
    [image: Cover: Night & Day: A Saga Double/A Horror Anthology, Edited by Ellen Datlow. Dreadful Dark: Tales of Nighttime Horror, by Nathan Ballingrud, Pat Cadigan, Stephen Graham Jones, Josh Malerman… and others. Merciless Sun: Tales of Daylight Horror, by Brian Evenson, Rachel Harrison, Priya Sharma A. C. Wise… and others.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Day: Merciless Sun: Tales of Daylight Horror, Edited by Ellen Datlow. Saga Press. London | New York | Toronto | Amsterdam/Antwerp | New Delhi | Sydney/Melbourne.]







Contents

Preface

The Bright Day | PRIYA SHARMA

    Faire | RACHEL HARRISON

    Trick of the Light | BRIAN EVENSON

    One Day | JEFFREY FORD

    The Wanting | A. T. GREENBLATT

    Hold Us in the Light | A. C. WISE

    Dismaying Creatures | ROBERT SHEARMAN

    Bitter Skin | KAARON WARREN

    Cold Iron | SOPHIE WHITE







Preface

An interesting thing about horror that takes place during the day is that it upends our expectations. We’ve been led to believe that light is good and dark is evil, and violating that belief suggests that something has gone wrong with our understanding of the natural order.

In addition, sunlight gives us a false sense of security because with 100 percent visibility, we must be safe, right? Evil is banished in the light of the day, right? After all, vampires sleep during the day. We’re fooled into thinking nothing can harm us if we can see it. The dissonance is starkly revealed when horror takes place in the light and that light illuminates the ugliness and gore in shocking detail and clarity.

We’re used to seeing monsters come out at night, but what if there is something inherent in the day that brings those monsters out then, in full daylight?









THE BRIGHT DAY [image: ] PRIYA SHARMA


The air was still cool from the night but it wouldn’t last. Mel finished putting the chickens away in the shed and locked the door. When she turned, she saw the figures moving high on the slope beyond the electric fence.

“Andy!” She ran for the house, up the steps, and through the open door.

Andy heard the alarm in her voice and was already pulling on his boots. He took a rifle from the rack.

“What is it?”

“There are people out there. I think one of them is a child.”

Mel grabbed the goggles from the hook by the door. She’d need them when the sun came up.

There were three of them outside the perimeter. A man carrying a child and a woman who trailed after them. The wiry man eyed the fence. He put the limp boy, who must have been about ten, down at his feet. Then he picked up a stone and threw it at the fence. It sparked.

“Hey, mate,” the man called. “My name’s Eddie. We need your help. We’ve been walking all night.”

Andy didn’t move.

“A group of us camped out by the next town, back that way. Do you know it? We were attacked. We had to split up and run. My son was hurt.”

The boy groaned.

Mel looked to Andy. The nearest town was a long way off, a place where sand filled up the rooms. They must have walked all night.

“Please. You can’t leave us out here.” The man pointed to the sky. “The sun’s coming up.”

Mel put a hand on Andy’s arm. It had been such a long time since they’d seen a child. Another life, when she was a teacher. It had been a long time since they’d seen anyone at all, in fact. Andy tried to keep Mel away when people came, begging to be let in. He didn’t look at Mel, but he could still hear her crying.

He’d stopped clearing the sun-scorched bodies away at sunset, letting her see them. That would be us if we let everyone in. I’m only doing this to protect us.

This was different. There was a child.

“Andy.”

The man seized his name. “Andy, mate, come on. Please. Your wife, she’s kind. So are you. We won’t be any bother and we’ll leave at sunset. Please, Andy, for my boy. His name’s Josh.”

“Who attacked you?” Andy didn’t move.

The man looked up at the sky. They could see his features more clearly now in the grey dawn. The woman had come closer. She was tall and large-boned. Her dazed, blank face bore an old scar that ran down her left cheek to her chin. Her arms dangled uselessly by her sides.

“Sunbathers.” A comical name for the Sun Cultists who exposed themselves in brief bursts to their deity. They bore the stigmata of their worship. Leathered bronze skin, marked by tattoos and melanomas. “They took everything we had when they realised that none of us was their Messiah. They said if we converted, they’d let us live.”

The Messiah. A being who embodied the Sun itself.

“So why didn’t you?” Andy asked.

Sunlight was creeping down the dry, cracked earth of the slope. The scrub had burnt up long ago. The sand lizards would be out soon, their blood excited by the heat.

“Because this is Britain, and we are free.”

“This was Britain.”

“They’d make us slaves. You’ve got solar stills. I can see them. Just a little water and shade. That’s all we want.”

Andy started to walk back to the house.

“Please.” It was the woman. “Please. My son.”

“Andy.” Mel ran after him. “Please.”

They had rules. The rules were why they were still alive.

She gripped his forearm. He shoved her hard with a flat hand, high up on her chest, and she landed in the dust, shocked. His touch had never been anything but gentle before.

“He’s just a boy. He’ll die. They’ll all die.”

Mel couldn’t see the man she’d fallen in love with. His gentle expansiveness had died when he shot the dog. He was terrified. It had crystallised into something hard and cold. Mel couldn’t keep her fear of him from her face.

Andy put out a hand to help her up. She took it, not wanting to argue or cry while Eddie was watching them.

“Just until sunset. Then they’ll be on their way.”



Mel reactivated the fence once they were inside. Andy kept the rifle trained on the family as they walked up to the house.

“Thank you, mate. Thank you, Andy,” Eddie kept saying.

Andy motioned with the rifle for Eddie to sit in the corner. The boy, Josh, was on his knee. The woman stood apart from them. Something was wrong with her besides thirst and fatigue. Her eyes were glassy.

“You’re making me nervous, Andy, mate.”

“I’m not your mate.”

Mel filled a cup with water and slid it towards Eddie, stepping back out of his range. He gulped it down. Eddie put down the empty cup and pushed it back to Mel. Once refilled, he trickled some onto Josh’s lips. The child moaned and sat up. Mel filled another cup and passed it to the woman.

It would soon be time to lower the blinds. The light was rising. The woman’s face was slack, her lips dry and cracked.

“Could my son have a bed?” Eddie asked. “He needs to sleep. Maybe some food later. You have food. You look well-fed.”

“Shut up.” Andy kept the gun pointing at Eddie. “Put him on the table and then sit back down.”

The man complied.

“I’ll put him on the couch next door.” Mel picked him up. He was a feather in her arms. She turned to the woman. “Is that okay?”

The woman nodded and made to move but Andy said, “You stay right there.”

“He’ll be safe, I promise. He’ll just be in the next room.”

Mel took him through and covered him with a light blanket. Before she lowered the blackout blind to protect him, she saw the line of light hit the compound, a relentless tide.

She missed the temperate sun. They’d worked abroad in their younger years, Andy in engineering and her teaching, in Thailand, Hong Kong, and Japan. She missed children, humidity, and other people.

Mel went back to the kitchen. The woman had taken a seat beside Eddie. He’d finished another cup of water and was talking.

“Is it just the two of you here? It must be lonely.” He couldn’t keep the avarice from his voice.

“We like it.”

“That’s not very friendly, is it? You have an embarrassment of riches. You could spare some.”

“I’m not your friend.” Andy was impassive in a way that meant his hackles were up. Mel could tell that he was regretting letting them in. Better to leave them out to fry, or to the lizards.

The sun was hitting the windows, the glare unbearable. Mel turned on the lights and closed the kitchen blinds. “We should eat,” she said, to no one in particular.

“Feed them first. No cutlery. We’ll eat later.”

“Did you make this?” Eddie asked as she passed him a thick slice of bread and butter. He took a bite. “It’s good.”

“Would you like some?” Mel willed the woman to speak. She longed to hear another woman’s voice. “I’m Melanie.”

The woman held out her hand.

“What’s your name?” Melanie asked.

“Olwen.” It came out as a whisper.

“I’ll get you some.” Mel crossed the room, back towards the countertop by the door.

“You’re quite cosy here, aren’t you?” Eddie’s gaze landed on the closed blind, as if he could see through it.

Andy opened a slat to look out, the rifle still pointed towards the far corner where Eddie and Olwen sat. Then he darted across the room, ushering Mel out ahead of him. “Outside, now!” Then he backed out after her.

Andy dropped to one knee on the veranda and aimed at Josh’s back, but it was too late. The boy was beyond the gun’s reach and had already thrown the switch for the fence and was letting the other men in.



There was no time. The baying men were closing the ground between them and the house. Mel could hear laughter from the kitchen. They ran, although they weren’t dressed for daytime. They ran, even though they had no water. The men shouted and whooped.

Andy ran fast, pulling her along. They paused between the small complex of outbuildings.

“I’ll draw them. Double back around the chicken shed and run up to the gate.”

And then?

“Not without you.”

“I have the rifle. Go!” He gave her a push. There was no time. Not for anything. “I’ll follow you.”

From the cover of the barn he picked off the man at the back. Then the one headed in their direction. He fired a few shots, trying to herd them towards the house, to give Mel a better chance.

“I’m staying.”

“They’ll kill me and they’ll rape you. They’ll never let you leave. Go!”

Mel ran uphill to the gate, not daring to look back. A dust cloud rose around her. One of the men turned and saw her. He gave chase, but Andy’s shot rang out. He dodged it by throwing himself to the ground. It was enough for Mel. The power to the fence was still off. She was through the gate and headed up the side of the hill. More shots rang out. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They were supposed to die together from old age in their sleep, holding hands.



It was over when Andy ran out of bullets. There were too many to fight off. When they finished giving him a beating they dragged him, wrists bound, onto the veranda. He sat quietly after that, gathering himself. The front door screen banged, followed by slow deliberate footsteps. Andy looked up.

“You.”

“Yes.” Olwen. She sat on her haunches before him. “Me.”

Olwen’s men stripped those that Andy had killed. There was a skirmish over a shirt. The two dead men lay naked in the dust. The boy, Josh, poked at their staring eyes with a fork until he was chased away. The ground was too hard for digging graves, so they were set on fire.

Olwen had found Andy’s wide-brimmed hat and had stuffed a large kitchen knife into her belt. It was a point of bright promise in the shade. She had grown in stature, transformed from the dull, cowed creature in the kitchen. Her gaze was as sharp as the knife.

“Andy, I’m going to take you out to where Mel can see you, and you’re going to shout to her. Tell her everything is going to be okay and that she needs to get out of the sun. She won’t have long out there. I reckon she’ll be dead by noon. You don’t want that now, do you?”

“She’s long gone. You won’t catch her. We’ve got gear hidden out there.”

Andy wished it were true. All his preparation, and he hadn’t prepared for this.

Olwen tilted her head. Close up, Andy could see the variegated moles on her face. It didn’t matter. Despite skin cancer, she’d still outlive Andy.

“That might well be true, but she’s tenderhearted, your wife. She’ll stay, as long as you’re alive.”

“You already have something more valuable than her.”

“What?”

“Look at this place. Solar panels, stills, hydroponic sheds. Chickens. Me. I maintain all this tech. It’ll keep you fed and watered all your life.”

“I would really like you to be one of my boys but I think you’ll be much more obliging with your wife tucked up here, all snug.” Olwen pulled the knife from her belt and started to clean her nails.

Then she got up and pulled Andy out into the sunshine and tied him to the post in the yard. She cut off his clothes with the kitchen knife. Andy’s skin was pale, unaccustomed to the light. Some of Olwen’s boys watched, sly looks passing between them. They had seen this before.

“This is your chance to save her. Go on, give her a shout.”

“No.”

Olwen went into the house and came out with a poker.

“I’m going to leave you out here to have a think about things.”

She wrote in large letters in the dirt: COME DOWN OR HE DIES. Then she went back into the shade.

Eddie came out and picked up the poker and turned it over in his hands, testing its weight. Then he prodded Andy with it.

“Stop it.”

Eddie ignored him. He hit Andy’s shins with it. An experimental blow, not hard enough to break bone. Pain shot up and down his legs and bright lights burst in his vision.

Eddie hadn’t finished. His gaze lingered on Andy. He used the tip of the poker to lift Andy’s genitals, inspecting them and letting them drop. Andy closed his eyes, humiliated.

“Hey, get out of the sun, you daft sod,” Olwen called.

Eddie, surprised as he’d not noticed Olwen on the veranda, dropped the poker as he darted away. It landed in the dust with a thud.



The rocks at the crest of the hill were bleached white as bone. They gave Mel cover from the house below, but not shade. She could see anyone coming after her and would have time to run. Not that there was anywhere to run to. Or that she’d be able to run for long in the heat. When she looked out, all she could see was the plateau of stones and skeletons.

She had one thing to be thankful for. She had left the goggles hanging around her neck. She put them on and switched them to day mode. It was nearly 8:00 a.m. and the sun was blazing.

Mel lay on her front. As a child she’d sunbathed, lying on a blanket beside her mother, both of them plastered in copious amounts of factor 50. The heat soaked her, and her stomach clenched with the pleasure of it. She remembered the long grass of the field. The green of her dreams. Or she thinks she remembers it. When does memory get mixed up with imagination? Sand and scavengers were all that remained of England.



Andy had been brought back to the safety of the porch. He was dumped before Olwen. His skin was red and sore. It hurt to move. After he vomited, Olwen gave him water. She helped him, holding the cup to his lips. He was grateful. It was pure and sweet.

“Can we kill some chickens?” Eddie asked Olwen.

“How many are there?”

“About twenty.”

“Only two then. But not the cockerel.”

He went to turn, but then stopped. “Which one is that?”

“The one with the flapping red thing on its head.”

“Okay.”

She sighed as he went off. “He’s keen but his education is sorely lacking.”

“Why do they follow you?”

She leant forward in the chair.

“Because I keep them alive. And I’ve picked my boys for a reason. You see, I was like you once. Before all this I had a husband and a son. A job. Then afterwards I was, what’s the right term? A sex slave.”

Andy’s skin was on fire. He wanted to writhe on the floor and rub it all off. He didn’t care about what happened to Olwen. There was a time when he would have, but not now. He tried to conjure that other Andy.

“I’m sorry, Olwen. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. How did you escape?”

“Divide and conquer, using everything I had. Sex, lies, manipulation. Eddie was one of my captors. You don’t have to wield the knife when the time comes. You just need to put it in the right hands and say the right words. Not that I haven’t killed lots of men myself. Anyone that I couldn’t bend to my will.”

“I can be useful to you. I can keep this place running.”

“What makes you think that we can’t? Shout to Mel. Tell her to come home.”

Andy would do anything to stay in the shade, but not that.

“She’s gone.”

“No, she’s somewhere around here. Close, but not close enough for us to find her in daylight. She won’t last long. Which is a shame because women are as precious as water.” She stood up. “I’m putting you back out. This is your last chance to save yourself. Remember, Andy, you’re just a man, and I have plenty of those.”



Mel wasn’t wearing a watch. Time escaped her. The only way she could mark it was from Andy’s lengthening shadow. She’d dialled up the tint on the goggles but by noon it would be too bright to see anything, even with them. Not that it mattered. She’d be dead by then.

Andy’s skin, which was pale under her hands, was now florid. It had started to burn and blister in places. He’d kept his eyes shut. That they kept pulling him back onto the veranda for shade and water intermittently gave her hope.

The exposed parts of her burnt in sympathy with him. What had started as a stinging sensation was now a forest fire. She was dimly aware of the onset of heatstroke as the sun climbed higher. It glowed white in the sky.

Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She was nauseous and dizzy. Her head pounded. The heat shimmered in waves on the land.

I should go down, she thought, but couldn’t move.

The men were dragging Andy back to the post. He was going to die. The reprieves were only prolonging his suffering. Her earlier kindness was killing him. Her weakness was killing him, but still she couldn’t move. What was the worst they could do to her?



The sand lizard was dancing for Mel. It raised one foreleg and the opposite hind one, then swapped over. When the sand got too hot even for this, it would burrow. Then she would be in trouble.

The sand lizards had thrived in this environment, mutated by solar rays and their blood energized in the heat. They’d swelled in size and were omnivorous.

A wild dog had followed Mel and Andy at a distance on their journey to the compound. Andy had tried to befriend it with water and scraps of food but the mangy animal growled if he got too close. It trailed them across the biblical landscape of wildfires and dust storms. Even the rocks were beaten into submission.

They’d been woken one morning after only a few hours sleep by the sound of barking and then whimpers. When they’d opened the tent flap the dog was lying on its side, panting. The sand lizards nestled against its abdomen in a mockery of suckling. There were at least half a dozen of them, with more snapping and jostling for a share. They fled when Andy fired the gun. The dog’s abdomen spilled its intestines. Andy put the next bullet in the dog’s head. Mel put a hand on his arm, knowing what that cost him, but he turned away.

The sand lizard eyed Mel. Its flanks were vivid green. At least one thing in the world was that colour, even if it was temporary. That was good for her. It meant mating season. They were no longer hunting comrades but mating rivals. A large pack of them would kill her.

The lizard’s tongue darted in and out, tasting the air. Mel lay still, ignoring the dust in her throat and nostrils. She stifled the urge to cough. It inched closer. Its reptilian scales repulsed her. Those claws that would find her soft underbelly. Her throat raged with thirst. She wished she’d taken a last drink of water when she gave some to the boy and the woman. Soon she wouldn’t just be playing dead.

The lizard advanced. Its forked tongue flicked at her forefinger. She willed herself to be still. She’d only have one chance.

Bold, funny, dancing lizard. When it came close, she snatched at it, grasping its leg, not caring that it tried to bite her. It became a length of pure muscle. The strength in its twisting, thrashing body was equalled only by Mel’s desperation. She flipped it onto its back and flung herself onto it.

A pause would undo her, so she didn’t allow herself the luxury. She sank her teeth into its throat. The animal went wild, bucking under her, but she bit down. Pulsing, hot blood flooded her mouth. She kept drinking long after the lizard lay still.



Olwen licked her forefinger and held it up. The rising wind made her coat flap. The sky had changed, waves of green and purple.

“Best get inside, Andy.”

She took a handful of his hair and raised his head. His face was a violent shade of red, his body worse. Some of his extensive blisters had burst. Olwen put her ear close to his mouth and listened. No breath. She let his head drop. No matter. It was a shame about the woman, though.



Mel crawled on her belly to where she had a better view of the compound. She wiped the goggles with her sleeve. All the men had gone inside, leaving Andy stripped and tied to the post. He wasn’t moving. His skin was livid and blistered. Raw. She couldn’t see his face, as his chin was on his chest.

She should’ve gone down there when she saw the message in the sand. Why hadn’t she? She should have submitted. They might both have survived.

The meter in the goggles’ peripheral vision was flashing a warning of an incoming solar storm, not that she needed it. Mel could see the sand lizards digging for their lives, burrowing to wait it out below ground. Maybe she should be following their example, but it was too late for that.

The storm had arrived. The sky was alive with it, a glory of colour. Mel had never seen such a show. No wonder ancient races fell to their knees in awe.

Closing her eyes and drifting into a wakeless sleep wasn’t an option. She would be scoured by the sun itself. To end like this enraged her.

The storm blew out the transformers. A fire started at the back of the house, which contained the machinery of their survival. The electric fence fizzled with light and then died. Mel’s goggles went blank, their circuits disrupted. She threw them away when they sparked.

The colours were falling to earth and she was whipped by the wind. Blinding light penetrated her closed eyelids. The storm lifted her. Particles of sun hit her in waves. The pain was searing. It filled her. Every atom buzzed. Her molecules realigned. Her cells illuminated.

The storm dropped her back onto the sand and moved on. It left a stillness in which she was aware that she was shaking and panting. She raised her arms before her. They were blistered and raw. She was bright. As bright as the sky. Mel was remade of light.

The desperation and resignation were gone. Blazing fury remained. She sat up. The sand lizards had come out, the enmity of the mating season forgotten. One of them came close and snapped at her. She put out a hand and the air between them rippled and sprang. The lizard was flung into the air and exploded. Its meat landed heavily to be devoured by its comrades.

Mel strode down the hill. The fence wasn’t an impediment. She wouldn’t have to scale it. Even still electrified, it wouldn’t have mattered. She tore a hole in it at a distance with the flick of her fingers. The edges of it glowed white-hot, but that didn’t trouble her. She stepped through. The sand lizards followed, hoping for more carrion in the wake of this greater predator.

Mel stopped in the yard to look at her husband. Andy would’ve cried if he’d been alive to see her. She was golden and glorious. She was as merciless as the sun.

The fire had been extinguished and black smoke bellowed from it. Mel heard raised voices from inside. She put out both hands and the front of the house collapsed. She picked off anyone who ran. Then she set to work on those hiding within.

It was 10:00 a.m. and the sun was still climbing. It was going to be a bright day.
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The sun rises over the castle gate, hovering between the turrets, a bright tyrant, the true king. A bead of sweat tickles the back of my neck. It’s going to be a hot one, and I’m dressed in velvet. I know what lies ahead of me. Humidity. Perspiration. Old English.

“Good morrow, lords and ladies!”

“Oh, Christ,” I whisper to Gabby, clutching her arm.

She bats me away. “It’s going to be a long day if that’s your attitude.”

She’s right, as per usual. I lean over the stroller to peek at Leah, who appears vaguely amused by the pageantry. At two, she’s in the early days of a princess obsession. I’m trying to be a supportive honorary auntie, but dating postdivorce has turned me into a wicked cynic and it’s proven difficult to read her fairy-tale bedtime stories without rolling my eyes so hard they fall out of my head. I can’t even pretend to take it seriously.

When Gabby invited me to come along on their family trip to the Merrywood Renaissance Faire, I originally declined.

“It’ll be like immersion therapy,” she’d said. “Let go of all the bullshit of the last few years and let yourself play along. Not every fantasy is a trap.”

“You sure about that?” I’d asked.

Unfortunately, the reason I decided to come today is further proof that there’s no such thing as a happily ever after. I look over at Sean, and he’s looking back at me. Gabby’s not paying attention. She suspects nothing.

“ ’Tis a pleasure to welcome you to our kingdom,” bellows the middle-aged man in the town crier getup, an excess of feathers sticking out of his already ridiculous hat.

“Now I know where all the drama-club kids are put out to pasture,” I say.

“Everything’s a joke to you,” Gabby says, swatting at me again. But Sean laughs. Of course he laughs.

“This is why you asked me to come, Gabs. I’m a good time. The good time.”

“Yeah, yeah. Alright.”

“I’m being a good sport. Doing the dance, playing along. I put together the most medieval ensemble I could find in my closet. I’m wearing velvet in July.”

“You are,” she says, giving me the up-and-down. She opens her mouth, and I anticipate a crack about my outfit because it’s Gabby and ever since she moved to the suburbs and had Leah, she’s become a bit of a pearl clutcher. I’m on the precipice of a witty retort when she pulls out a map of the fairgrounds and changes lanes. “Where should we start? Are we hungry? There’s a donut stand…”

“Ye olde donuts,” I say. “What do you think, Leah? You want some ye olde donuts?”

“Yeah!” she cheers, waving her cute little toddler fist.

“Here, we say huzzah,” Gabby says. “It means hooray.”

“Huzzah,” Leah says sheepishly. Trying it on.

“Huzzah!” Sean says, lifting Leah out of the stroller. He tosses her up in the air. “Huzzah!”

She giggles like crazy. He catches her and she settles into his arms, nestles her face into his chest. Watching them together does something to me, sets off a chemical reaction—baking soda and vinegar, frothing up my insides. It could be guilt, should be guilt, but I really don’t think it is.

“Okay,” Gabby says. “So, we’re going to make a right up here onto Forrest Lane.”

I look over her shoulder at the map. “This place is huge. I had no idea.”

“It’s the biggest Ren faire in the Northeast,” she says in a tone that implies that this is common knowledge. “Sean, are you good to carry her? It’s early.”

“I’m fine,” he says.

“Fine,” Gabby says, tucking the map into her back pocket. She pushes the empty stroller across a patch of grass. “This way.”

We follow Gabby onto a dirt pathway. It’s early, but it’s already crowded. Everyone’s in costume. There are knights and maidens, wizards and witches, pirates and pixies. I spot a Tinker Bell, which… to each their own. A lot of flower crowns, corsets, cloaks, chain mail, wings. It’s difficult to make the distinction between who works here and who’s just an enthusiastic guest. It’s like a very specific Halloween parade. Sarcasm aside, I admire the dedication.

And I’m impressed by the production value of the place. It’s not Disneyland, but the facades are incredibly detailed. We pass a stone pub with actual vines growing up the side. An entire row of Tudor-style shops. I’m beginning to understand the price of admission.

“Captain Chocolate’s cheesecake on a stick,” Sean says. “Just like they had back in the olden days.”

I snicker. Gabby huffs.

“You make fun of it all you want; by noon you’ll both be gnawing on turkey legs and speaking the King’s English.”

“Hear ye, hear ye,” I say. I turn to Leah; her mouth and eyes are wide in awe. “What do you think so far? Do you like the Renaissance faire?”

She nods, sticking her fingers in her mouth like she does when she gets overwhelmed.

“What do you want to do today, Lee? See a show? A joust? That’s when two knights ram each other with sticks,” I say. I elbow Gabby. “That sounded a little more salacious than intended.”

“Sure,” she says. “Sure.”

We’ve been friends since we were Leah’s age; she knows me better than anyone. She could read my mind if she wanted, if she weren’t so distracted trying to find donuts. If she were to turn around and look at me now, really look, she’d know. Did you meet someone? Did something happen? Spill.

A tiny finger taps my shoulder.

“Yes, Miss Leah?”

“I want dat,” she says, pointing to a conical hat with ribbons flowing from the top.

“Ask your mom and dad,” I say. “If they say yes, I’ll get it for you.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Sean says.

“You spoil her,” Gabby says.

“Well, I’m not having kids. Leah is my only hope to make sure I’m not getting abused in the home when I’m old,” I say. “This is an investment.”

“Get her the hat, then,” Gabby says.

I look to Sean. He smiles at me. Nods.

“Okay, then. Huzzah,” I say, taking Leah from his arms and approaching the stand selling the hats. “Which one?” I ask Leah.

“The pink one!” she says, clapping.

“Ah, a marvelous choice, young princess,” says the seller. He’s dressed sort of like Robin Hood, which is appropriate because he’s about to rob me. The hat is sixty dollars. I pay, and it’s worth every penny to see Leah’s face light up when I place it atop her tiny head. Sean snaps pictures of her, takes a video. Leah then insists on watching the video, tittering in delight as Gabby and Sean bicker about screen time.

We find the donuts. We get a box and some apple cider, eat at a picnic table under the shade of a giant oak tree. Still, the sunlight bleeds through the leaves, patches illuminating stains on the table, ants crawling around seeking crumbs, a rogue thirsty wasp that has Leah on edge. Sean assures her it’s fine.

“Just ignore it,” he tells her, so sweet and reassuring.

Practical advice. Impossible advice.

Just ignore it.

Alone in the kitchen last night, after too much wine at dinner.

Just ignore it.

Hot breath whispering promises of it staying between us. Is it foolish to think that I can keep this secret? That he can, too? If Gabby were to find out, I’d want it to be from me. But I don’t want her to find out.

“I’m going to find a bathroom,” I say, standing. “Be right back.”

“Here,” Gabby says. “Take the map.”

“I’ll manage,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow and clicks her tongue. “You’re about to get lost, babe.”

“Me? Lost? Nah.” I give her a wink before turning my back. There’s another bug, maybe another wasp, hovering at my ear. I can feel it, a small, pesky presence. A light touch. I walk faster. Faster. I can see it my peripheral vision. A little dark smear at the corner of my eye. Faster, into a crowd. Let it bother someone else. Sting someone else.

I shimmy my way through a group of teenage girls in matching fairy outfits. One of them steps on my foot, looks up at me, but doesn’t apologize. I limp forward, cursing under my breath.

“Thou art a fucking bitch.”

There are signs everywhere. Too many signs—for the Market Village, for Storybook Theatre, for Tournament Field, for Pirate’s Bay. I can’t orient myself. There are too many people. Too many voices tangled in different conversations, too many conflicting scents, too many fabrics, textures streaking past—velvet, satin, lace, leather, polyester. Everyone wanders haphazardly, disturbing the flow of traffic. There’s too much to look at, buildings emulating fairy-tale cartoons, colorful and exaggerated and oddly shaped, too narrow or too wide. It’s all so garish and overstimulating. I spin around looking for restrooms, which better not be porta-potties.

Finally, I spot a sign for Royal Flushing’s Privies.

I experience a moment of relief, followed by a sudden, gut-plummeting feeling.

I’m lost. I have no idea where I am or how to get back to Gabby and Leah. And Sean.

And…

There’s a court jester standing ahead of me, in the middle of a strange split in the crowd. It’s like the sea parted for him, but no one acknowledges him. They pass right by chattering away.

He wears that distinct jester hat, with those two dangling hornlike protrusions, bells on the ends. His costume is gold and black, diamond patterned, but the colors are faded, and it has holes in it, like it’s been worn and reworn for far too long. Or like it’s been kept in a cardboard box in a basement, abandoned as moth food, totally forgotten about until today.

He has on black gloves, but the fingers are extended and pointed at the tips. His face is painted white. He wears red contact lenses, and there’s black makeup around his eyes in diamond patterns that match his costume. His lips are also painted black, embellished, pulled wide to give the appearance of a dark smile that stretches ear to ear.

He carries a staff with a spiked gold ball at the end, almost like a mace. He lifts it slowly and points it toward me. I know it’s real metal by the way it catches the light.

His head jerks to the side, and with the sudden movement the bells on his hat start to ring. This sharp, earsplitting chime.

It’s deeply unsettling. Sweat pours down my back. I blink and he’s still there, still pointing his weapon at me. He knows he’s scaring me. He’s doing it on purpose.

Just past the fear is annoyance. There are kids here. This isn’t a late-night haunted house. It’s a Renaissance faire. It’s 10:30 a.m. Fuck this guy.

Everyone else seems to be ignoring him, which is maybe some part of Ren faire culture that I’m unaware of. They can’t stone him in the town center, can’t send him to the gallows or guillotine or have him drawn and quartered, but they can ice him out. Pretend he doesn’t exist, to signal to him that he’s unwelcome in this kingdom.

I take a left, push through the crowd to make my way to the bathroom. The privies, which aren’t porta-potties but aren’t much better. After, I adjust myself in the mirror. I bought this dress the day my divorce was final, to wear out on dates. A deep scarlet, real velvet, sweetheart neckline, short but not too short, not an invitation. The white balloon-sleeve blouse I layered underneath to make it more medieval sort of ruins it.

I dig into my purse for my lipstick. Pop the top off, twist it up. Lean closer to the mirror to reapply.

It takes me a second to register, to understand what I’m seeing. The lipstick is black. It goes on black. Thick. It’s sticky. And it smells like rancid trash. I gag, clutch the sink. The donut threatens to come back up. I throw myself at the paper towel dispenser, yank out as many as I can, hold them under the faucet, then aggressively rub them against my lips. I pull the wet paper towels away, check my reflection.

It’s still there.

It’s not coming off.

My mouth is a wide black smear.

Like that jester.

The sinking feeling is back, the one I had when I first saw him standing there in the crowd. And now, now I hear his laughter. It’s in my head, I know it is. But I hear it like it’s behind me. Like he’s standing at my back, hunched over, laughing directly into my ear. A laugh like a machine gun—quick and loud and ugly, dizzying in its viciousness. A laugh with no mercy.

And along with it, the ringing of bells.

I get more paper towels. I scrub harder. Harder. I reach up and use my fingernails, peel it off. Keep going until it’s gone. Until my lips are raw. Until they start to bleed. Until my cheeks are pink and irritated. Until there’s no trace of black.

I look puffy and sweaty and insane—like I had an allergic reaction. Which, maybe I did? I look down at the lipstick, and it doesn’t look black. It looks like the shade of berry pink it’s meant to be. So, what the fuck?

The cap goes back on, and I toss it into the garbage. I get out my concealer and get to work, but it only goes so far in covering the damage.

I don’t know how much time has passed. Too much. I imagine them waiting for me at the picnic table, Leah getting anxious because Gabby is getting anxious. She has a full day of activities planned. She didn’t used to be so regimented, but that’s what happens when you become a mother.

Sean doesn’t like this new version. I know he doesn’t. He tried to leave last year, but she begged him to stay.

He stayed for Leah, not for Gabby.

“What’s most important is that my family is together,” she’d said to me at the time.

And they are. They are still together. But I’m here with them. I don’t want to break them up.

I don’t know what I want.

Whatever I had last night in the kitchen with Sean.

I walk out of the bathroom and take a deep breath. The humidity is so intense that breathing feels like drowning, and it’s so hot, the heat coiling around me. It’s heavy. It’s all heavy. The sun has climbed higher, and everyone squints, not wanting to wear sunglasses and ruin their costumes, ruin the illusion.

But the illusion is ruined because it always is. I spot someone in jeans.

He’s drinking beer out of a stein. It’s not even noon. It’s…

The jester stands a few feet from me, leaning against a tree. He tosses his staff from one hand to the other. He waves.

I flip him off.

He better fucking not be following me.

I turn and walk in the opposite direction. I pass the shop where I bought Leah her princess hat, and make a right, keep going until I spot the picnic tables.

They’re not there anymore.

They’re gone.

There are other families swarming the tables now, but none of them are my family. Rather, the family I’m here with.

I check my phone.

A message from Gabby. “We left to make the eleven a.m. show at the Storybook Theatre. Meet us there.”

“Got it,” I reply. I slip my phone back into my bag and take a moment under the big tree, hoping the shade will help me cool down. Calm down. A kid screams nearby. Full-on tantrum. Parents argue. Birds sing. Music emits from invisible speakers—irritating, erratic harpsichord. More teen girls in fairy wings frolic around, break into fits of shrill giggles.

A woman dressed in an elaborate queen costume walks by, waving at us commoners. A man walks behind her, holding her train. I wonder what those power dynamics are like outside of the faire.

It smells like frying oil and body odor. I’m not the only one out here sweating.

There’s no cloud cover. The sky is blue and empty. Not even a vapor trail or fugitive balloon. The sun is all alone up there.

My lips are cracked and sore, my throat dry in the heat. I find a stand selling lemonade. It stings to drink. Citrus and cuts. A dumb choice. I go back and buy a water, drain the bottle, throw it into the nearest bin. When it hits the rim, it makes a sound. A sound it shouldn’t make. Like the chime of a bell.

The bottle bounces into the bin, disappearing into the void. But it’s still making that noise. That ringing.

I whip around, wondering if I’m wrong, if the sound is actually behind me. It isn’t. It is definitely coming from the trash. And I could, I should, walk away, but it’s so loud, and it’s getting louder. And it is bells. It’s the sound of bells.

I approach the bin. I plant my feet, ignore the reek of sun-fried garbage, and crane my neck, peer down.

Inside is the hat. The jester’s hat.

The bells rattle on their own.

Until they don’t. Until the hat jolts, begins to shake, like there’s a vibrating head inside it. It stops as suddenly as it started. In the stillness, I try to justify it. The man threw his hat away. He got the hint that his costume was egregious. And now it’s being worn by a chipmunk or…

The hat shifts, angles back, revealing a single red eye in a black diamond on a pale white face.

My throat goes dry again, my scream dying in the desert.

I stumble backward to the sound of the bells, and to that hideous laughter. It’s not in my head this time. I swear, it’s not in my head.

“M’lady?” There’s a man standing beside me, this guy in his early twenties dressed like a duke or something, wearing a hat like a pillow. He drops the shtick. “Are you okay?”

“Ye… Yeah. I’m f…” It hurts to speak, my lips split, my throat burning. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

My phone buzzes in my bag, breaking me out of the spell of my fear.

It’s Gabby. I answer.

“Where are you? The show’s about to start. Are you lost?”

“I’m… No. I’m not lost.”

“Sean offered to go find you,” she says. Maybe there’s a hint of suspicion in her voice, or maybe I’m losing it, maybe I’m having a heatstroke. Confused. Panicked. Fucking hallucinating.

“That’s…” I consider. A moment with him could save me from this feeling. Distract me from this bizarre anxiety, from these visions of that creepy jester. Sean’s voice could exorcise the belligerent chime of bells, banish the echoes of that horrible laughter. But if I say yes, and she is suspicious, what then? “No. Not necessary. I’m coming now. See you soon.”

Inhale. Exhale.

I ask the friar running the lemonade stand where the theatre is, and he points me in the right direction. Straight down Midsummer Lane, a right at the wishing well onto Wizard’s Walk. Theatre will be on my left.

I weave through the crowds, trying to dismiss a claustrophobic itch.

For a second, I think I see them. Sean, a head taller than everyone else at six-five. A curly-haired toddler in his arms. And Gabby, walking beside them, her jet-black hair pulled back into a high bun. But it can’t be them because they’re at the Storybook Theatre.

I get to the wishing well, but there’s no Wizard’s Walk. There’s no right to take. It’s just more Tudor-style shops selling flower crowns and crystals. Selling palm readings and jewelry.

“Step right up, common folk! Make a wish! Thy fortune could change!”

There’s a man in a stockade next to the well, and he’s collecting dollar bills in exchange for giant silver coins. The coins get tossed into the well, along with wishes. If they come true, people will swear it was money well spent. If they don’t, they won’t miss the dollar. Or the next one. Or the one after that. Hope is cheap until it isn’t.

“Thy luck could change!” the man repeats, grinning up at the line of customers. He wears a set of fake, rotted teeth.

I know it’s meant to be ironic, to be silly. A man in a stockade selling wishes. But I find it a little grim. A little off-putting.

This entire place is off-putting. There’s something about everyone doubling down on playing pretend, on being so committed to the fantasy. It’s like a giant shared delusion.

Not every fantasy is a trap, Gabby had said.

She’s so wrong.

I get my phone out to call her, but it’s dead. I could have sworn I’d charged it this morning.

There’s a giant clock tower not too far ahead. I hurry toward it so I can see what time it is, but get stuck behind a group of college dudes in peasant clothes eating kettle corn and drinking out of flasks.

“Jousting is so gnarly,” one of them says.

“It’s legit violent, dude.”

I’m surprised that not even Ren faires are safe from bros. I push past them and get to the clock tower.

It says it’s one forty-five.

That’s not possible. It was ten thirty when I left to go to the bathroom. That was half an hour ago, at most.

I turn to the woman next to me, who’s dressed like an elf. Fake ears and everything. “Is that right? What time is it?”

She blinks at me.

“What time is it?”

She bows her head. “Forgive me. Do you come from a foreign land? You have such a peculiar way of speaking.”

“Are you fucking kidding? Can you please just tell me what time it is?”

Her head snaps up and she gives me the nastiest look.

“Bat-fowling bog wench,” she snarls, before stomping off.

“That’s it. I hate it here,” I say, throwing my hands up and turning back toward the wishing well.

I think I see Sean again. He’s alone. Maybe he came to find me, after all. But he’s walking in the opposite direction, walking away.

I set off following.

“Sean?”

He doesn’t turn around.

“Sean!”

He can’t hear me. It’s too loud here.

I’m getting closer.

I’m so close, I can almost touch him.

Until I can’t move.

Because I hear them.

The bells.

It’s those damn bells again. I can’t tell which direction the sound is coming from. I scan the crowd, and there’s a flash of black and gold, gone before my eyes can focus, can confirm the sighting. I’d be quick to dismiss it if I couldn’t still hear the bells, and a surge of that awful laughter, somehow louder than the roar of the faire.

I take a cautious step back and reach up to cover my ears and—

“Ah!”

There’s a hand on my wrist. Green, wrinkly old fingers pressing down. A woman in a witch costume, face hidden under the brim of her pointy hat.

“You’re a rotten creature, aren’t you?” she asks, her voice hoarse. It’s not that classic witch voice. It’s worse.

“Get off me!” I attempt to pull my arm away, but her grip is too tight.

“Beware, beware,” she says. “Thy fate is sealed. Thy wicked nature shall be revealed.”

“I’m not into this shit. Let go. Now.”

She cackles as she releases me. Carries on while I rush off.

I don’t know where Sean went. If it even was Sean in the first place.

I close my eyes for a second, and I’m back in the kitchen last night, sitting on the counter, my legs spread, him standing between them. His hands on my knees traveling up to my hips, pulling me toward him. We were so quiet. We had to be. Gabby and Leah were asleep upstairs.

That witch is still cackling.

I open my eyes, look down at my wrist where she grabbed me. My skin there is discolored. It’s grey. It’s shriveled. It looks like dried mud.

“What the fuck…”

I search for another bathroom so I can wash my wrist. Among all the signs naming whimsical attractions and shops and streets, there’s a set unlike the others. They’re the same shape, white arrows, stacked one on top of the other, but instead of that classic gothic font, these letters are bold. Written in fresh, dripping red paint.

The one sign says A FOOL THOUGH I MAY BE.

The other, YOU ARE NOT FOOLING ME.

I can’t be seeing what I think I’m seeing. I take off running, but it doesn’t matter.

The jester waits at the fork in the road, standing in the middle of a rose garden, next to an enormous sundial. He lifts his staff up over his head. Lowers it. Lifts it. Like he’s leading a marching band.

“I see you again and I’m going to security, asshole,” I say as I walk past, going left.

It’s the bells that let me know. He’s behind me. He’s my shadow.

I’m being stalked in broad daylight. I should stop and confront him, make a real scene. I should scream. But would anyone hear me over the crowd, over the harpsichord music, over the birdsong, over the pop and hiss of food frying? Would anyone notice if this jester beat me to death with his staff right here on this dirt path? Would they assume it’s part of the faire? Would I bleed out while everyone gathered around clapping, marveling at how real it all looked?

The worst part is, I’m not sure I could blame them. It’s so blurry here, so hard to separate fantasy and reality.

But the reality is that jester doesn’t know anything because it can’t. And that witch… I’m projecting. Maybe I do have some suppressed guilt over what happened last night. It’s my subconscious. No. It’s this place. It’s just this fucking place. I need out of here.

I dart over into a shop so I can ask about the nearest exit, but it’s packed, too full of people, and I get pushed back onto the street and swept into the crowd. The bells. The bells. And the laughter.

“I mean it. Stop following me,” I say. “I carry a gun.”

A lie. But I made a comment on the way in about how I thought the security was a little lacking.

“What if someone brings a gun?” I’d asked.

“No one’s bringing guns. They’re bringing swords,” Sean said.

I realize in this moment that it’s totally possible the jester’s staff is a legitimate weapon.

My chest is tight, my blouse soaked through with sweat, my hair matted to my forehead and the nape of my neck. The sun is so bright I can barely keep my eyes open. I’m seeing orange spots. I’m exhausted. I might pass out.

I stop short. He takes the opportunity to step around me. To step in front of me. To face me.

“This isn’t funny.”

He stares. Slowly cocks his head.

“What do you want?”

He starts to laugh. He raises his staff, and instinct takes over. I turn to run.

It’s a gloved hand over my mouth, stifling my scream. My knees give out, and I’m being dragged back. I flail, but I’m so weak I can’t inflict any harm, can’t break free of his grasp. I bite down on his hand, but the gloves are too thick. A taste floods my mouth—the tang of rot. He pulls me around a tree and pins me there with his staff across my neck.

“Please,” I tell him. “Stop. Someone will see you.”

He shakes his head side to side. He smiles, his wide lips parting to reveal rows of fake pointed teeth. Only, there are far too many of them. They couldn’t possibly fit in a mouth. It’s not normal. It’s wrong. Something’s wrong. His mouth is too big. It’s too big. It’s too big.

My jaw unhinges, preparing for a scream, but then the jester takes a step back, releases the staff from my throat. He hands it to me, laughing, laughing, laughing, laughing. Wild laughter. Brutal laughter. Mad laughter. Uncanny, inhuman laughter.

And he starts to dance, tall knees and swift elbows, jagged movements, angling his chin up, every one of his many, many, many teeth glinting in the daylight.

The shock of it, the horror of it all freezes me in place. Keeps me still when the jester abruptly stops his little jig, reaches up to his head, and removes his hat. He uses both hands, lifts it high up toward the sky, toward that bright, blazing sun. Then he brings it down. Then he places it on my head.

Then comes the darkness.



The sun sets over the castle gate. I watch from the inside, through my new red eyes.
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It began when she was young, only nine or ten. There was no warning, no signs of—and here she made finger quotes in the air—“disturbance.” In the years since, no therapist had managed to ferret out a cause—some buried trauma, something untoward inflicted on her that would explain it. That is not to say there isn’t anything, she was careful to tell me. There may well be. But if there is, nobody has managed to discover it. The implication being I wouldn’t discover it, either, no matter how well I got to know her, and that I shouldn’t try.

I nodded politely and didn’t say anything. This is what I tend to do in such situations, simply listen and wait for the person to go on, to get in their own time to what they really want to say.

She took a few slow sips of her water, and so I took a sip of my water, as well. We were in a café in the afternoon, a number on the table beside us, waiting for pastries to be delivered. The light was, at this point, mellow, the sun not shining through the windows yet. I did not know her well. We’d talked online, but this was the first time we’d ever met in person.

She checked her watch.

“I’m going to set a timer,” she said.

I found this a strange thing to say on a first date, but again I nodded. Perhaps, I thought, she already knows she doesn’t want to meet again.

“Nine,” she said, once she was done fiddling with her watch. “I’m pretty sure I was nine.” She looked up, a little confused. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” she said.

I did. People often feel compelled to tell me things. I have that kind of face.

“Can I trust you?” she asked.

Before I could answer, our pastries arrived. I had thought it a little strange to order pastries when, properly speaking, it was lunchtime, but when she ordered one, I did, too.

We ate for a moment in silence, her tearing pieces off her Danish and nibbling them out of existence, me unrolling my morning bun and slowly circling my way toward its center. Before I had finished eating, she’d pushed her plate away, most of the shredded Danish still on it. That was when she really began to speak:
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I was nine. Or ten. But I’m pretty sure it was nine, the first time it happened. My mother and I had just moved. My father had lost his job in Los Angeles and couldn’t find another, so my mother called in some favors and got her cousin Sean to hire her to work in the day care he managed. From one day to the next, my mother and I packed and were moving to Flagstaff. Dad would stay in L.A., sleeping on a friend’s couch, and try to find something new.

The house we rented was something my mom’s cousin found before we arrived. Good place, he claimed, lots of space, safe, furnished. Close to the day care. Also, cheap? Did we want it? The price was right—next to L.A. prices how could it not be?—and so my mom said yes.

For me, it was an adventure, at least at first. Being an only child, I spent more time with my parents than with other kids. Sure, I had a few school friends I missed when we left, but I wasn’t distraught. Besides, my parents told me that as soon as my father found another job we’d move back to L.A. So it felt more like a vacation than anything permanent.

We packed a couple of suitcases and threw them into the trunk of the car. Dad had rented a storage unit, and after we left he and Dennis—this was the name of the friend whose couch he was borrowing—would move what was left into it. I don’t think I realized Dad wouldn’t be driving us to Flagstaff until we were saying goodbye.

I don’t remember much about the drive, just that despite being from L.A. I’d never really seen the desert before. You probably think I’m going to say we got to the house and it looked ominous or haunted or some such bullshit, but truth be told it seemed a perfectly ordinary house. It was part of a seventies split-level development: brick walls, asphalt-shingle roof. I didn’t take it all in at the time, mind you, but a few years ago I went back and took a good long look to see if it brought any buried memories back. It still didn’t give me a bad feeling, didn’t stand out from any of the other houses in the neighborhood.

We arrived nearly a month before school began, but my mother had to start working right away. Her cousin didn’t care if I tagged along to the day care, even though I was at least four years older than any of the other children there. The more, the merrier, he said. And so in the morning I’d go in with my mom and help her and the others out. Or I’d bring a book and sit in the corner and read. Either way, after a few hours, I was bored.

Each afternoon, around one, my mom took a thirty-minute break for lunch. Since the house was only a few blocks away, she’d drive me home, make us both a quick sandwich, and then drive back. The first few days I drove back with her, but by the third or fourth day she could tell I didn’t want to return. So she said I could stay at home if I wanted.

It was not the first time I’d been left on my own. I’d often been alone for an hour or two in the apartment in Los Angeles, but my mom knew our neighbors there, and I knew if anything went wrong I could run down the hall and pound on their door. In Flagstaff, though, we didn’t know anybody except for Cousin Sean. If there was a problem while Mom was gone, I’d have to handle it on my own. Still, I understand why my mother let me stay alone: She was being nice, she knew I was bored. She probably thought, It’s the middle of the day. What could possibly go wrong?

She stopped talking, just stared at the surface of the café table. Then, suddenly anxious, she checked her watch.

I’ve got to hurry, she said, but still didn’t continue. I prodded her gently. “Did someone come to the door?” I asked.

She shook her head.

Nobody came to the door. I already told you there wasn’t a cause they could find. Weren’t you listening?

She shook her head again.

Sorry. I always get anxious in the afternoon. The sunnier it is, the worse I get. I really should move to Seattle or something. Somewhere where I don’t have to always be worried about the sun. If I ever have the money, I will.
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