placed into her God Bag, then he had ignored the ones on red paper. Actually, much worse than ignoring them, he had done the opposite of what she’d prayed for. You want your diamond back? No. You want to make peace with your best friend? She’ll move thousands of miles away and nearly die. You want your dog to live? How about I make him die in agony instead?

			Shuffling again through white prayers, I couldn’t have said if most of them had been granted, but there were certainly some that God or fate had granted her – that family trip to Florida, a better car, and a granddaughter. A happy life for me and my husband and our daughter. I wasn’t ready to credit Mom’s God Bag – or the existence of any deity – for our happiness, but the difference between the prayers written on white versus red paper seemed clear.

			I stuffed the others back into the bag, but I held on to a red one. Unfolding it again, I stared at the single word there – Cosmo. Beneath it, Mom had scrawled the date, as she had on all of the rest. The 12th of July, seven years before.

			I couldn’t breathe for a moment, staring at the date.

			Alan often teased me about how poor I’d always been at judging chronology. A vacation we’d taken ten years earlier would seem only a few years ago. I knew the year we’d married only because I had memorised it. Some dates stuck in my mind but that 12th of July wasn’t one of them – I might’ve been doing just about anything that day. The next day, though…

			The 13th of July was Alan’s birthday, and that particular year had been his best ever because that day we’d gotten the phone call that the agency had found us both an egg donor and a surrogate willing to carry our child. That was the day we learned we were going to have a baby, be a family.

			Our joy had been slightly diminished by the phone call I received from my mother that night telling me Cosmo had been hit by a truck, that he’d lingered for hours before she’d had the vet put him down.

			I stared at the red paper in my hand and the date on it. The day before Cosmo had been hit by the car. Why had Mom been so worried about him – worried enough to put a prayer into her God Bag – the day before he’d been hit?

			“She wrote it down wrong,” I whispered to myself. That had to be it. She’d simply gotten the date wrong.

			Her bedclothes rustled. Her legs jerked beneath the spread.

			“Put that back,” she rasped – more of a growl.

			I snapped my head up and met her eyes. She didn’t look at me, only stared at the red paper in my hand, the bag on my lap. Then she jerked forward, tangled in the sheets, spindle-legs bare as she crawled toward me.

			“That’s not yours!” she cried. “Not yours!”

			The mad look in her eyes made me think she didn’t recognise me, not in that moment. But maybe she did, and the fact I was her son didn’t matter at all. She thrust out a hand but out of reflex I jerked away from her.

			“Give it to me! It’s my God. Mine! Give me the fucking bag!”

			“Jesus, Mom,” I said, tucking the red prayer back into the bag and cinching the drawstring.

			She snatched it from me with more strength than I’d seen in her for months, then held it against her chest and collapsed at the end of her bed, chest heaving as she tried to catch her ragged breath. When she started to cough, I saw red-flecked spittle on her lips, hideously brown mucus that only hinted at the rot in her lungs.

			“I’m… I’m sorry…” she managed to wheeze.

			Exhaling, I began to reply, hoping to offer her some comfort, but then I saw her apology hadn’t been meant for me. She’d been speaking to the bag, holding it against her chest as if it were her only love. She’d gasped out her regret, but it had been offered to a faded faux-velvet sack instead of to the son she’d just shrieked at. She’d been talking to God.

			Her God, anyway. She’d made clear she didn’t think he belonged to me.

			I’d had enough for one day. Pointing out the sandwich I’d made for her, I waited for her to settle back under her covers, confirmed that she had the TV remote control, and made my departure. I needed out of there, away from the smell of cigarettes and my unbathed mother. I wanted fresh air to clear my head, but even when I had gotten into the car and driven away, windows open to let the breeze blow in, my mother’s screeching voice lingered, as did some of the things she had said.

			Get your own God.

			* * *

			Weeks passed. I visited every few days as her mind and body continued to deteriorate. The God Bag had vanished, though I knew it must be under the bed or in her closet. I thought about it often, usually in times when my own mind ought to have been quiet, out for a run or in the shower, but I didn’t search for it. Mom had been deeply upset when she saw me holding it, and I decided there was no point in agitating her further.

			But her words still lingered, as did the savage, desperate gleam in her eyes when she screamed at me to hand it over. And the prayers themselves, the folded scraps of red and white paper, and the dates. I never brought it up to Alan – he had lived with me through a lot of the pain my mother caused us both over the years, and now he watched as I had to process the war between empathy and resentment that was going on in my head. The last thing I wanted was to have him think I was losing my mind. What else would he think, after all, if I told him the dark thoughts I’d been having about the correlation between the white prayers and the red ones?

			But the dates on those paper scraps – the one about Cosmo and the one wishing Alan and I would give Mom a granddaughter – they made the back of my head itch, and late at night when I couldn’t sleep, sometimes they gave me a chill. I wondered about the other paper scraps, about what would happen if I matched the dates on the red prayers with the dates when she lost her diamond, or when Annabeth got sick, or when she’d lost her court battle up in Maine and the family cottage along with it. I wondered if I looked back far enough, if I could find earlier batches of notes from the God Bag, if I would find red paper scraps where she’d written down My marriage or My ex-husband. Had she chosen these things to sacrifice?

			The concept of a God who loves you unconditionally and doesn’t ask for anything in return except your faith and love – that’s a product of the modern world. Old gods – even the early Christian god – demanded offerings and sacrifices, blood rituals, slaughtered lambs. In the Old Testament, God told Abraham to murder his son in the name of the Lord. Abraham was about to do it, too, before God said, Hang on, Abe. I was just fucking with you. Did you really believe I wanted you to cut your child open and let him bleed out just for my entertainment, just to make me feel good about myself? To prove you love me? Yeah, okay, maybe I did want that, but now that we’re here and I see how sharp that knife is, I guess it’s enough that you, his father, were willing to murder him for me. And that Isaac will live the rest of his life knowing that. I guess that’s sacrifice enough… for today.

			And the Old Testament God was far from the only cruel, bloodthirsty, needy fucker. Most of those old gods – and demons, let’s not forget them – were happy to bring a little magic to your life, answer your white-paper prayers, if you had the right red-paper sacrifice to offer up in return.

			The more I thought about it, the more absurd the whole thing seemed. There were no gods, not in those ancient, violent days, and not today. My stress and anxiety had combined with a dying old woman’s dementia and obsession to turn simple coincidence into heinous divine intervention.

			On a Sunday afternoon, nearly a month after the incident with the God Bag, I went to spend a few hours with Mom. She found it difficult to concentrate on much of anything by then, but she always liked watching New England Patriots games, so I thought I’d keep her company. I figured she would ask me the same dozen questions she asked every time we spoke and I would give her patient answers, and then she’d ask them again and I’d be a little less patient, but I’d still indulge her. That was the way it had been going lately, and at least that day we would have the football game as a distraction.

			That was the plan, anyway.

			Just after one o’clock, I walked into her room. As usual, the volume on her TV had been turned up much too loud, but when I saw she was sleeping, I left it that way. Even over the blaring voice of the announcer and the roar of the stadium crowd, I could make out the guttural rattle of her breathing, shallower than ever.

			She lay with one skinny leg uncovered save for a thick purple woollen sock that bunched around her tiny ankle. The God Bag lay beside her, but its contents had been spilled onto the floor next to the bed, a small mound of white paper, sprinkled through with the occasional slice of red. I’d had my phone in hand, scanning Twitter for the day’s insanities, but now I set it on the nightstand, knelt by the pile of prayers, and began to sift through them.

			From the corner of my eye, I noticed a little pile of scrap paper to my left, as if it had fallen off her bed and slipped down beside the nightstand. I pushed my fingers into that space and pulled out a little stack, mostly white but a handful of red pieces, too. On her nightstand I spotted a stubby little pair of scissors and a few thin strips of the red paper, as if someone – the home health aide, perhaps – had indulged her by cutting it up for her, then scissoring off the uneven edges.

			A tightness formed in my chest.

			Shuffling through the mound on the floor again, I spotted only her old handwriting, back when she could still write in cursive and remember the dates. There was nothing new in that stack, at least not at first glance.

			I rose to my feet and stared down at her. The God Bag lay in a pile with a cigarette carton, a bag of fun-sized Milky Ways, and a faded pink sweatshirt stained with chocolate and Diet Coke and things she spit up when she couldn’t find a napkin close at hand. I stared at the bag. The drawstring was loose, the bag deflated so that it looked empty, but when I noticed the black Sharpie lying on top of the sweatshirt, I thought she might have written a final prayer.

			On television, the action halted. The referees huddled for a conference to see what penalties they felt like calling. In my mother’s bedroom, I reached for the God Bag and snatched it off the bed. As if sensing its absence, Mom groaned and began to cough in her sleep, breath hitching. Her lips, I noticed, had turned a deep blue.

			I reached into the bag and pulled out a scrap of paper.

			White paper.

			I unfolded it. Mom had used the Sharpie to write a sentence, and though the letters were poorly formed and some forgotten, I could make out her prayer. Want my mind back.

			The words, stark and jagged against the white paper, cut me open. My left hand rose to cover my mouth. Tears welled in my eyes and I lowered my head, the prayer dangling in my right hand before I let it flutter to join the rest of the old prayers on the floor.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “You didn’t deserve this.”

			She began to cough again, worse than before. I watched her strain to breathe. Simon and Corinne and I had agreed to co-operate with Mom’s wishes on this. Machines might keep her alive a bit longer, but by then she would have wanted to die. Thinking of my siblings, I realised I should probably call them. Mom might have months to live yet, but in that moment it certainly did not seem likely. She looked paler than ever, and though her cheeks reddened from coughing, her lips darkened and the bags beneath her eyes seemed to be turning blue as well.

			Gasping, Mom opened her eyes. I could see in them the profound shock of a woman who understood, truly, at last, that she was going to die. She had prayed to get her memory back, when what she ought to have prayed for was the ability to breathe freely. But it was too late for any of that. The years of oxygen deprivation had already done too much damage to her brain and lungs and circulatory system. How many mini-strokes or mini-heart attacks had she already had?

			“Mom,” I said. “It’s okay.”

			What else could I say?

			In spite of her panic and the blue tint to her skin, she spotted the God Bag dangling in my right hand and her desperation seemed to grow. Her fingers scrabbled at the bedsheet and she tried to reach out for me, or for the bag.

			“It’s okay. We’re all going to be all right,” I told her. “You shouldn’t have to be afraid to go. It’s okay.”

			I moved toward her, and my shoe pushed over the mound of prayers. I remembered today’s wish, that final scribble. She’d finally admitted to herself what had been happening to her, and she had turned to her old faith. I looked down at the pile now spread across the floor and saw the red prayers again, and the pattern returned to me. The method to her madness. The white prayers, and the red ones.

			Her coughing continued, but grew thinner. She managed to speak my name, and I decided the hell with it. I could not stand there and watch her die, no matter what Simon, Corinne, and I had agreed. That conversation had taken place in a time when none of us imagined we would be standing by her bedside when it happened. I couldn’t just stand there and keep telling her it was okay.

			“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m going to call an ambulance. You shouldn’t… I can’t just…”

			Words failed me. I felt the tears on my face. I reached for my phone.

			As I did, she made another weak grab for the God Bag. I wanted to scream at her, to tell her to forget it. No gods were listening to her. She was dying, and no amount of bizarre faith would save her. Her lunacy could not give her the oxygen she needed or fix her brain.

			She stared hungrily at the bag. A dreadful idea occurred to me, a sickness in my gut. I opened the bag and reached down inside. Yes, there was another prayer in there, a folded slip of paper. Even before I drew it out, I knew what colour that paper would be.

			Red, of course.

			I dropped the bag to the floor. When I unfolded the prayer, my heart filled with hatred. In her childlike scrawl, in thick black Sharpie, my mother had written my daughter’s name – the name of the granddaughter she had always wanted, the child whose birth had given her such joy. In exchange for getting her memory back, she had offered up Rosie.

			On the nightstand, my phone began to buzz.

			It was Alan calling me.

			On her bed, my mother’s eyes cleared. I saw her blink in surprise as her fear abated. She tried to get control of her breathing.

			“Mom?” I said.

			When she focused on me, I saw the recognition there. The calculation and intelligence.

			“Tom,” she said. “Help me up. Get the nebuliser and… look around… for my inhaler…”

			It seemed impossible, but I couldn’t deny what I saw in her eyes, the clarity and knowledge there. My phone had stopped buzzing, but only seconds later it began again, vibrating on the nightstand next to my mother’s overflowing ashtray. Alan was calling me again.

			I picked up my phone. Tapped to accept the call.

			“Hey, honey, I’m with my mom. Can I—”

			Alan cut me off, but I couldn’t understand a word he said. He wailed into my ear, catching his breath, trying to tell me. The only word I was sure I’d heard was “Rosie”.

			I looked down at the red prayer in my hand.

			My mother saw my face, looked at the letter, and the new clarity of her mind filled in the rest. I saw her understand what she had done, saw the moment of realisation, of horror.

			She tried to scream. Gasping, wheezing, face and lips darkening further, she reached for me and slid out of her bed, sprawling in the pile of red and white prayers.

			I ended the call with Alan. It wasn’t fair to him. He should have been able to share his pain with me. But I couldn’t give him that just yet.

			Numb, I slipped the phone into my pocket, turned, and walked out into the hallway. Once I’d left the bedroom, I couldn’t hear my mother’s struggles anymore. Not over the volume of the television set.

			Downstairs, I sat in the chair where she’d spent decades smoking herself to death.

			My mother had wanted to die at home, and I decided to grant that wish.

			All of her other prayers had already been answered.

		

	
		
			Caker’s Man

			Matthew Holness

			They keep asking me but I can only tell you that it wasn’t that kind of cake at all. It had no icing, and no candles. It really wasn’t a birthday cake in any way, no matter how much he insisted it was. But my mum took it from him nevertheless, and promised him we’d eat it that night, and agreed again that he’d been right in thinking it was my birthday. Then, when he’d finally gone, she tore it up and fed it to the birds in our back garden, and told the three of us we’d had far more to eat than was wise for small stomachs. I can remember Jamie and Connie being upset about that, but I wasn’t. They tell me that’s because I was the eldest and had to set the example, but the truth was I was glad about it. So glad that I even got up early the next morning to watch Mum, through my bedroom curtains, examining the lawn out back. Most of it was still there on the ground.

			We didn’t know his name. He’d lived across the road from us for the best part of a year, Mum said, before she’d ever even spoken to him. For us children, that was an eternity, and for the longest time he was just the back of a large, grey head in the window of the house opposite ours. Jamie would sit beside me, staring at the man’s strange, wild hair through our lounge window as we counted cars and burnt our arms by accident on the radiator, delighted in the secret knowledge that he could see nothing of us. Then I’d tell Jamie stories about the head, pretending it wasn’t him at all sitting there, but an ogre instead, or monster. Then my little brother would start to cry and Connie would rush in, upset by the noise, and I’d try my best to turn the head into something else.

			But still we’d watch it, knelt together on the sugar-stained couch our mum got to keep, studying the head and wondering why it never moved from that position, until one day the back of it opened up like a mouth with teeth and we ran into the kitchen, crying with fright. Then, because I was the eldest, I crept back to the window and saw it was a furred hat he’d been wearing, pulled forward to cover his face. And now it was up, and he was smiling at us, and waving, and I realised he’d been watching us all the time.

			It was Mum who suggested we visit him one day, having learned that his wife had died unexpectedly the month before. We’d never once seen her over there, however, not even in the days following that first signal to us, when he’d begun beckoning us over whenever we made eye contact. From that point on, I’d started to observe his house more closely from the safety of my mum’s bedroom, which was situated directly above our previous position in the lounge. I watched him on my own now, whenever Jamie and Connie played together on the far side of the house.

			I’d sit in my mum’s chair, peering at him through the hinged gaps in her three-way dressing mirror. At times he’d venture outside to water his front path or clip the hedgerows, and whenever he’d stop to glance up at my mum’s window, which he did frequently, I’d flinch back instinctively from her mirror, then slowly summon up the courage to move back. Whereupon, he would smile up again in my direction, wave his hand, then carry on calmly with his work. Meanwhile I would sit stunned, catching my breath and berating myself for not having kept still, yet relieved that the ordeal was over, and with little in the way of consequence.

			Mum felt guilty, I think, because we’d missed the funeral car entirely, and he’d apparently attended the service alone, putting a brave face on it, he said, their friends being too old to travel down and “pack her off”. So our mum took us out that afternoon to the florist in town to find him a nice bouquet, and when we pulled up outside our house that evening, she insisted we go over there to hand it to him in person. I begged her to let me stay in the car, knowing I wasn’t yet allowed to be alone at home by myself, but Jamie and Connie were still rowdy from the sweets they’d eaten, and insisted on going in with her. Besides, Mum explained, appealing perhaps to a burgeoning maturity she sensed in me, it would cheer the old man up to see some children.

			Before Connie had a chance to ring the bell, he’d opened the door from inside.

			“Are you hungry?” he asked, beaming at my sister with a wide grin.

			Connie, startled, looked up at Mum.

			“Well,” Mum replied, herself a little thrown, “we’re having tea in a while.”

			“We are indeed,” said the old man, making room for us to enter. “Come in, come in.”

			He stepped back into the darkness of his hall.

			I didn’t like his hair. It resembled a judge’s wig up close, made up of small, white frizzy curls with two strange corkscrew ringlets dangling down, past his ears. I hoped Mum would say no, but instead she ushered us in. I held back for as long as possible, until eventually she went in before me, her hands on Connie’s shoulders.

			“We can only stay a short while,” she said, and I wondered whether she was feeling as unsure about things as I was.

			“Come in, young man,” he said to me, almost sternly. As I stepped inside, he began humming an old-fashioned tune I didn’t recognise.

			There were no lights on in the house, but our eyes were young and sharp and I studied him closely as he beckoned me forward. His head was large and rectangular, with an unusually high forehead. His wide-set eyes were marked with broken vessels, and his flushed complexion seemed rather pronounced, as if the redness in his cheeks had been deliberately painted on. In certain places, too, his face looked like it had been dusted with a fine layer of powder.

			He reminded me of an illustration I’d once seen in a history book at school. It was an early newspaper caricature, from the days when men wore wigs, tailcoats and funny tight trousers. One of the figures depicted in this particular picture had frightened me. It was a gentleman of some kind, because he’d been dressed in a frock coat and smart buckled shoes, but his head was far too large for his body and was drawn like an ogre from a fairy tale.

			Although my teacher had done her best to explain that this was because the illustration was exaggerated and not a picture of a real person, I nevertheless dreamt about it for months afterwards, and in this particular context, being unable to distinguish between what was real and what wasn’t, the hideous figure from the book became as lifelike to me as anyone I’d ever met.

			My subconscious mind was dwelling on this when the old man’s eyes darted suddenly from Connie to me, and I had the uneasy impression he’d apprehended my thoughts. The motion of his head followed after, as though it were a separate entity, while his mouth remained fixed in that unnerving smile throughout our whole visit, entirely divorced from the expression above. His teeth were large and very white. Possibly false, I thought, although the neat, sizeable gaps between them looked very different from those I’d seen in other old people. In fact, they drew my attention so much that I almost failed to see his tongue was completely black.

			“Liquorice,” he said, sticking it out at Connie.

			“It’s a sweet,” I said, sensing she was frightened. “Like Black Jacks.”

			He smiled at me oddly, like his eyes didn’t mean it.

			“Shoes off, children,” Mum said. Dutifully we obliged, expecting the old man, like every other adult we’d ever met, to insist otherwise. But instead he merely nodded rather solemnly, waiting for us to remove them.

			“We came round to give you these,” Mum said, handing him the flowers.

			He took them without comment, and at first I thought he was struck with a sudden sadness, until I saw it wasn’t the flowers that were distracting him but Connie again, who was clinging to my mum’s dress in an attempt to balance herself.

			“We’re very sorry for your loss,” Mum added.

			“You are?” he replied, sounding surprised.

			I’d removed my shoes at last, and could feel the unpleasant touch of his cold, tiled floor beneath my socks.

			“We really can’t stay long,” Mum said.

			“In,” he replied, rather shortly, pointing to an open door beside us. “Through there.”

			Mum held Jamie’s hand, instructing me to take Connie’s.

			“You have beautiful children,” the man said, following us into what I knew to be the lounge immediately facing ours. “I watch them every day.”

			“Thank you,” Mum replied, taking the seat he was pointing her toward.

			“This one especially,” he continued, stepping between myself and my sister. “Such beautiful skin. Like porcelain.”

			He dumped the flowers on a small coffee table in the middle of the room, then placed both hands gently on my sister’s shoulders. He turned her around slowly to face him, as if she were a museum exhibit.

			“Do you know what porcelain is?”

			“No…”

			“They make dolls from it. Pretty dolls.”

			Connie smiled.

			“Would you like a pretty doll to play with, Connie?”

			“Yes, please,” she said, in a tone usually reserved for the family doctor.

			“Then I’ll send you one. A pretty doll for a pretty girl.”

			Mum looked like she was going to object, but remained silent.

			“I’m starving,” I said instead. “Can we go home?”

			The old man turned to me.

			“I imagine you’ll be wanting a pretty doll yourself, soon enough?”

			I don’t think I quite knew what he meant, but I didn’t like it.

			“How do you know my sister’s name?” I asked him coldly.

			“I know all your names. You’re very loud children. Shouting all day and night, upsetting my wife on her deathbed.”

			Mum glared at me from across the room, but I ignored her, my attention focused on the fact that there weren’t enough seats for us all, and Connie and I had been left standing, close by him. I had a suspicion he was about to pick my sister up and sit her on his lap, so I positioned her near me, beside the door, and sat down between them.

			“I’m sorry if they’ve been any trouble,” said Mum.

			“No trouble. She was a horrid snorer. Like a big pig.”

			He grinned at Jamie.

			“Actually, we ought to be going,” Mum said, suddenly checking her watch. Relieved, I stood up.

			“It’s past their tea time. I had absolutely no idea.”

			“So soon?” he said, signalling me to sit down.

			“Perhaps another day.”

			“I will hold you to that, Mrs. Ellis.”

			It was my father’s name.

			“Miss Radford, I mean. Slip of the tongue.”

			He poked his black tongue out again, this time at Jamie.

			“Come on, children,” said Mum, rising from her seat.

			“Before you go,” he said, waving her down again, “I have something for you.”

			He walked over to the bay window, winking at Jamie, and took three small paper bags out of an old tea chest. There was something inside each of them.

			“These weren’t touched.”

			He turned to face us, holding up the bags.

			“A slice of cake for every child. A gift, from my wife’s deathday party.”

			He emphasised the word, but unlike Connie, I didn’t find it funny.

			“You like birthday parties, don’t you?” he asked my sister, giving her another big smile from across the room.

			“Oh, yes!” she exclaimed.

			“Well, a funeral is the same thing. Only it’s a deathday party, instead. See?”

			He walked back, close to Connie, and held out one of the bags, too high for her to reach. Finally he let her have it, then looked at Jamie. My little brother stood, excited, and ran to him.

			“Wait your turn,” the old man said, pulling the bag away rather sharply. Then offered it to me.

			“No, thanks,” I said.

			His smile dipped a little.

			“More for Connie.”

			He handed my sister a second bag, then gave her the third as well. He glanced down at Jamie, who looked like he was about to cry.

			“Share.”

			Jamie nodded, then looked tearfully at Mum, who sat there in her chair, watching us and saying nothing. She looked shocked, like she did whenever she’d rowed with my dad.

			“Let’s go home,” I said.

			“Home,” the old man repeated, rolling up both shirt sleeves. “My, it’s hot in here, with all these excitable children.”

			His arms were covered with tattoos. The one nearest me resembled a mermaid, but turned into something else when he flexed his muscles. He did this subtly, I noticed, so only I could see. It became something like those pictures scrawled in the concrete tubes we used to play in at the park. When my parents were off having one of their fights.

			“Shall we arrange another visit soon?” he asked as my mum stood up again. I think she’d been sitting in something wet, because she kept feeling the back of her dress.

			“Just the two of us.”

			She straightened it downward, over her legs, and addressed me.

			“Toby, take them out and help them put their shoes on.”

			I nodded and moved Connie back toward the door, away from him.

			“Jamie. Come on.”

			My brother walked past the man without looking at him, and followed my sister into the hall.

			With both of them gone, the old man looked at me.

			“The new man of the house.”

			“Excuse me,” said my mother, edging around the coffee table in the direction of the door. He stepped in front of her, blocking her way.

			“I’m a widower, after all,” he said, his voice becoming noticeably louder. “And you’ve lost your husband. We might have a good deal of fun together.”

			“Let me through.”

			“You heard her!” I shouted, from behind. “Let her through!”

			“How about tomorrow?” asked the old man, stepping aside.

			“Stay by me, Toby,” said Mum, walking past him into the hall.

			“Tomorrow would be perfect,” he continued, following us out. “I have so many of my wife’s clothes to sort through, and I need a woman’s touch.”

			I rattled the handle of the door.

			“Would you like to try on some of my wife’s clothes?” he asked, behind us. “Before I burn them all?”

			“It’s locked,” I said, fighting panic.

			“That’s because,” he replied softly, “I have the key, here in my pocket.”

			Mum held out her hand.

			“Give it to me.”

			With an air of faint amusement, he reached into his trouser pocket, rummaged for a moment, then pulled out a small silver Yale key. He held it close to his chest.

			“Here it is.”

			Steeling herself, Mum reached out and grabbed it from him. Then inserted it into the lock.

			“I think you’d look attractive, wrapped up in my wife’s dresses.”

			It was the wrong key.

			“Or your porcelain daughter. A good many slices of cake and she’ll fill out rather nicely.”

			Mum whirled around, pulling Connie and Jamie close to her. I stepped forward, putting myself between her and the old man.

			He gave a comic sigh. “Wrong pocket.”

			He moved his hand over his flies and thrust it inside his other pocket. He rooted around again for a few moments, then drew out a second key, attached to a piece of grubby string. He dangled it before us, looking at my mum.

			I snatched it.

			As I handed the key to Mum, he reached out and pressed her stomach lightly with his hand.

			“Any more?” he said.

			Mum turned, unlocked the door quickly and pushed it open. As we stepped into the cold night, he adopted a friendly tone.

			“Thank you for the flowers. I’ll return the favour. Very soon.”

			Mum herded us over the road, into our drive. Behind us the man was muttering something to himself. Then he raised his voice and spoke to us, clearly.

			“I’ll send you a pretty doll. A slice of cake and a pretty doll.”

			He began to sing. The same strange, old-fashioned melody I’d heard earlier.

			“A slice of cake and a pretty doll,

			The Cake Man gave to me,

			A slice of cake and a pretty doll,

			Is all the life I’ll see.”

			Moments later we were back inside our house. I removed my shoes on our entrance mat, felt the familiar softness of our hall carpet under my socks and swung the front door shut behind me. As I did so, I glimpsed him, still watching us from his front doorstep.

			I locked him out.

			Jamie was irritable all evening and didn’t want his tea. I didn’t feel hungry either, so I gave him and Connie their baths and read them both happy stories to get them to sleep. Eventually they nodded off, and when I came downstairs again, Mum was busy examining the slices of cake he’d given Connie. They were stale and hard as rock, so she threw them in the bin.

			I left her watching television in the lounge and went up to bed with my stomach hurting like it used to whenever Dad came home. On the way to my own room I slipped into hers, which was unlit, and peeked through her dressing-room mirror to spy again on the old man’s house through the curtains. There were still no lights on inside, but as my eyes slowly adjusted to the surrounding darkness, I could just make out his grey head opposite, crouched down like a monster in his horrible lounge.

			* * *

			The next time he came to us. It occurred three nights later, not long after my mum had gone to bed. The front doorbell woke me from a dream, but I only rose and crept downstairs when I heard voices. My mum’s was the loudest – he didn’t shout at all, in fact – and she’d evidently been under the impression that it was a policeman at the door, because she sounded angry and was telling him to go home or she’d call them for real. He spoke to her politely and calmly, explaining he would do that very thing, only he wanted to give us the cake first, with her blessing, and she need only open the door for a moment so that he could hand it over. He insisted he was sorry about the other day and had been up all night baking it for us because nights were now unbearable for him. He grew sad at night, he said, and it was all he could do to keep from despairing over there in that lonely house, all by himself.

			Mum’s manner grew politer then, despite her obvious exhaustion, and she told him she’d accept it from him the following morning but not before. At once he became friendly again, almost jolly, and said he’d be over first thing. But he never came.

			We didn’t hear anything further from him for several weeks, and I saw almost nothing of him through the gaps in my mum’s mirror. Yet occasional deliveries were now left for him on his front doorstep. Supermarket carrier bags, stuffed full of shopping, which invariably disappeared whenever I’d leave the room to eat or relieve myself.

			We didn’t really talk about him. Mum grew distant whenever I brought the matter up and just said he was old and grieving and needed time to himself. But Jamie and Connie weren’t sleeping well. The garden was too noisy at night, Jamie insisted, and Connie began talking about a man who came into her room and sat at the bottom of her bed when it was dark. I was also experiencing bad dreams, along with the return of my stomach aches, and wondered if Connie was mistaking the old man for me, as the first thing I did upon waking and realising where I was, was to go through to their rooms and listen for the sound of them breathing.

			When my birthday came around, I received presents and a visit from my aunt, but nothing from Dad. Mum said his gift would no doubt arrive later that day, but I could tell she was upset. That afternoon, the doorbell rang for a second time and I rushed through to the hall, hoping his present had arrived after all. But when I opened the door, before me stood the old man.

			In his hands he held something vaguely resembling a brown loaf, wrapped in a fresh, striped towel.

			“Happy birthday, Toby,” he said, holding it out for me to take.

			I didn’t say anything to him, and I didn’t reach for his gift.

			“A birthday cake, Madam,” he said, looking at my mother, who, I was relieved to discover, had followed me from the kitchen. “For the master of the house.”

			“Thanks,” she said, taking it from his hands.

			Before she could shut the door, he began talking about the cake in some detail. How long it had taken him to bake and how thoroughly he’d perfected the recipe, working night after night, ensuring it was exactly right before bringing it over.

			The cake didn’t look perfect to me. Like I say, there was no icing on it, and no candles either. Mum pulled back the towel politely to take a look, and I knew from her expression that she too thought there was nothing remotely nice about it.

			“That’s kind,” she said, attempting again to close the door.

			“And I got the right day?”

			She hesitated, briefly.

			“Yes.”

			“How much of it will you eat, Toby? The whole cake?”

			He laughed loudly. I didn’t say a thing until Mum nudged my arm.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			He continued to grin at me, staring into my eyes, then finally turned back to her.

			“And I got the right day?” he said again.

			“You did,” Mother replied, swinging the door further shut.

			“And you’ll eat it today?”

			“Of course.”

			“Remember to share, young man. With your greedy brother and sister.”

			Mum closed the door on him and ushered me away, back toward the kitchen. Then she knelt down quietly on the carpet and carefully raised the flap of our bronze letterbox. She watched the old man walk back across the road and re-enter the house opposite. Then she stood up again and sniffed the man’s cake. I followed her as she took it through to the kitchen.

			“Are you going to cut it now?” I asked.

			“No, Toby.”

			She placed the cake on our kitchen top and unwrapped it from the striped towel. Then she dug her fingers inside it and tore it apart, dragging the sponge and sifting through the crumbling fragments.

			She gathered the remains inside the towel, took it outside into the garden and scattered the lot over our lawn. When she came back in, she dropped the towel in the bin and washed her hands with soap.

			When she looked over at me, I was crying.

			“Toby, darling,” she said, coming toward me. I wept into her jumper as she hugged me close. Jamie and Connie came down from upstairs, hearing me crying, and cuddled me as well, and then Mum made tea for us all. When nothing further came for me that afternoon, I went up to bed, trying hard not to be sad about my dad, and fell asleep above the muffled sounds of her crying on the lounge sofa downstairs.

			* * *

			The next morning I pulled back the curtains and watched her examining what was left of the cake on the lawn below. It was nearly all still there, the birds having hardly touched it, but when Jamie got up he said he’d heard someone in the garden during the night, and when I went out with Mum to look around we discovered a pair of muddy footprints on the compost sacks Dad had left under our side-window, which someone had evidently climbed up on to look in.

			“I hope you aren’t feeding my cake to the birds,” the old man said later that day, bending down to address us through our letterbox. We were sat around the kitchen table, picking at our food, and Mum was holding one finger over her lips to keep Connie and Jamie quiet.

			“No good for birds,” he said, rattling the bronze flap up and down with his fingers. I stood up then, Mum whispering at me to stop, but I ignored her and walked over rather more boldly than I felt, toward the kitchen door. At the far end of the front hall I saw his eyes staring in at me through the letterbox. Aware that I was watching, he raised his head so that I could see only his mouth.

			“I’ve baked another cake, Toby,” he said. “Let me in and I’ll give it to you.”

			“No,” I said.

			“Open the door, Toby. Let me in.”

			I heard my mother moving up behind me.

			“Go home,” I shouted, suddenly angry. “We don’t want your stupid cake.”

			The flap snapped shut loudly and the mouth disappeared. There followed a long silence, the gloomy atmosphere of the hall lit only by the sun’s final rays passing through the frosted glass panes either side of the door. I heard the muffled voices of Connie and Jamie close by and realised Mum had her hands clamped over their mouths.

			Then the letterbox snapped open again and something came flying through it onto the hall carpet. Mum hugged me close and told me to look after my siblings. Then silently she moved forward, by herself, into the hall.

			The object was an envelope, addressed to me. She recognised the handwriting and opened it. Then threw it back down almost immediately. She wouldn’t let me read it, not even later, when the police asked to see it. It was a birthday card from my father, apparently, sent in good time, but when I managed to glimpse some of the writing while they were checking the envelope for fingerprints, I saw something horribly familiar scrawled in the margin. It was the picture from the old man’s arm, and there were lots of other messages in funny handwriting too, which my mum told them wasn’t my father’s hand, and that’s all I ever knew about it.

			The police didn’t do much in the end, although the old man’s visits stopped soon afterwards. About eight months later we found out he’d died, alone in his house.

			I watched the van arrive to collect his body. It was a white transit, which surprised me, having expected, for some reason, a black hearse like the ones we’d occasionally drive past in town. They brought him out of the house in a bag and dropped him accidentally while lifting him into the vehicle. Mum said he had no relatives at all, and as nobody we asked knew what his name was, Mum searched through the local obituaries the following week, hoping to identify him. There were no accompanying photographs, but one entry referred to a former merchant seaman who’d later worked as a Punch and Judy man, while another described a retired council officer who’d once run a bakery business in the north of England.

			I grew quickly bored of Mum’s searching and was drawn instead to a picture on the opposite page which upset me; a photograph of what I took to be a local pantomime dame, despite it being summer, taken close-up through a funny lens. The face looked a little like the figure in my old schoolbook and I threw the newspaper out as soon as my mother was finished with it.

			Jamie, whom we’d hoped might forget our old neighbour completely, instead began to point every so often to the house over the road while singing an odd little song. He claimed he’d dreamt the melody up himself, but I recognised it as the one the old man had sung to us. Jamie called it ‘Caker’s Man’, a title Connie also adopted. Regrettably it stuck, and the old man slowly, despite my mother’s best efforts, became something of a permanent family memory.

			A few months later Jamie joined Connie at school for the autumn term, and the change in routine helped them both. I, on the other hand, was losing a great deal of weight and continuing to experience severe bouts of stomach cramps. I kept this largely to myself, but by December Mum had arranged for someone to come to our house, explaining initially that the lady was a babysitter. It soon became apparent to me, however, that she was also my carer.

			The arrangement made sense as we could no longer rely on my father’s payments, and instead Mum had to find a job with extra hours. In turn, this meant she was unable to collect us from school each day. Although I explained I was old enough to walk my brother and sister home, she wouldn’t let me do it, and soon we were being driven home instead by Lucy, a ginger-haired woman in her late twenties, who had pink, rosy cheeks and wore very bright clothes.

			She was funny and pretty, almost like one of Connie’s new ballerina toys. Lucy made our meals, supervised our homework hours and occasionally stayed the night when my mother was working out of town. She also used to make us shriek with laughter by driving so fast over bumps in country lanes that we’d get flung in a heap onto the floor of her Mini.

			Mum never told me why Lucy was really there, but one night when she was at work, Lucy took me aside and set down, on our lounge floor, a heavy and serious-looking grey binder. From it she removed several sheets of paper containing long lists of food types, which she asked me to tick in a particular order. She wanted to know which foods made me feel most ill. She also wished me to identify which of them made me physically sick, which was always cake. She said I had to draw that particular food over and over, so that eventually it wouldn’t make me feel ill at all. It didn’t matter if I couldn’t do it now, she said, reassuring me. She promised I would soon be able to, and that I’d be so happy with the pictures I eventually drew that afterwards I wouldn’t feel remotely sick at the thought of eating them.

			The night after, she stayed over again and did the same thing, talking to me alone while Connie and Jamie were both asleep, asking me to draw pictures of birthday cakes, insisting I would soon be adding nice things to them, like striped candles I liked. She said I could pick whatever crayons I wanted and colour them in like I had done when I was small. I remember wondering if she realised how old I was, and when I told her how silly that would make me feel, she laughed out loud, agreeing with me, but insisting I must do as she said.

			Not long after Lucy had begun staying over, I began to suffer a recurring nightmare not dissimilar to the one I had experienced when younger, only this one was more intense, taking place in an exact replica of our house. So convincing was it that whenever I woke up, I was never quite able to tell which house I was in.

			It always featured me and Connie, although my sister was much older in the dream. We were both in the house, but never together at the start. The ordeal would begin in my mother’s bedroom. The light outside was soft and dull in the dream, like a cold afternoon, making everything inside feel dark and heavy. There was a faint pinkish tinge to the sky, like a summer storm was approaching. I sat behind my Mum’s dressing mirror, watching the house opposite through the gaps between its reflective panes.

			After some time, and in complete silence, a car would draw up in the street outside. It was a strange looking car, made entirely of glass, so that I could see right through it. Some nights it looked different, more like an old-fashioned carriage from a fairy tale, but I was never able to make out its driver. Having pulled up outside the old man’s house, the car, or carriage, would wait there in silence for some time, completely motionless, until gradually I began to feel frightened. Then the front wheels would turn and the car would move across the road toward our home, pulling in somewhere directly below me. It was hard to know when it had completely vanished from sight, because the car became almost entirely invisible when it moved, save for reflections, usually of the house opposite, which rippled through it like a passing current.

			I would hear the front doorbell ring downstairs, and sense, soon afterwards, Connie running through from somewhere behind me. I would get up from my mother’s chair and leave her room, entering the upstairs hall just in time to see the back of my sister’s head descending the staircase ahead of me, but no matter how fast I ran I could never catch her.

			As I followed her into the front hall, I would glimpse something move from the frosted glass window beside the door, to hide, unseen, behind it. Connie and I would then stand in silence, watching the bronze letterbox intently. After a while the doorbell would ring again, followed by three loud knocks. We were both too terrified to answer, yet I was somehow aware that whoever was standing outside had a gift for me, and wanted me to let them in. I would start to dread the bronze letter flap opening, until suddenly I would hear three more knocks, this time from the rear of the house, and Connie would run through the kitchen behind me towards the door leading to our garden.

			I would follow her, not daring to call out, then catch again the sight of someone in the act of hiding themselves behind our house, only this time its shape appeared to float downward from the roof, passing the horizontal window above the doorframe, to land somewhere immediately behind. The little I could make out as it vanished from sight vaguely resembled a human face, only one that was unnaturally large and brightly coloured, like a party mask.

			As Connie and I stood before the garden door, dreading the knocks we knew would come, behind us we would suddenly hear the unmistakeable sound of our front door swinging open. Then I would turn and see, set in the exact centre of our hallway carpet, a perfectly round birthday cake.

			Realising I’d forgotten about Jamie, and that it must be he who’d opened our door, I would suddenly be gripped with a swift and terrible anxiety, and the dream would reach its inevitable conclusion as I crept reluctantly over to the cake, which was coated with sugared icing and decorated with pink and yellow candles, and plunge my fingers inside, tearing the whole thing open. And there I would find the mouth buried within, and the two rows of small white teeth set together in a smile. And as they fell away beneath my fingers, I’d recognise them as Connie and Jamie’s baby teeth, and know that the cake had been made from my brother and sister.

			* * *

			“Try this one,” Lucy said one afternoon, leaning down beside me and holding the plate of brightly coloured fairy cakes beneath my chin. Most of them had gone already, with Connie and Jamie now looking rather ill, having gorged themselves the second Lucy had prised the plastic lid from her pink Tupperware container. She had enjoyed bringing them out, declaring the dinner she’d accidentally ruined had been saved after all.

			I think that was the first time I noticed she looked different to how she’d appeared when I’d first met her. It was hard to tell exactly, and it was only when I pictured Connie’s precious ballerina dolls that I realised she no longer quite resembled them in the way she once had, but she seemed a little fuller than before. Her make-up was also different, with her face even pinker now, both cheeks noticeably redder, as if she’d been painting the colour on. Her lips looked much thicker too, and were no longer pleasant to look at, forever smeared from constantly kissing me.
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