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“Eric LaRocca returns to Burnt Sparrow much like a vulture circles carrion, ready to peck the bones clean. The second installment in his curdled New England trilogy is an abominable blend of perverted Shirley Jackson and Ray Bradbury at his most wretched, creating an utter miasma of immorality. There isn’t a shadow within mankind’s darkest nature that LaRocca will not drag into the autumnal light, illuminating what’s monstrous in us all.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Devil Inside

“Unapologetically horrific, We Turn Gruesome at Night pulls readers deeper into the dark and disturbed town of Burnt Sparrow. This novel dares to show us how deeply wrong a place can be, and how it can transform the human beings trapped there into something monstrous. Deviant, unflinching and beautifully poetic, the Burnt Sparrow Trilogy is proving to be LaRocca’s masterwork.”

JENNIFER MCMAHON, New York Times bestselling author of The Winter People and Stay Buried

“We Turn Gruesome at Night opens with a disturbing confessional letter in which things are said that shouldn’t be. In fact, the whole book feels that way—it’s a long, beautiful invitation to spend time with twisted sights, tortured bodies, and blackened souls. Eric is one of our absolute best.”

RICHARD KADREY, New York Times bestselling author of the Sandman Slim series







Praise for

THE BURNT SPARROW TRILOGY

“It’s hard not to see an insular, frightened contemporary America in Burnt Sparrow: We Are Always Tender With Our Dead: Eric LaRocca’s at-times masterful homage to Shirley Jackson.”

Chicago Tribune

“We Are Always Tender with Our Dead is a new level for one of horror’s most important rising voices, and deserves to be remembered as one of the most important novels in the genre in 2025.”

Dread Central

“One of horror’s brightest rising stars is on the other side of the threshold, ready to show us all his first epic in the genre. Step across with LaRocca, and you’ll be rewarded, whether you’re a newcomer or a longtime fan.”

Fangoria

“The first book in LaRocca’s Burnt Sparrow trilogy of novels might end up being the most brutal book released by a major publisher this year. Combining small-town secrets with absolutely unflinching studies in transgression and depravity, it’s the boldest and best thing LaRocca’s written yet.”

Paste Magazine

“Expertly balancing extreme disgust and awe-inspiring wonder, LaRocca pushes readers to their limit with his use of graphic and illicit sex and violence, making them squirm with intense discomfort, forcing them to confront the truth about the horrors all humans inflict, especially on those they love the most. The results? Mesmerizing. The thought of waiting for book two? Unbearable.”

Booklist, starred review








Dear kindhearted reader,

It is my sincere pleasure to welcome you back to the world of Burnt Sparrow—a rotted, blighted community nestled (and woefully forgotten) in the northern hills of New Hampshire. My editor at Titan Books would very much like me to take this moment to caution you that there’s a considerable amount of unpleasantness contained within these pages.

I’ve been instructed to inform you that this book includes graphic depictions of animal cruelty, child abuse, violence, body horror, murder, child death, and sexual assault. If you would prefer to avoid such offensiveness, I encourage you to set this book down now and look for your entertainment elsewhere. Otherwise, I am delighted to share with you the second installment of The Burnt Sparrow Trilogy.

I look forward to seeing you on the other side…

Best wishes,

ERIC LAROCCA
December 2025
Newmarket, NH
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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For Kathe Koja
“Same path,” as she often tells me







I felt a strange delight in causing my decay.

—ROBERT BROWNING








OFFICIALS CONFIRM THIRD PARTY PRESENT AT SWAMPSCOTT HOUSE FIRE; ARSON SUSPECTED

Published March 15, 2004, in the Burnt Sparrow Gazette

Written by George McDowell, News Staff Reporter

*   *   *

At a recent press conference, Fire Marshall Peter Blackwell confirmed that a third party was present at the house fire on Swampscott Road earlier in March that claimed the lives of two Burnt Sparrow residents: Torch Darling (34) and Ruskin Cave (29).

Although no substantial evidence was presented to the press, Blackwell confirms there have been multiple pieces of evidence recovered from the scene that corroborate their initial theory of an unidentified third party present at the time of the fire.

It’s suspected that the fire was caused by an act of arson.

Blackwell chose to make no further comments when asked about specifics. No arrests have been made yet. Anyone with information pertaining to the house fire that occurred on Swampscott Road is encouraged to come forward.










RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] Ten years later

There’s an uncomfortable stillness lingering over each and every chamber, every cramped passageway of End House before the dawn breaks—a prolonged gap between embarrassed confessions, a bitter, corroded note held for a beat too long. Rupert often finds himself unable to sleep during this time, especially early in the morning after another night of restlessness—an evening wasting away in the privacy of his bedroom, alternating between anonymous webcam chats with underage boys on his laptop and quietly lamenting the fact he’ll never leave End House ever again. He rolls over onto his side, kicking more sheets off his dewy skin until they’re crumpled on the floor at the foot of his bed. There are times—though few and far between—when Rupert is able to slumber, quiet, little merciful moments when he’s able to close his eyes and fall into a short cycle of sleep. His dreams are never the pleasant kinds of fantasies he enjoyed long ago when his mother and father were alive—when he was a child and the world seemed like it was written on a scroll detailing a litany of endlessly exciting possibilities, infinite wonders. Instead, now it feels very much like that scroll of parchment has been whittled away to emptiness, utter nothingness—a short, exhausted inventory of complete and utter drudgery.

While he dreams, Rupert imagines himself weaving between people without faces—a hot, seething mass of bodies without expression, without any semblance of humanity. Sometimes when he turns to gaze back at someone he’s just passed, he imagines how they turn slightly to him and reveal that they’ve had a face this entire time. Sometimes they’re handsome, somewhat attractive. Other times, they’re not. Instead, they are ugly, unpleasant-looking cruelties of nature. Regardless, Rupert often finds himself unsettled while he elbows his way through a thrashing mass of blank slates, of miserable wretches making their sad, mournful pilgrimage toward something in the opposite direction to wherever he’s heading. Life has always been that way for Rupert. He recognizes the horrible fact that he’s always chosen to move to where everyone else seems to be swarming. When his peers would demand his compliance, when they would order him to obey, to bend in submission, he’d always find a way to serve as the group contrarian. He wonders if that’s why he always struggled to make friends when he was younger. Now, after ten years of existing in one of the most boring places on earth, he finds himself wishing he had been more compliant, more dutiful and eager to obey the whims of others. Perhaps he might have found a way out of the town of Burnt Sparrow before all the horrible unpleasantness occurred with his father.

Yes, his father.

He thinks of him often, even a decade after his violent execution by the town elders. Rupert sometimes stands in the corner of his room and stares at the wall, trying to imagine everything and anything but the sight of his lowly, worthless father lying face-down in the muck on that riverbank. Rupert recalls how he was once told how time tempers all unpleasantness, how all memories become quieter and more peaceful the further you get away from them. That’s certainly not the case with the memories of his father, however. It feels like just yesterday when he was marched to that shoreline on the outskirts of the Esherwood property and forced to observe his father’s destruction, the poor man’s annihilation—how one of the elders took a large rock and bashed the sharp, jagged edge into the back of his father’s head with a wet, crunching sound. Rupert recalls how the water had turned oily and black, his father’s blood pooling there and then gently melting into the passing current. Sometimes when he dreams of this, when he recalls that horrible moment, he imagines one of the elders grabbing hold of his father’s blood-matted hair and lifting his head from the mud. But when Rupert gazes at his father’s face, he finds only emptiness—a flesh-colored void where his eyes, nose, and mouth should be. A completely vacant, hollow expression. Rupert often shoots up from where he’s been sleeping, his body drenched with sweat, his heart hammering away inside his chest, his stomach tightening.

He thinks to call for Gladys, to scream for her the way he might have once called for his mother when he was younger and had woken from some terrible dream. But what could she do? She couldn’t prevent the nightmares from appearing again, couldn’t calm him in his easily excited state. He droops with a horrible feeling of defeat, the impossible burden of total isolation. It’s a wretched kind of fate to exist day in and day out as a prisoner in some run-down, crumbling mansion. It’s even more unbearable to realize you’re trapped here inside this labyrinthine mess with someone you don’t particularly care for. There were moments when he and Gladys were on good terms, when she served as a kind of stand-in chaperone for the parents he so unexpectedly lost. However, as months turn to years, he finds himself unsure of where he now stands with Gladys. Most of this uncertainty began when Veronica walked out over a year ago, when she tested her fortune outside the limits of End House.

Rupert stirs in bed, thinking back on that horrible night when Gladys arrived at his bedroom door and begged him to follow her downstairs.

“What’s wrong?” he had asked her, wiping some of the sharp crust from the corners of his eyes. “Something’s happened—?”

“It’s Veronica,” she had told him in a grave, almost rotted-sounding tone. “She says she’s going to leave… I can’t stop her.”

When they arrived at the front door, Veronica was standing there with her valise—a small brown leather bag embellished with a small bracelet of beads that Gladys had made for her. Rupert recalls how he watched as Gladys pulled hard on Veronica’s sleeve, begging her, imploring her to stay—that it wasn’t safe outside, that it would never be safe for any of them to leave, no matter what. But Veronica had pulled out of her lover’s grasp before Gladys could finish her pitiful supplications, her mournful pleas. Rupert remembers, curling inward, how it was in that moment that he had realized how love can turn anyone into a monster. To him, Veronica no longer resembled the sweet, caring young woman he had encountered when he first arrived here at End House. No, instead, in a short period of time, she had become this volatile, grotesque imitation of her former self—eager to dismiss Gladys, the love of her life, and self-immolate right before their very eyes. Of course, life at End House was nearly unbearable, an excruciating lot of nearly intolerable suffering, and Rupert had often wondered if death might be preferable. But he hadn’t been able to rationalize how Veronica had unequivocally decided that it was.

“You’ll die if you go out there,” Rupert had told her while she snatched her handbag from Gladys’s grasp. “You won’t make it more than a few feet… You know this.”

She had looked at him with an icy, almost defiant sort of glare. “Good,” Veronica had said to him. “I hope you’re right.”

Rupert winces at the horrible recollection—how he had watched her slip out of Gladys’s arms and drift out through the doorway and onto the front steps of the large manor. For a moment, she had stood there and stared back at the two of them. Rupert had wondered if he would recognize the moment when he knew she would regret this decision, when she would come sprinting back into the safety of the house and collapse into Gladys’s embrace. That moment never came, however. Instead, he and Gladys had watched in silence while strands of Veronica’s flesh had begun to curl and unspool from her body like slim filaments from a quilt. Rupert had swallowed, observing her while panic had begun to freeze her there, petrify her in place.

“Bring her back,” Gladys had shouted at him—wailing, screeching like a livid banshee. “Please… She’ll die.”

Rupert remembers how Veronica’s eyes had pleaded with him, as though she realized the foolishness of her decision only too late. Perhaps he could have spared her. Perhaps he could have reached across the threshold and pulled the poor woman back into the safety of End House. But something had compelled him to do otherwise. Something had told him there would be no saving her, that it would be utterly futile to try to rectify her self-punishment, her self-destruction. Even though Gladys had continued to shriek at Rupert while they watched the poor young thing disappear inside a muted blur of her own flesh, Rupert had felt no pity, no sense of sadness for watching Veronica perish so abruptly, so thoughtlessly.

At least I won’t have to bear the anguish of listening to them fight anymore, he had thought while the deed was happening. I won’t have to play the role of ‘third wheel’ for Gladys and Veronica any longer.

While he idles there in his bed in the early hours of the morning, thinking back on that horrible moment and the ear-splitting sounds of Gladys sobbing beside him, he wonders if that was the moment when Gladys made up her mind about Rupert—that he was indeed monstrous, a dreadful, vile thing, a miserable apology for a young man. Every cruelty in life is earned. Rupert had learned that long ago. Yes, perhaps Rupert’s uncaring attitude toward the love of Gladys’s life had cost him dearly, had earned him all her venom, her hatred.

Sometimes, in between broken cycles of sleep at night, Rupert thinks of poor Veronica and wishes he had chosen to save her, to drag her by the hair and pull her back into the place where they’ve been sentenced to remain forever. There’s a part of him that wonders why he decided to close the doors while she suffered there. Why he shut her outside after she made her terribly foolish decision. Was it his way of punishing her? Or worse, was it his way of making it so that he and Gladys were the only ones who remained at End House? Perhaps, once, he might have relished the comfort of Gladys’s presence, might have enjoyed her tenderness and care. But certainly not now. Such things were no longer possible now she knew what kind of person he was.

Rupert sours a little, questioning if he’s no better than his deviant father. Yes, perhaps he’s inherited all that wretched man’s perversions, that degenerate’s shameless, cruel obsessions and fixations. He struggles with the thought for more than a moment, feeling nauseous at such a notion. Firmly closing his eyes, he sits perfectly still and tries to will the thought away. But something inexplicable occurs. In the dark room where his thoughts dwell, he finds himself face-to-face with a shape that looks exactly like his father. There’s something about this horrible thing—this peculiar imitation—that reads as immediately false, almost as if it were engineered to frighten Rupert, to catch him off guard, to invoke some sort of vexed response from him. The thing pretending to be Rupert’s father draws closer to his son and Rupert’s nostrils begin to twitch, the sulfurous stench of gunfire filling the air all around him. Rupert tilts his head a little to the side and it’s then that he hears the sound of—can it be?—a children’s choir singing Christmas carols in the distance, almost like the poor things were trapped in a different cell inside the penitentiary of his thoughts. Rupert winces, his father—a massive, sinewy thing without a face—gradually approaching him and glancing up and down, as though he were appraising the kind of man Rupert’s become in the ten years they’ve been separated by his death.

Rupert doesn’t expect the thing pretending to be his father to speak, and yet the creature seems to be able to communicate with him telepathically. Rupert winces, his eyes watering, as though someone were dragging a sheet of sandpaper across his brain. His father’s voice fills his every thought. His tone—moist, decayed.

“Sometimes you have to hurt someone to show how much you truly care,” the thing pretending to be his father tells him.

Rupert shakes his head, wondering if he’s heard the strange visitor correctly. “What—?”

The pain-filled thing pretending to be his father repeats itself: “Sometimes you have to hurt someone to show how much you truly care…”

But before Rupert can utter another word or issue another question, the vision of his father turns and reveals a giant open crater winking at him from the back of the old man’s head. Rupert covers his eyes at the horrific sight—the white jewel of bone poking through bits of knotted, greasy hair, the bloodied, rubbery bits of gristle dangling there.

Rupert doesn’t sleep much for the remainder of the night. Instead, he curls into a little ball and sits at the edge of his bed, waiting for little barbs of daylight to slice through the windows in his room that have been boarded shut and will remain boarded shut as long as he’s still alive. There’s a whole world out there waiting for him. Perhaps, once, he might have delighted in that fact, in that simple notion that there’s so much to do and so much to see for a man of his age. Now it feels like a threat—a terrible kind of warning, an omen that will destroy him, will ruin him if he ever sets foot outside this place. After all, there’s a whole world out there waiting for him…

*   *   *

There are times when Rupert wonders if he can actually feel his muscles shrinking, if he can sense the horribleness of his body beginning to atrophy and waste away. After all, there are only so many times he can walk around the interior of the manor—wandering from room to room, as if fervently searching for the answer to some kind of absurd riddle, some sort of impossible puzzle he’s not meant to solve. It’s strange to admit how small End House has become to him after ten years of dwelling here like a convicted felon. He hates himself on realizing just how much of the interior décor he’s memorized over the course of the past decade. He passes the fetid-smelling stain on the bathroom doorway in the East Wing, a few steps away from the moth-eaten hole in the carpet lining the floor of the corridor leading to Gladys’s bedroom. Although he’s made every attempt to exercise—to keep his young body firm and taut—lately he cannot seem to muster the energy to give a shit about maintaining his health. Why exactly is he so determined to remain strong and well? Everything he’s afraid of in this world is on the outside of End House, hidden from his sight while he cowers in place here with Gladys. In truth, he knows he has nothing to remain fearful of as long as he remains within the walls of the estate, as long as he submits to the rules of the curse which the faceless family bestowed upon him and Gladys ten years ago.

Of course, there were times many years ago when he was feeling more impetuous, more eager to seek out new ways to test whether he could make sense of the curse the family had bequeathed on all the miserable tenants of End House. If ever he’s feeling hotheaded enough to investigate the limits once again, all he has to do is regard the white gauze and bandages wrapped around his wrists, covering the wounds he opened there when examining the possibilities of actually leaving this hellish prison. The pain has subsided over time and the wounds have healed slightly, thanks to a special liniment oil Gladys had created to prevent infection. However, he knows now more than ever that there’s nothing to be gained from attempting to cheat the consequences of his actions. But what exactly did he do to deserve this kind of cruelty? He still wonders to this day. In his mind, he’s totally innocent. Perhaps he’s right. All he did was remove the faceless family of murderers from the cellar and set them free. He had thought they might thank him, might even worship him for performing such a kind, benevolent task. But no such thankfulness occurred when the deed was done. Only horror, more bloodshed, more brutality as a result of his kindness.

I should have never set them free, Rupert often thinks. He finds himself thawing, especially when he considers the faceless teenager who he had become so drawn to in such a short amount of time. He’d give anything to find companionship in a boy of his own age now, even if that boy was a monster.

Sometimes he finds himself lazing absentmindedly near the manor’s front entrance—the place where he first discovered he would forever be afflicted, would forever be a guest of End House. Ever the masochist, he sometimes loiters at the threshold and gently pokes his fingers across the entryway until they start to sizzle and crisp, little threads of flesh twirling there as if possessed, bewitched. It pains him whenever he does this, whenever he tests the confines, the very limits of the property; however, it forces him to feel something. Even if he’s in agony while it’s happening, even if it pains him no end and he finds himself shrinking at the terrible sensation, he reasons that it’s far preferable than feeling so zombified all the time, feeling so closed off, so unresponsive and incapable of feeling. When he’s finished experimenting, he finds his fingers bent and reshaped in new ways so that he looks almost like he has been deformed from birth, and part of him is glad that his monstrousness will now be visible on the outside. In many ways, he feels marked—parts of his body that he’s used to test the limits of the threshold now gnarled, shrunken, and twisted.

Very often he thinks about crossing the line completely, about setting foot outside of End House and allowing himself to be turned into human confetti. But what exactly would he be inviting into this place if he went through with it? What kind of horrors would he be summoning to their home if he decided to open that portal to the outside world? He cannot bear the thought of what might happen to him, what might happen to Gladys, if he went through with the whole ordeal. After all, he has seen that terror, that unmistakable glimmer of fright reflecting in the corners of Veronica’s eyes right before she died. To him, death seemed panicky and horrible. Death felt like a moment when you might plead for help from a loved one, when you might realize that the pain, the agony could be too much to bear, too much to suffer. Yes, to him, the end of life seemed like an impossible deed—something that would inevitably cause so much excruciating agony.

Perhaps that’s why he has spent so much time pleasuring himself or seeking pleasure from anonymous young men in those internet chatrooms he frequents on his laptop late at night. If some were underage, if some were mere children, who would he tell? In fact, part of him preferred to never know their real age, the truth of his own monstrousness. Sometimes he imagines what he might do if ever trapped in a room with one of them—one of those young, nubile faceless torsos he meets with on video chat. He wants to believe that he would muster the courage, the will to fuck them the same way so much of the world has already decimated him. Perhaps once Rupert might have hesitated at the thought of fucking a little boy—a frail, powerless child. But now it feels like the only honorable thing to do—to prepare them for the worst of humanity, the atrociousness that will eventually claim them. In fact, fucking the innocence out of some poor child now feels like the kindest thing he could possibly do.

“I can hear you late at night, you know?” Gladys tells him while standing in his bedroom doorway. “I hear the sounds you make… The terrible things you say…”

At first, he feels his cheeks heat red. He shrinks with a kind of humiliation he only knew whenever he would notice an attractive boy in public while in his father’s presence. He swallows nervously.

“The walls are too thin in this house,” he says to her, shaking his head. “It would be nice to get some fucking privacy…”

“We have no secrets from each other,” she replies at once. “Not anymore.”

However, the way in which she says this seems to confess that she wishes it wasn’t the case. It’s difficult to remain secretive when you’re trapped in a small place with someone else. Privacy isn’t a right anymore. It’s a precious commodity, instead. There are probably things about Rupert that Gladys wishes she didn’t know, didn’t have full access to. This is certainly true for Rupert and the sounds he hears late at night from Gladys’s sessions of self-pleasure—those sweet, little whimpering noises followed by a quiet, almost hideous kind of sobbing.

Rupert feels his shoulders droop. He knows that two damaged people have nothing they can possibly offer one another except more pain, more anguish. Rupert recognizes his injury, and he can only hope that Gladys recognizes her similar distress, her same discomfort.

“Are you going back to sleep?” he asks her, climbing out of bed and making his way toward the threshold where she’s standing.

She regards him with a sudden look of sincere distrust—her eyebrow lifting, her lips crimping a little.

“Why—?”

“I thought we could sit in the parlor downstairs,” he says, shrugging. “Maybe chat for a bit… It’s been a while since we’ve talked…”

Gladys looks him up and down, as if quietly appraising the worth of his offer. He feels unsettled when she gazes at him for a beat too long, almost like she was trying to gather the impurity of his every thought.

“I’m too tired,” she says to him. “Maybe some other time.”

Before he can issue another, more appealing offer, Gladys peels away from the door and makes her way down the corridor toward her bedroom. He watches until she disappears from view and he hears the door latch shut. He stands there for a moment—wondering if he should go to her, wondering if he should make another attempt to drag her out of her self-imposed isolation. But his feet make the decision for him to move in a different direction, drifting down the hallway and then downstairs, where he starts meandering from room to room like a faceless ghost sentenced to wander the same dwelling over and over again until the nauseating burden of endlessness splits the whole world open.

*   *   *

Peering out through the small cracks in the plywood-covered windows, where some of the sunlight is still able to drip through, Rupert glances around the area near the rear of the property—the soured-looking grass now spoiled feverish yellow, the hedges of rose bushes near the lawn now scrawny and frail. It’s quite simple for things to deteriorate over the course of ten years. It’s inevitable, in fact. Neglect is a kind of cancer that eats away at the world when you’re not looking. Sliding his attention from one end of the backyard to the other, his nose pressed against the rotting plywood, Rupert notices how several of the unattended garbage cans are now nothing more than piles of filth—viscous-looking, oily and candied with a certain kind of poisonous scent. Sometimes the smell of trash is so noxious, so unbearable that it seeps through the walls of End House and circulates through every passageway, every chamber.

It didn’t take long for Rupert to realize how it might be difficult to remain clean in a place like this. In fact, he often finds himself aching for the days when he felt truly and completely spotless. He doesn’t wash himself much anymore because the water pressure is so pitiful, the pipes still uncooperative from when they froze last winter. Rupert wonders how others might perceive him if he ever went out in public, if he were ever granted permission to liberate himself from End House. Of course, he’d probably be embarrassed to show off his unkempt, wiry head of hair—how he’s been forced to trim it himself with a small bowl and a rusted pair of clippers for the past ten years, and how he doesn’t appear to be learning any better. He figures it’s probably a blessing in disguise that he no longer needs worry about what others think of him. It’s easy to hate someone. It’s far more difficult to love and accept.

Eyes searching for a distraction—something to kidnap his attention from the horrible scent of rot, of utter decay—Rupert suddenly notices a dark shape—scraggly and damp-looking—limping across the lawn and slowly meandering toward the house. He squints, trying to get a better sense of what’s approaching, and it’s then that he realizes what he’s looking at: a large black dog. He figures the animal must be a stray. There’s no collar around its neck. The poor thing’s fur is dark, greasy-looking, and matted. It limps along quietly, one of its hind legs bloodied, wounded—probably an injury from the pack of coyotes that Rupert often hears howling in the forest late at night. The black dog’s most discernible deformity is the hollow socket where its left eye should be, the empty crater now swollen completely shut and crusted over like a scabbed wound.

He watches in silence while the dog—the large, scraggly-looking, one-eyed beast—ambles toward the pile of filth near the trash cans beside the house. He swallows as the animal begins to aggressively root through the garbage with the rim of its mud-caked snout. Rupert thinks to bash his fist against the plywood-covered window, almost as if it were a warning for the beast. But what would be the point? The damn thing only wants to eat, only wants to survive. It isn’t bothering anyone. To Rupert, it seems a certain kind of cruelty to deny the poor creature what it wants after all the unpleasantness, all the horridness it has obviously been through.

Then he winces, his whole body tensing as he wonders if the black dog is actually there. So distrustful of his own perception, he wonders if his mind—eager for a distraction, so desperate to make sense of all this pointlessness—is playing tricks on him. He thinks to call out for Gladys, to see if she, too, sees the black dog burrowing through the garbage cans. But something prevents him. Something inside his mind tells him to remain quiet, to be still, to simply watch the animal while it feeds and wait for it to go away. Perhaps he doesn’t want to know he’s imagining things. Perhaps he’s deeply afraid of the possibility that the dullness, the monotony has eaten away at his mind bit by bit over the last ten years.

An hour or so passes and he remains fixed at the window, peering through the crack in the plywood at the one-eyed black dog while it scavenges for more waste. Eventually, satisfied with what it’s eaten, the animal turns and begins to make its way toward the large grove of trees curtaining the edge of the property in the distance. Rupert feels his stomach sink further into his bowels—wishing he could follow the damn creature, wishing he could chase after him and disappear into the underbrush just like some scraggly woodland beast. He’d give anything to be free like an animal, and he suddenly feels so much shame for admitting that, for recognizing that there are wretched things in this world with far more freedom than he’ll ever know again.

*   *   *

Rupert recalls how, several years ago, it was customary for the purple-robed town elders to make visits to various houses in the neighborhood late at night for routine “check-ins”—gentle greetings made at the thresholds of quaint, quiet little homes, polite conversations with grey-haired, skin-withered seniors before all eventually retired to bed. He thought it was peculiar how eventually those rituals, those ordinary customs faded into obscurity and the elders no longer came to End House. Whether or not they continued this custom with the other houses in the area and intentionally avoided End House, Rupert remains uncertain. However, it pains him now to recall how much he had once looked forward to those meetings, those brief encounters at the threshold of the manor—a simple conversation with anyone other than Gladys or Veronica, an opportunity to see, touch, and smell the outside world for only a moment. He mourns the loss of those meetings just as he grieves everything else in his life. Despite all his losses, Rupert realizes he’s never learned how to properly mourn, how to grieve with dignity and then move on.

He moves away from the window and continues to wander from room to room. His thoughts stray and he finds himself unsettled, unmoored. As often happens, a random thought drifts into his mind about how he had especially enjoyed learning about World War One while in history class in high school. Though he cannot remember his teacher especially well—probably some maudlin, matter-of-fact kind of adult he could either take or leave—he vividly remembers learning about the American soldiers stationed on the front line. In fact, the more time he spends at End House, the more he thinks of those poor, pitiful soldiers. He recalls how many of the privates in World War One—at least the ones who survived—suffered crippling, almost debilitating trauma that was nearly impossible to alleviate once they had returned home. This disturbance wasn’t from what they had seen in battle. Instead, this trauma was rooted in the fact that so much of their daily existence was so monotonous and utterly bleak. It was a kind of soul-destroying drudgery unlike anything else. Rupert remembers how his intestines had crumpled, folding inward upon themselves, when he thought of the monotony, the utter dullness of existing day in and day out, wondering if today would be the day when you finally expired because of some rogue sniper, because of the cruelty, the brutality of some nameless, faceless enemy.

Now a permanent prisoner of End House, Rupert finds himself thinking back on those history lessons and the stories he read of the poor, pathetic soldiers languishing away in the trenches, waiting for a battle that might never arrive, wondering if death might make a fool of them in their quietest, softest moments. He realizes that so much of his existence with Gladys is rooted in the trauma of war—the unbearable cruelty and uncertainty of an invisible battle. Whether it’s the war inside their minds or the terrible affliction that waits for them outside the walls of End House, they are prisoners no matter what. The monotony, the utter cheerlessness of their lives has completely annihilated them to the point where they feel frayed, soulless. Rupert cannot count how many times he’s walked into the library and found Gladys sitting there on the sofa, staring at the bookshelves lining the far wall of the room. She never appears to be looking at the spines of each collected book. No, instead she seems to be looking past the shelves and somehow through the wall, her mind very much elsewhere, her thoughts very much clouded and inaccessible to him. He often thinks of rousing her and asking if she’d like to play one of the many boardgames they’ve played too many times to count. It’s no use, however. They’ve memorized every trick, every imaginable way to cheat these games and swindle one another out of the joy of winning in the process.

The only minor joy Rupert finds anymore is when he sits down at his small desk in the corner of his bedroom and writes, longhand with paper and pencil. For a few hours, he’s able to forget his affliction, to disregard the horrible circumstances that brought him here to End House, to become someone else entirely, the way an actor on the stage inhabits a new skin when they put on a costume. There are many times when he disappears upstairs to his bedroom for hours on end and then comes back to the parlor, wondering if Gladys will be looking for him. She never is. Instead, he finds her exactly where he had left her hours ago—a sullen, waxen-looking figure leaning against the sofa like some used, discarded scarecrow and mindlessly staring off into the distance, probably wishing for a kind of peace that so few in this life seem capable of truly possessing.

*   *   *

Rupert observes how Gladys seems to withdraw from everything, the same way a sick animal might tuck itself away, fearful of being outed as some horrible burden by the remainder of the pack. She hides in her bedroom, keeping the door shut and locked. The few moments they might have usually spent together—breakfast in the drawing room, tea in the kitchen during the late afternoon—are now completely nonexistent. Rupert has realized for quite some time how withdrawn Gladys has become. He thinks of how they once enjoyed meals together at the large dining room table. Now, the room sits there occupied with the specters of distant memories long since passed—moments when they might have once enjoyed one another’s company. In their absence, mountains of soiled dishes caked with bits of food and unwashed cutlery litter the dining room table like the pitiful remnants from some debauched celebration—a wild party from eons ago, and now a distant memory to all who are abandoned in its wake.

Sometimes Rupert meanders around the empty hallways, noticing how some of the wallpaper has begun to curl and peel to expose the sickening marks of rot and decay beneath. There’s a permanent stench lingering in the air of End House—the same kind of aroma that seemed to forever blanket the town of Burnt Sparrow. Only this smell isn’t the pungent aroma of sulfur. No, instead this is the smell of decay, of inevitable rot. A wet, rancid musk. At first, Rupert had covered his nose at the scent when he first recognized it churning in the air—that loathsome odor of mold wafting throughout every corridor, every room of End House. It’s slowly become imperceptible to him now. He wakes in the morning and no longer gags at the unpleasantness of the smell. In fact, he might be concerned if he found the stench had suddenly been removed from the house. He hates that such a smell has become commonplace for him, something to be expected no matter what, almost as though it has been threaded into the very essence of himself.

Rupert is not prepared to admit how much he resents Gladys for her involvement in his misfortune. He’s already endured ten years at End House since the bad luck first claimed him. Sometimes he reflects on the torment of existing here with both Gladys and Veronica—the incessant arguing between the two women, the screaming, the endless shouting. Of course, part of him feels intense sadness for Veronica and how her life ended so unceremoniously. However, he knows it was inevitable, given how she and Gladys had become enemies in more recent years. Veronica had been kind to Rupert. She had tried to understand him, attempted to speak to him in private when Gladys was feeling especially temperamental. However, Rupert had often wondered if those civilities were forced, contrived; he wondered if such pleasantness was a way of coaxing from him what she wanted. Although Rupert still isn’t aware what Veronica could have wanted from him, he figures that every living person in this world is eager to use someone else, delighted to drain the essence from someone simply to get ahead.

Pacing back and forth at the windows in the drawing room like a caged beast, he often wonders if he’ll ever be free. Rupert mourns the sad fact that he can no longer gaze out at the world beyond the estate, each of the windows boarded shut with large planks of heavy plywood. Gladys had suggested it when everything first occurred, worried that somehow the outside world would infect her, pollute her just as it had irrevocably destroyed her dreadful menace of a husband, Cyril. Over the course of the past ten years, both Gladys and Rupert have taken to graffitiing the plywood as a form of therapy—drawing all sorts of depravities and inhumanities on the wooden planks with acrylic paints or permanent markers. Rupert often feels better after a session of drawing on the boards. Sometimes he’ll draw scenes he experienced many years ago, while his father was still alive. One of his proudest accomplishments is a mural of his father’s execution—the long-gowned elders milling about on the riverbank, presiding over the gruesome spectacle while Rupert’s father’s lifeless corpse floats face-down in the nearby creek, a giant crater winking in the back of his head. Another equally compelling and yet altogether disturbing portrait: the moment in which Cyril unraveled when he stepped foot outside of End House on that fateful day ten years ago. Although Rupert had once worried Gladys might find the drawing insensitive, or be disturbed by the reminder, he frequently finds her gazing at the massive illustration, as if attempting to commit the very moment to memory, worried that she’ll somehow forget it one day.

Rupert also concedes that matters could be far worse. Cyril could still be present and subjecting Rupert to his most depraved and debauched whims. Rupert quietly thanks God every day that a person as evil, as unscrupulous as Cyril is now gone forever—smeared from the face of this earth, the remnants of his body scattered on a passing breeze and probably still floating there like brittle flakes of burnt parchment. He can’t imagine what his life might have been like if he were trapped here with Cyril—a mere domestic to his every shameful desire.

With Gladys locked in her bedroom each and every day, Rupert has free rein of the manor. He often passes the time combing through the dust-covered books in the library or exploring the different corridors of the house that were once off-limits to him when he had first arrived so many years ago. While he wanders, Rupert notices oil portrait after oil portrait—wraiths from the Esherwood family’s past, peering down at him the same way an archaeologist might inspect ancient and damaged pottery. Rupert realizes that he feels as if he’s nothing more than an urn—a hollow vessel to be filled, an unfit thing to be consecrated as having meaning or depth or truth. Rupert feels like an imitation, an inexpressive effigy of his former self. In the silence, he mourns the life he might have once led—the places he might have visited, the people he might have met, the handsome men he might have fucked.

Once he’s finished exploring the house and passing time in the library, Rupert often returns to his bedroom and lies in bed, staring at the ceiling. Another day wasted, he laments to himself while he feels his cock. Pulling himself out from beneath his underwear, he begins to mindlessly stroke and make soft, slight whimpers. He secretly hopes that Gladys might hear him masturbating through the walls. He’s never made love to a woman before, but he figures that he’s so repressed, so frustrated with his right hand that he’s willing to try anything once. He’s never made love to anyone, for that matter, and he often wonders if he’s closed off to that kind of pleasure for all eternity. Perhaps he’s not meant to savor physical interaction with another person. Perhaps he’s destined to instead live as a monk, a celibate organism cloistered off from the rest of the world. Rupert wonders how Gladys might react if he showed up announced at her door, his firm cock pointing at her with an invitation that she could hardly ignore. But how could he carry through with such a thing?

Rupert continues to pleasure himself until he reaches climax, whimpering loudly enough for Gladys to hear in her room further down the hallway. When he’s finished, he sponges his jizz-covered leg clean with a towel and tosses it aside. Then he walks over to the door and peers out into the hall, wondering if Gladys might have heard him and been curious enough to eavesdrop on his self-pleasure. She’s not there. Instead, the hallway is always empty.

Rupert can’t tell if he’s disturbed with himself for hoping that she might be waiting for him at the threshold, or if he’s truly disappointed in the sad fact that she’s not there. Whatever the answer may be, Rupert can’t be troubled to decide. He zips up the pants that Gladys has given him from her husband’s wardrobe. Sometimes, Rupert realizes how disgusting it is to know that he’s wearing the hand-me-downs from such a wretched, loathsome man.

Thankfully, over the years, Rupert has eventually grown into the clothing that Gladys’s husband left behind. Still, there’s a part of Rupert that feels as though he’s wearing someone else’s skin. He feels uncomfortable, if he thinks about it for too long, imagining how he bears Cyril’s invisible carcass. Rupert often luxuriates in the moment at the end of every day when he finally returns to his bedroom and peels off each heavy layer of clothing—standing naked in the middle of the room and, for a brief, fleeting moment, feeling the kind of temporary freedom he can only dream of.

*   *   *

While Rupert drags the chair out from the dining room table still littered with mess and settles himself there, he wonders if Gladys will join him for dinner tonight. For the past several evenings, he’s been forced to dine alone—the ornate grandfather clock ticking away in the corner of the room his only fellow guest, his soulless conversation partner, his inanimate chaperone.

Although he doesn’t necessarily mind his own company, he finds himself pining for the nights, mere months ago, when he, Veronica, and Gladys would sit across from one another at the large dining room table. Perhaps they would make polite conversation. Perhaps Gladys would regale Rupert with stories from her childhood, before all the misfortune took her from her simple country farm life to the pitiful existence she now knows at End House. Sometimes the conversation would stray and the two of them would end up discussing Mr. Esherwood—his cruelty, his maliciousness. Gladys would often seem to shiver slightly at the mere mention of his name, but sometimes—moments few and far between—she would appear to thaw, some of that hatred she had once felt for him now seeming to melt and come undone completely. Rupert wonders if the passage of time softens all memories of cruelty. Perhaps, in time, he’ll be looked upon more favorably as well.

Rupert senses a twinge deep inside his chest when he realizes that he must become comfortable with the thought of being alone. He can hardly believe he’ll have to consider such a thing. Rupert had once imagined a carefree life filled with joy and celebration once he had left the town of Burnt Sparrow. He had envisioned grand parties and dear friends awaiting his presence on every continent. It’s not that he completely and utterly loathes his own company, but rather it’s the simple fact that he has spent so much time already imagining how his life would be. Rupert figures that a person truly perishes when they recognize the horrible, wretched fact that their life won’t go according to plan. It vexes Rupert to know that he has wasted so much time, so much energy imagining scenarios that will never come to pass.

Rupert glances up from his plate and notices Gladys lazing in the dining room doorway. She’s dressed in one of the newer gowns she ordered through the mail, delivered to the house several weeks ago. She had told him that she was planning to save it for a special occasion, and Rupert finds it bewildering for her to wear it this evening of all evenings.

Gladys glides into the room and takes her seat across from Rupert, sliding a folded napkin into her lap.

“Leftovers again tonight,” Rupert tells her.

Gladys accepts the report without comment.

“Special occasion?” Rupert asks, eyeing Gladys’s gown—from the ornate gold-flecked collar to the intricately embroidered flowers running the length of the dress.

“Isn’t it always?” Gladys asks. “I thought it would be such a pity to never wear this...”

Rupert’s eyes lower. She’s right. But it feels so strange to see her in such formal attire while he’s dressed only in tattered pants and a stained dress shirt. The air around them feels weighted, almost as though something impossible, something truly terrible were about to be said. Rupert senses Gladys has something she wants to say, something she wants to confess.

“I’ve been thinking so much lately,” Gladys tells Rupert. “Tell me if you know this quote… ‘Right or wrong, it’s very pleasant to break something from time to time.’”

Gladys eyes Rupert with a look of expectation, of hopefulness. For the first time in many months, she looks as though she is about to smile. Rupert searches his mind for an answer but cannot pinpoint one. His shoulders drop and he shakes his head.

“You don’t know your Russian authors,” she says, chiding him. “Dostoevsky.”

Rupert had heard of him in school. But he had never made an effort to seek out his writing. He feels foolish for not knowing the answer. What’s his excuse? He’s endured at End House for the past ten years and has hardly read any of the books collected in the estate’s extensive library.

“I’ve been reading that quote again and again,” Gladys says. “It makes me think of Veronica—how she broke herself, how she did something that could never be undone.”

Rupert lowers his head. He’s tried to keep his mind from tiptoeing toward the horrible thought of Veronica—the gruesome sight of her withering away until she was nothing more than a livid stain, the unbearable, panicky noises she had made just before she disappeared from view. It seems inevitable that he’ll think of her. She successfully accomplished what he’s considered from time to time—putting a permanent end to things.

“There must be something so freeing about it,” Gladys tells Rupert, her attention drifting off like she is imagining how it might feel. “To destroy yourself. To end things permanently. It must be so liberating.”

Rupert has considered it. Still, there’s a part of him that remains panicked and cautious about it.

“I think it’s frightening,” he says, shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s as romantic as you make it out to be…”

Rupert shrinks a little, worried that Gladys might be offended, that he might have undone what tenuous pact they have together to remain cordial and friendly. But she surprises him. She doesn’t seem perturbed—or even upset, for that matter.

“I suppose that’s the problem with Dostoevsky,” she says. “Some people think he’s a genius. Others are unconvinced…”

Rupert thinks of saying something to impress her. Perhaps how he once read Faulkner in middle school. But he can’t think of anything meaningful, anything that might be worthy of language.

They sit in silence for a while. Rupert stabs the cold, roasted duck on his plate with a fork and then begins to saw through the meat with his knife. He winces when he feels the edge of the knife scrape against a sharp fang of bone. Lifting his head, he wonders if Gladys notices his discomfort. But she’s looking off somewhere, distant and dreaming. Rupert deflates, quietly wondering to himself what other Dostoevsky quote she’s thinking about.

*   *   *

It’s late in the morning when Rupert hears a knock at his bedroom door. He leaps out of bed, throws on a shirt, and ambles over to the doorway. When he opens it, he finds Gladys standing there. She’s dressed in her nightgown, her hair pinned back behind her head in a small bun, and she looks like she’s been crying again—her eyes swollen and red.

“May I come in?” she asks, sniveling a little.

Rupert merely steps aside, motioning for her to enter. She does.

She surveys the space he’s been keeping for the past ten years—the books stacked in tall piles, the cartons filled with half-eaten remnants of food crammed in the corners of the room. Rupert can tell she’s about to make a motherly kind of comment, but she refrains, quietly shaking her head at the sight of such squalor.

Gladys sniffs, clearing her throat.

“I haven’t felt like talking much,” she tells him, looking away almost as if she’s fearful that he might undo some of her firmness with only the power of his glare.

“There’s something you wanted to tell me?” Rupert asks, hardly in the mood for unnecessary pleasantries.

Gladys nods, clearly hesitant to speak at first. “We’re never going to be able to leave this place. You know that, don’t you?”

Of course, Rupert knows that. How could he not? It’s a thought that preys on his mind day and night. The opportunity to leave seems like a privilege—a sacred honor—that can never be bestowed upon the permanent residents of End House. It seems foolish for Gladys to bring this up now. After all, ten years have gone by since the disaster first claimed them. Why should she accept their misfortune in detail now? Does it take ten years to recognize the fault of your actions?

“Yes,” he says to her, holding up his gnarled, bandaged right hand. “You’ve seen what happens whenever I test the possibility of leaving…”

Gladys shakes her head. “Yes… We’ll be scattered to the breeze… We’ll come apart the second we set foot outside that front door.”

Even though Rupert had already known this to be true, it seems so ghoulish when Gladys tells him. Rupert winces a little when he notices how Gladys’s voice seems to firm at the unpleasantness of their circumstances. It’s one thing to know that your options are limited. It’s a totally different kind of purgatory when you’re told just how miserable your chances of survival are.

“I’ve made a decision,” Gladys tells him. “I’m going to kill myself. In three days.”

Rupert shakes his head in disbelief. Did she really just say that? He knows just how devastated she’s been since Veronica’s demise; however, he scarcely expected her to try to follow suit, to mimic the poor woman’s self-annihilation.

“I’m not telling you this so you can try to talk me out of it,” she says. “I’ve already made up my mind. I’ve already planned how I’m going to do it.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Rupert asks.

“Because I’m throwing you a rope,” she tells him. “You can join me. Or you can stay here for the rest of your life… You’ve thought about it already, haven’t you?”

Rupert is surprised Gladys would ever say something so brazen, so needlessly cruel. Yes, of course, he’s considered killing himself before. He can hardly stand day after day of nothingness, only to be followed by more monotony and tedium. But could he really go through with it? Could he actually swallow the handful of pills that Gladys will most likely offer him?

“You have three days to think about it,” she says. “We can do it together. Or I can go on my own. But nothing you say is going to change my mind. Do you understand that?”

Rupert nods, realizing there’s nothing he could possibly say that would ever change her decision. He concedes that she’s probably right—the curse will never be lifted, they’ll be trapped at End House until death and rot eventually claim them both. Why not get ahead of the process?

Before Rupert can utter another word, Gladys turns and glides out of the room and down the hallway, until she vanishes from his sight. Rupert is left standing there in the center of the room, his heart hammering away in the space between his ears. He feels utterly hopeless. As though he’s reached the end of what was supposed to be a longer journey. The only thing that comforts him now is the horrible realization that he’ll soon be reunited with his mother and, much to his horror, his father. He’s disturbed at himself for looking forward to the moment with such anticipation, such encouragement. Yes, he thinks. Perhaps this is for the best. There’s only one way to find out.

Rupert has never been truly terrified of death. It’s an unpleasant thought to consider—the actual act of dying and the process of “crossing over.” Although his parents took him to church most Sunday mornings and tried to instill in him the concept of an afterlife where all loved ones were reunited, Rupert can’t shake the idea that there’s nothingness waiting for him on the other side. He wonders if he actually believes in an afterlife. If he doesn’t, why should he be so eager to leave this world? Even if he’s uncomfortable—even if he’s completely miserable here—what could possibly be waiting for him on the other side? He’s mortified by the answer.

He supposes he’s unwilling to accept the more likely, horrible truth—there’s nothing waiting for him there once he dies, once he crosses over that invisible threshold. He won’t be greeted by his father, nor his sweet, caring mother. Instead, he’ll be swallowed by an ancient carnivore known only as “darkness”—a despicable, godless creature that’s already existed for centuries, eons, and is more than eager to consume all those who wander, all those who were foolish enough to believe there would finally be peace after death.

*   *   *

While Rupert lazes in bed, he thinks about what Gladys had said at the dining room table the other night—how there’s something so pleasant about destroying something, perhaps even yourself. He wonders if Dostoevsky is correct: is there liberation to be found in the art of destruction? Will he find absolution in the handful of pills Gladys plans to consume? Rupert isn’t certain.

He finds himself wandering the long corridors of the East Wing—a lonely sprawling hallway that overlooks the gardens at the rear of the estate. Rupert peeks through the plywood boards covering one of the windows, noticing the overgrown hedges outside. He wonders if there’s pleasantness to be found in rotting, in decomposing like bits of compost. He remains frightened, but there’s a new, more curious part of him that seems enchanted by the idea.

He winces, worried that perhaps Gladys has somehow infected him with the same longing for destruction, the very same yearning to implode. Rupert imagines himself drowning in hemlock and ivy, the earth creeping around him until he’s completely submerged. He thinks of his body contorting—bones snapping, ligaments tearing—while worms and maggots arrive to feast on his remains, to burrow themselves deep inside his softest, tenderest places and feed there.

Why should he entertain such disgusting things? It somehow feels as though Gladys has torn out all thoughts of apprehension and has replaced them with thoughts of sweetness and satisfaction. He’s surprised at himself, but he feels compelled to seek out Gladys at once—to tell her that he’s ready, that he’s willing to venture with her into the starless void. Suddenly he’s racing toward her bedroom door, his hands curling to fists. He’s about to slam against the door and beg her to let him join when the doorbell chimes downstairs. He hesitates.

Who on earth could that be? They aren’t expecting anyone today. Rupert thinks of ignoring the doorbell but something commands him to skirt down the stairs and toward the large front door. Unfastening the locks and pulling the handle, the door creaks open to reveal a young man standing at the threshold, his arms stuffed with grocery bags.

Rupert takes a moment to study the man. He’s never encountered him before. But he feels a sense of sadness for that simple fact, seeing as the young thing is so particularly handsome, probably no older than twenty-three or twenty-four. He’s lean and broad-shouldered. His cheeks are ruddy, his hair dark and his eyebrows impossibly thick.

Rupert twitches, a little embarrassed by the sight of someone so attractive, so uniquely good-looking. He finds himself all out of sorts and doesn’t know how to behave. He should invite the poor thing in, but instead he just loiters there and gazes at the man with a look of incredulousness.

“Delivery for Esherwood,” the visitor tells him.

Rupert squints, a little unsure. They’ve received deliveries from the local market for the past several years. However, he’s never bumped into a delivery boy so charming or inimitable. Usually, one of the older gentlemen from the store drops off the groceries at End House, leaving the bags beside the front door as instructed by the lady of the manor. In fact, Rupert finds it practically inconceivable for someone so fine-looking, so splendid and radiant to be a resident of Burnt Sparrow.

“May I come in?” the man asks Rupert, his voice quivering a little. “The bags are heavy…”

Rupert shrinks, dragging the door open further. “Yes, of course. Sorry.”

The young man passes him and slides the bags onto the bureau beside the front door.

“Oh, not there,” Rupert says, leaping at him. “She doesn’t like groceries piled on that.”

The man quickly grabs the bags from the bureau and sets them on the marbled floor.

“Is this okay?” he asks Rupert.

“Yes. There. That’s fine.”

Just as the delivery boy sets the bags down, one of them tips open and a small green apple spills out onto the floor with a vulgar thud. Rupert and the young man watch while the fruit skates through the entryway and across the threshold, until it rolls onto the front step just outside the house. Rupert swallows hard. He’s about to reach for the apple until he remembers the sad, wretched fact—he cannot. He stands there for a moment, gazing at the small apple on the other side of the threshold. He wants to be able to snatch it from the ground, to pass over that edge and be finally and utterly free. But he knows that he can never.

Realizing the man is staring at him, Rupert shudders out of embarrassment. He feels his cheeks heat, warm and red.

“Sorry,” he whispers. “Could you please get that?”

The young man flashes him a smile and then kneels, grabbing the apple on the front step. He slides it back into the small carrier and closes the bag.

“Should be fine to eat as long as you wash it,” the young man tells him.

Rupert nods, feeling suddenly very out of place. “Yes. Of course.”

He notices how the man glances around the entryway, visibly impressed by what he sees. Rupert can’t imagine why, however. The house has descended into such disarray, such complicated mess over the past ten years. More importantly, to him, it feels like a tomb—an extravagant sarcophagus where he will remain buried until the end of time, until the very earth corrodes away from underneath him.

In the stillness, he hopes the delivery boy doesn’t hear the sounds of rats scurrying through the paper-thin walls. Even worse, what if he spotted one? Sometimes the little varmints like to crawl all over the furniture in search of food—scavenging, hunting, feeding. The incessant sounds of their chittering and their scampering often keep Rupert up late at night, to the point where, if he ever saw one, he wonders what he would do; if he’d have the nerve to kill the damn thing.

“I’ve never been out here before,” the young man says. “Didn’t realize how big this place was.”

Rupert clears his throat. “Yeah. I didn’t realize they had hired a new delivery person.”

“I work part-time,” the young man says, his eyes scanning every inch of the cluttered entryway—the floor littered with cartons and boxes stuffed with various decorative items, dust-covered pieces of furniture jumbled in nearly every corner. “I’ve always wanted to see what it was like out here. I’ve heard things…”

Rupert’s heart flutters. “What kinds of things—?”

The man shrugs. “Just how much money the Esherwoods have…”

He turns and seems to notice that Rupert continues to stare at him. Rupert shakes his head, caught and embarrassed. He looks away.

“I’m Pierce, by the way.”

Rupert glances back at him, trying desperately to conceal some of his apprehension.

“Rupert,” he says, offering his hand and then suddenly realizing that Pierce is hesitating at the sight of Rupert’s withered, shriveled fingers—the very things he’s taken such care to mutilate, to bend and contort over the years in an effort to feel pain, to feel anything for that matter.

Rupert, face flushing, pulls his hands away until they are out of sight.

“Sorry,” he says.

“Are you one of the Esherwoods?” Pierce asks.

Rupert laughs. “No. I’m a… family friend. No relation.”

Pierce continues to glance around the space. “It’s a beautiful home. Can’t imagine living in a house so big. I bet you must get lost from time to time.”

Rupert desperately wants to agree with Pierce. He’d give anything to be able to agree with him. But the horrible, worthless truth is that End House seems smaller and smaller every day—a cramped, cluttered closet as the walls shrink in on poor Rupert.

“I’m sorry,” Pierce says, glancing at his wristwatch. “I’m due back at the store… Are you here most of the time?”

Rupert chuckles, amused by the cluelessness of the young man’s question. “I’m always here,” he says, shrugging.

Pierce throws him a warm smile. “Maybe I’ll see you again?”

Just then, he pulls out a small envelope from his pocket and passes it to Rupert. Rupert hesitates at first, uncertain whether he should accept the offering. Eventually, he does, studying the envelope in its entirety and weighing it in his hand.

“What’s this?” Rupert asks, feeling a little foolish for not immediately knowing.

“You’ve heard of The Perdido Society?” Pierce asks.

But Rupert’s face twists in this puzzled, almost frightened expression that causes Pierce to laugh instantly.

“It’s a very select group of people here in town,” Pierce explains, stifling his amusement. “Started not long after the massacre all those years ago… Many of the town elders organized it.”

Rupert’s face scrunches. “What is it?”

Pierce smiles, as if glad he has asked. “It’s for those who ache to cross certain thresholds…”

But before Rupert can reply, Pierce is already racing out of the door and down the front steps of End House. He lurches into his car, revs the engine, and then peels away down the driveway. Rupert watches the young man’s car disappear into the curtain of greenery at the end of the lane.

With great hesitation, Rupert drags the door shut and latches it with one of the large locks.

Then he slowly makes his way into the downstairs parlor, gripping the envelope tight—not tight enough to damage the contents; however, certainly tight enough to show his appreciation, his interest, his dedication to whatever delicacies and morsels were waiting for him inside. After he pours himself a cup of tea from the pot he had been already brewing on the stove and sits in the chair beside the hearth crackling with a freshly made fire, he pulls the envelope into the center of his lap and stares at it for what feels like hours. His eyes keep going over the gorgeously printed cursive handwriting scrawled on the front of the small packet. He reads what’s written there: For all those who are lost. But only intended for one in particular. He straightens a little. They were talking about him. Someone—another private member of this coterie, this Perdido Society —was addressing him directly without even knowing him. He feels a rush of adrenaline at the wonderful thought—to be considered, to be thought of in such a quiet, painfully reflective moment. It’s almost too much for him to bear.

After composing himself and taking a sip from his cup of tea, he grabs hold of the old-fashioned letter opener on the table beside him. To others, the damn thing probably resembled a kind of strange, medieval weapon that armored knights might have only been too glad to put to use—to spear their enemies, to gouge deep, bloody holes in eye sockets. To Rupert, the appliance does not resemble a weapon, however. It’s a romantic instrument capable of revealing secrets and vicious transgressions to him, and to him alone.

He slides the edge underneath the fold of the envelope and then glides the tapered point along the crease until the envelope is completely torn open. For a moment, Rupert feels especially sentimental, and he decides to run the tip of his index finger along the red wax seal embossed with the shape of a dragon’s tooth. The edges of the wax shape are still soft and pallid, almost squishy as though it has freshly clotted there. How long since my anonymous sender held this very same envelope? he wonders. He tremors with the same excitement that he feels whenever he’s about to log on to his laptop late at night for a quick webcam chat with a perfect stranger. However, this excitement is dangerous, almost. He deflates a little when he realizes it’s been so long since he’s felt revitalized or enthusiastic about anything. It feels silly to find himself so moved, so terribly provoked at the thought of holding something that someone else once held—a ticket to a rare passage he cannot possibly understand, could never dream of imagining.

After he tears the envelope open, he slides his fingers inside and pulls out the few sheets of paper within. The pages feel thick between his fingers, almost viscous, if it were possible. The document is a ghostly bone-white color—almost the cancerous pallor of an autumn moon—and, even more surprisingly, the contents of the letter are not painstakingly handwritten as he had thought. No. Instead, the letter has been typed with such formality by the sender, using some sort of antique typewriter. Even more frustrating for Rupert, he recognizes how the letter ‘e’ has been faded and is almost impossible to decipher on the page. Therefore, every word containing the letter ‘e’ in the missive feels unfinished, almost illegible if it weren’t for his good sense and proper literacy.

Rupert pauses for a moment, and considers how maddening it is that the old-fashioned custom of letter writing has diminished so drastically in the twenty-first century. So much of life is rooted in ritual, in the formality of certain customs because they are right and honorable. If we are to dismantle those rituals, those consecrated procedures, what shall we be left with? Then again, it’s always felt so strange to obsess over the arcane and the obsolete during such a time of transformation—a time when technology thrives, when most of the world is now connected online, when we live inside the glass of our computer screens. Even though Rupert has always been enraptured by the poetically romantic idea of writing and sending letters in Victorian England, he knows for certain now that he would be an unwelcome presence there, given his gender identity and the ways in which he does not and will not ever conform to male or female gender roles. To him, those roles are obscure, outdated, and outright cruel, expecting others to mindlessly perform without thought, without proper reason.

He has never in his life felt like a true man or pretended to adopt the brutish, masculine, almost sickeningly domineering ways in which all men are expected to present in society. His father had always expected him to portray the role of the dutiful and ill-mannered son. But he was never any of those things. Instead, Rupert was an inexplicable mosaic of concepts, different ideas and performances he had watched on television late at night while his parents were sleeping. He was a collection of the notions he had read about in all the books he had checked out from the local library, which he knew his father would condemn if he had ever known what Rupert was actually reading. To this day, Rupert feels pity for his father and all the things he will never know about him—all the ways in which he had disappointed Rupert, sacrificed him for the sake of his own comfort.

After he settles into the cushioning of the armchair beside the fireplace, Rupert’s attention immediately falls upon the large, ornate crest stamped at the very top of the document’s first page. The crest is a peculiar kind of seal—a large dragon’s tooth framed inside the actual impression. He runs his fingers over the raised edges of the imprint and quivers with excitement.

It’s starting, he thinks. Everything I’ve waited for, hoped for—it’s finally happening…

Glancing further down the page, he holds his breath and begins to read:


[image: Common Image]
Dear Q,

I have decided to refer to you as “Q” from here on out because, to me, you are a question—a strange kind of symbol or impossible hieroglyphic I cannot comprehend, and probably will never completely understand if I am expected to follow the protocol set in place by The Perdido Society. I intend to follow those guidelines perfectly, so for the remainder of these letters, I hope you will not mind if I refer to you simply as “Q.” It’s not that I intend to disrespect you by not addressing you properly, but as I’m sure you already know, we are expected to keep all confessions as anonymous as possible. It seems strange that the society would be such sticklers about something like that, seeing as these letters are all about confessing the more unsavory parts of ourselves to perfect strangers. Revealing your name to someone else feels very much like a confession, don’t you think? Perhaps you don’t agree...

Regardless, I would share my name with you if it were permitted, but I recognize that I’m not allowed. I’ve been told to be as vague, as imprecise as possible for the sake of anonymity. That feels disingenuous to me. The whole point of sending and receiving these confessions is an attempt to cleanse yourself, to purify your spirit.

I suppose I should begin this written confession with a more earnest, more honest introduction. I’ve been informed that it’s acceptable for me to share with you the name of my adopted son. I’m afraid you’ll find that his presence—as small as it currently is—looms heavily over the next few pages of this letter. I apologize in advance for how much I dwell upon him, how much I ruminate on his presence. But I assure you that it’s intentional and will hopefully help you understand the difficulty of my problem, the enormity of my issue. I wish there were a way to dull the repulsiveness of some of what I’m about to tell you, but certain euphemisms haven’t yet been invented for my indiscretions, my wrongdoings.

In order to fully comprehend the problem at hand, you must understand the unsureness I feel whenever I think of our adopted son’s name. Because of my incessant worrying, I’m told to think of our sweet, precious Scythe—we affectionately refer to him as “Sy” from time to time, because his given name feels so awkward and unrefined—in short, shallow fragments, little bursts of disruptions, fractures of a larger and more complete kind of portrait. To me, Sy has forever been a puzzling (perhaps even infuriating) piece of artwork—something that could be appreciated from a considerable distance like an auctioneer at a posh art show, but all at once vexing and utterly confounding the closer you approach, the more you’re able to discern the flaws, the impossibly small ruins.

That’s not to say that I loathe Sy or resent him in any way. I’ve offered him care and gentle affection ever since we adopted him four months ago. I reason that in order to fully grasp the situation at hand, you probably must understand that my husband was the one who pushed incessantly for adoption and has been adamant about our role as parents for nearly two years now. So many of our close friends were having children and, to him, it felt like the natural, honorable thing to do—to start a family, to raise a small child. Even though he’s queer, you’d never know it given the way he acts. I always find myself exasperated with him, endlessly questioning why he continues to follow traditional, heteronormative behavior. Part of the joy of being gay is that we get to be different, we are free from the confines of traditional gender and sexual roles. We are liberated to do whatever we want. But I’m afraid my husband does not see us adopting those liberated customs.

Regardless of my husband’s proclivities when it comes to traditional family values, I often find myself struggling to connect with him, struggling to actually love him. God, did I actually just write that? It feels so cruel, so needlessly vicious to reveal something like that to a perfect stranger. Then again, it feels exhilarating to type it out—to confess something so private, so revealing, so close to my heart. There are days when I do wonder if I love my husband, if I care for him the same way I did when we first met and fell in love. You must understand that our romance began nearly ten years ago. Certain relationships have a life expectancy, and there are many times when I wonder if we have remained together past our expiration date—two hate-filled wraiths tethered by the same cord and bound to tirelessly haunt the same house until Armageddon.

I suppose you may consider that revelation to be my first confession of this letter. I assure you, there are more to come.

To me, Scythe is a riddle—a strange kind of mystery that I worry I cannot properly solve. Even worse, it feels as though time is running out. Having a child depend on you feels so terribly urgent. Everything feels so critical and vital or else there will be horrible consequences. Now, it’s not that I never wanted to adopt a child with my husband. I had entertained the thought before. However, that’s all it was at the time—a mere thought. Those things cannot hurt you, cannot depend on you in such a way that they would be extinguished if not properly cared for. Or perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps thoughts do indeed need to be nurtured like an offspring or else they’ll be lost. I guess the problem is this: I’ve made the mistake of nurturing and caring for the wrong thoughts. So much of this letter will boil down to my imagination, the horrible places I’m able to go to inside my mind, the terrible scenarios I’m so accomplished at inventing. My husband always jokes with me whenever I’m especially upset or worried about something that I should have made my living as a writer. “At least you’d get paid for all this drama,” he often tells me with a chuckle. I cannot articulate how much that wounds me, decimates me entirely—to imagine that he thinks of my worrying, my nervousness as “drama.” I cannot help but wonder if that’s when I first started to fall out of love with him—when he reduced me to some shrieking, hysterical housewife who’s fearful of the ever-inquisitive and leering mailman, who’s worried about her rhododendrons being trampled over by the neighbor’s cocker-spaniel. Yes, I think I’ve very much fallen out of love with my husband.

Even worse, I’ve misplaced the love I once felt for him and have moved on to stressing about Sy in ways I had never expected to worry before. There are many things I think about when I regard Sy while he sleeps in his little bassinet. I could list those things for you and identify them properly, but I needn’t bore you with those stupid details. Instead, there’s one thing in particular that I’ve found myself completely fearful of whenever I come near our sweet, little Scythe. I’m sure it’s going to feel strange to type it out—to explain the full details to you. You probably won’t understand what I mean at all and why I think the way I do. However, you simply must understand that sometimes it feels as though my mind is designed to challenge me, to pollute me. I sometimes wonder, if they took an X-ray of my brain, if they might find it has withered away completely—black spots sprouting around the edges like rotted fruit, and as flimsy and tattered as cheesecloth.

You see, the truth is that I am afraid of myself.

I’ve been afraid of myself since the massacre occurred on Christmas Day, 2003. I was only a teenager then. A mere child. However, it showed to me the harm, the pain people are capable of practicing upon one another. I think I’m reminded of this cheerlessness, this utter depravity daily because of my line of work. Although I’m told I’m not permitted to reveal my place of employment, you can probably imagine where I might work in town if I’m reminded of the Christmas Day massacre on a daily basis. Perhaps I’ve already revealed too much...

I don’t quite know why I decided to select such a grim business to practice, given the fragility of my mind. It seemed like the only task I could perform well enough. But it’s complete drudgery, as you can most likely imagine. It’s morbid, unpleasant, and deeply grueling work. Even worse, it affords me the time to think, to reflect, to ruminate about all the unsavory things that could go wrong, all the things I could inadvertently destroy because of my carelessness or, worse, because of my desires. That’s probably the thing I detest most about my occupation: I have the privilege of having so much time to think. It’s boring, monotonous drudgery.

The truth is that I’m afraid of what I’ll do to the people I love, the people around me that I’m supposed to care about. Surely, you must understand what I mean. Perhaps you’ve felt like you might hurt the ones you love with an unkind word. Or maybe even an impure thought? I don’t know why I’m trying to rationalize so much of this, seeing as we’ll never meet in person. But there must be something you understand about what I’m writing here...

I guess I’ve done all I can do to avoid the actual subject. You’re probably wondering what I’m so fearful of, so debilitated by.

I’ll tell you...

I’m afraid of unintentionally harming my child, performing some sort of egregious act that will cause our baby boy injury. Because of these horrible, nauseating thoughts, I wonder if the answer is to rid myself entirely of the child—to leave him somewhere for another to find, to make him someone else’s problem. I’m ashamed to say that there are times when I look at our sweet, innocent little baby and I can’t help but feel like abandoning him. I ache to leave him somewhere for someone else to find, someone else to tend to him.

I don’t blame you if you decide to stop reading the letter here. I’ve been sitting in a chair for the past twenty minutes, trying to think of what I could say, how I could explain myself for writing something so disgusting, so indecent. I feel sick typing this. I feel ill whenever I contemplate those things—whenever I allow myself to entertain the possibility of what might happen if I acted out those impulses, those thoughts. That’s all they are for now—mere thoughts. But what if they’re something more? What if they are urges or horrible kinds of impulses that I’ve been overpowering until just now. Even worse, what do these thoughts say about me as a person, as a father? I wish I knew the answer. I certainly don’t expect you to have an explanation for me.

I loathe myself for thinking these thoughts, for enjoying something as horrible as deserting a poor, innocent child—an infant that I’m supposed to care for, a child that I’ve been trusted with for the sake of his upkeep. Sometimes I walk around the house late at night, after my husband has gone to sleep, and I sob quietly when I think of the fact that Sy has already lost one of his parents. I’m not a good father. I’ll never be an honorable caregiver for the boy. It would be an act of mercy to give him back, to return him to the agency and let them care for him until he’s of age. Or at least until someone who’s sensible enough arrives and offers to care for him the way a decent parent should. But my husband will never allow that to happen. It would destroy him. Our marriage, too.

Q, if you’re still reading this, I commend you for your verve and bravery. These are thoughts that you are luckily able to abandon once you close the last page of this letter. I’m afraid I’ve been trapped with them, swarming about in my mind like gnats around the glow of a small lamp at dusk.

I don’t expect you to have an explanation for why I’ve been indulging in these horrible thoughts more and more over the last few weeks. It feels like the more I attempt to resist them, the more potent and powerful they become. I wish there was some way to quiet them, to resist them.

I hope you’ll accept another letter from me in a week’s time. Even though this was painful—perhaps unbearable—to write, it felt good to put these thoughts down on paper, almost like vomiting after you’ve eaten too much. I also wholeheartedly understand if you choose to partner with a different member of The Perdido Society. You will not hurt my feelings whatsoever. If anything, this was exceptional practice for the inevitable—for the day when I reveal all these things, all these loathsome indiscretions to my husband. He doesn’t deserve to live and not know the kind of monster that his partner has become.

I wish you well and I hope to hear from you with your decision very soon.

Best wishes,

Anonymous



When Rupert reads the final line of the letter, he tips the document closed and folds all the papers shut. Time now feels like such a blur, such a penance, an inconvenience. How long has he been sitting here? An hour—? Two—? Has time really gone by that quickly? He feels his breath becoming dimmer, shallower by the moment. Every moment is thoughtless like he was somewhere else entirely, like he was suddenly outside of himself and incapable of possessing his faculties in earnest. Even worse, his brain feels rough, calloused, almost as though the curve of each printed letter on those pages has curled into his mind and diseased him there. He can’t quite believe what he’s read. It seems so impossible, so unreasonable to actually consider. His eyelids become heavy while he uncrumples the pages once more, eyes scanning some of the lines as though to make certain he hasn’t dreamed them, hasn’t somehow imagined the monstrousness of this anonymous letter.

He pushes the pages aside, but he isn’t careful enough and ends up disturbing some of the dishes on the end table beside him. He sends the little plate filled with potpourri crashing to the floor with a deafening clatter. Even though he has always been disturbed by loud noises, the sound doesn’t even register to Rupert. Everything around him feels dimmed, muted almost. He doesn’t realize he has knocked over the small dish with flowers and fragrances inside until he rises from his chair and feels a sickening crunch beneath his shoe. But he isn’t in the headspace to tend to that now. He has far more pressing matters on his mind. What’s to be done? he wonders. Do I go on receiving these letters, learning more about this person’s fascinations, his urges to abandon poor, sweet little Scythe? It seems too ghoulish to consider. He shivers, wondering if he might be better off contacting the local authorities and alerting them to the letter he has received from The Perdido Society. But he certainly can’t do that. More to the point, he doesn’t want to do that. He suddenly imagines all sorts of horrific scenarios—indolently standing by, observing in silence while this nameless, faceless person abandons a small infant on the side of the road. Then, of course, the child’s confusion—his screams, his pangs of horror and worry. Rupert wonders if he’s coldhearted, pitiless enough to allow that to happen…

The answer comes to him almost instantly: Yes.

There’s something so freeing about being anonymous, about becoming a sort of faceless, nameless thing—unrestricted and able to be anything, anyone. Rupert, too, has things to confess, matters to disclose that were weighing him down and making it difficult to sleep at night. He knows in his heart that there are others who feel similarly. He’s right. The letter he has received is living proof of that wretched fact—the very human need to confess, the all-consuming desire to purge your every sickness and shame onto the page. Rupert has always figured that was why writers decided to dedicate their lives to telling stories—for the sheer pleasure of obscuring and weaving secret fetishes into the sinew of their literary work. Even though he has never considered himself a professional writer before, Rupert admits that it feels exhilarating to sit down and think of the letter he might write to respond to his anonymous sender and, in turn, the next letter he would receive. He feels so creative, so inventive. He could make up anything he wishes to excite, to titillate the nameless person who would receive his correspondence. There’s something very sensual about telling the truth to a perfect stranger—revealing yourself to them in a way that you never could to someone who actually knows you.

Rupert wonders if the person who sent him this letter was telling him the truth. Was he simply making up depravities to entice him to keep reading, to somehow stay attached to him? He cannot be sure. He feels sick after reading the letter, after going over each page tirelessly and realizing that he has revealed something so upsetting, so unpleasant to him. But there’s a part of Rupert that aches to know more, to learn about this person and his preferences, his obsessions. He’s surprised at himself, trudging over the mess of the potpourri he has sent crashing to the floor. While he climbs the stairs, heading for his bedroom, he knows for certain that he will be living on edge for the remainder of the week—hoping and waiting for the next time Pierce arrives and delivers a brand-new letter.









GLADYS ESHERWOOD

[image: image] Gladys tips out a small bottle of pills until the palm of her hand is crammed with tiny blue tablets. She counts each one carefully, wondering if she has the nerve, the stomach to pop one of them into her mouth. Gritting her teeth, she considers her options. There’s something so romantic about the thought of her consuming a fistful of pills until she’s twitching on the floor and her lips are fizzing white with froth. It’s a scene from some classic, black-and-white melodrama starring Joan Crawford or Bette Davis. It’s so decidedly lush and operatic in nature. Gladys can’t help but be smitten with the very idea of her demise, her expiration. She has already told Rupert that she’d give him the opportunity to think about her ultimatum for three days, but how could she deny herself the immediate satisfaction of finally ending her awful misery?

She concedes that Rupert probably won’t take her up on her offer. Why should he? They have both lost loved ones. But you certainly couldn’t compare the devastating loss Gladys had suffered to the loss Rupert has endured. At least that’s what Gladys thinks. Her mind returns to Veronica, as usual. She thinks of the moments they shared together for the past ten years—trapped at End House and loitering there like dejected spirits, expecting a special kind of chaos to disrupt the spell that had been conjured for them to suffer.

She could have been a little kinder to Veronica over the past few years. It’s only natural that they became short-tempered with one another. But Gladys acknowledges that her cruelty had been unmatched when compared to Veronica’s. Had she truly meant that she wished she had never met Veronica? Had she truly meant that she had hoped the faceless family of murderers would return and annihilate them to end their misery completely and forever? Of course not. But those are things Gladys said in moments of rage, of uninhibited fury. She knows she cannot take them back. Especially now that Veronica is gone forever.

Gladys’s attention returns to the small pills circling in the open palm of her hand. She thinks of swallowing them whole. What would it take to down them in one gulp? Her suffering would be over then. She wouldn’t have to concern herself with Rupert’s well-being. Not that she’s invested much time in him since he came to End House. But she’d be free. She’d be completely and utterly free.

Just as she’s about to pop one of the pills between her lips, another thought arrives at the front of her mind. She thinks of her grandfather—his moth-eaten twill jacket that always smelled of pipe tobacco, the permanent scar on his left cheek like a dark dribble of red wine. She thinks of sitting on his lap on the front porch of their small farmhouse. She thinks of how her grandfather once told her all the things that happen to us when we finally perish. Gladys remembers how he told her that, in order to pass over the threshold, we’re expected to make amends with those who have wronged us or who we have wronged.

She thinks of Cyril.

Gladys isn’t quite sure what to make of what her grandfather told her those many years ago. He could have been merely making up stories to entertain. Still, he might be correct. There’s something intrinsically prophetic about the elderly—how they’re nearer to death so, therefore, they have the language and the second sight for things the youth do not yet comprehend. Gladys imagines her grandfather and his visions of death being softly ladled, spooned into his mind, stirring there and then being regurgitated to her as a sort of warning. Perhaps he was right, she thinks. But is she prepared to make amends with Cyril? Is she prepared to meet him at that great threshold awaiting them in the cosmos?

It troubles her to admit it, but she’s still frightened of Cyril. She can’t bear the awful thought of ever seeing him again. What would she do to him? What would she say? There’s nothing left to be done. Perhaps the only redeeming aspect of the curse she’s endured for the past ten years at End House is the fact that Cyril has been absent. End House has felt as though it finally belongs to her in such a way that it never could while Cyril was still alive.

Once again, Gladys admires the tablets in the palm of her hand. She senses the urge to swallow them whole completely dissipating, until the thought is dissolved like soap shrinking and frothing in scalding hot bath water. Perhaps once she might have relished the joy of suicide. Perhaps once she might have reveled in the passionate image that she had conjured of what it might be like to destroy yourself. But those same thoughts are melting now like beads of ice dripping from a tree branch thawing in the afternoon sunlight. The temptation is gone. The curiosity has completely and utterly vanished.

Gladys finds herself all out of sorts, wondering how the temptation could have abandoned her so suddenly. She doesn’t quite understand it. Then she thinks of Rupert. How could she leave him here all on his own? She recognizes the awful fact that she hasn’t been caring nor considerate toward him since he first arrived at End House. The truth of the matter is that they really don’t know one another. Even though they’ve been trapped together for the past ten years, they know so little about each other and behave almost like they are ghosts who cannot speak the same language.

With a flick of her wrist, Gladys dumps the pills back into the bottle and twists the lid shut. Tossing the small tube aside, she rises and moves out of the room until she’s sprinting along the corridor and down the stairs, trying to find Rupert. It’s not long before she locates him in the library and she tells him how she’s not going to go through with it, how she’s changed her mind. He doesn’t react immediately. She’s surprised by this, but she doesn’t care. She had wanted him to know. After she tells him how she’s not going to go through with the decision to destroy herself, Rupert asks her if she’d like to join him in the library and read for a while. Gladys doesn’t refuse his offer. It’s nice to be in such pleasant company for once. Even if she’s not totally happy, she can, at the very least, pretend that she is.

When she notices an old hardcover book resting in Rupert’s lap, Gladys asks him what he’s reading. She laughs for the first time in what feels like an eternity when he tells her the author’s name: “Dostoevsky.”









MISTER JAKES

[image: image] At the beginning of autumn, there’s a cool, icy wind that drifts down into New Hampshire from the northern wilds of Canada. It’s an unforgivingly bitter and unfriendly note of glacial air that filters throughout the town of Burnt Sparrow, usually in the first few weeks of October. You can set your clocks by its arrival—the cruel way in which it makes its presence known, the damp it usually invokes with its sudden appearance. Many residents refer to the relentless current of cool air as “Lucifer’s Breath.” Whether or not they refer to this phenomenon as playfully or as lovingly as the term might sound, visitors to the small New England village cannot be wholly certain.

What can be truly and utterly certain is the simple fact that Mister Jakes arrived at the quiet, little town on the first night of “Lucifer’s Breath”—an appropriate arrival for someone so cold and calloused, his likeness already marred by the hands of time past the point of reason. Although no one bore witness to his unexpected entrance in the early hours of a Sunday morning, his presence was felt almost immediately. One of the town residents—a cantankerous old woman with lavender hair named Letitia Haynes, who lives in a small Dutch Colonial on Madison Lane—complained that all the working clocks in her home froze at 3:33 a.m. Mister Jakes didn’t have to be told of this unusual and otherwise unexplained occurrence at Mrs. Haynes’s home. He simply knew in the way that all living creatures realize early on that a terrible storm is approaching.

In this case, however, Mister Jakes is the storm.

When he first appears at the main street in the town of Burnt Sparrow, Mister Jakes doesn’t know whether or not to thank the passing current of cool air for delivering him there so quickly, so efficiently. He would have found his way there eventually. All creatures ultimately find their way when someone or something calls to them, beckons them. Burnt Sparrow has called to him for quite some time. Perhaps the town has a way of summoning people or things it shouldn’t; a peculiar way of invoking darkness, of conjuring misery when it should avoid such misfortune. But some things cannot be prevented. Some things are completely and utterly inevitable. Mister Jakes’s arrival was one of those things. An inevitable occurrence in the town’s already wretched history.

After surveying the main strip of town where the remnants of the deceased are exhibited like trinkets, spoils from distant battles, Mister Jakes makes note of the muted whisper of unhappiness that seems to filter throughout the community. It’s evident in the way all curtains are drawn, houses boarded shut after nightfall. It’s apparent in the forlorn looks of the few residents he passes while he makes his way toward the local inn. To him, Burnt Sparrow is a place where hopelessness has rooted itself like some horrible form of cancer. It’s a place where you cannot plant anything because the soil remains inhospitable for the growth of living things. Yes, that’s exactly right. This town is not a place for living things. It’s a detriment to things that wish to grow, to flourish. Mister Jakes knows this to be true. He had wished it to be so.

Dressed entirely in black, he makes his way further and further into the night. In his wake, he plants an invisible seed at the center of the small village—a dark red weed that he plans to nurture, to care for until it finally spreads and poisons all the life remaining in this godforsaken place.

He aches to tell a story, to infect those willing enough to listen with ideas, with a special, incurable form of cancer. All storytelling is a transmission of cancer, of blight, he thinks. In turn, all cancer is a special kind of art that only the body can produce. Cancer is the body’s ultimate form of magic.









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] A week passes slowly. Agonizingly is a more appropriate word, much to Rupert’s disappointment. He feels himself becoming irritable. While waiting for the new week to arrive, every day that passes feels like a waste, an unwanted penance that has overstayed its welcome. He cannot number the times he’s thought of Scythe. More specifically, of the infant’s father and whether the poor man had fully submitted to those horrible urges yet. He knows he will discover the answer to his question in the next letter, but arriving there feels so extraordinarily difficult.

When Monday morning finally comes, he feels all out of sorts. He had prepared in earnest for Pierce’s arrival—for that young man to appear on his doorstep and stretch out his hand with the offering of a new, anonymous letter.

After pacing the parlor for an hour or so, Rupert hears a knock at the front door. Skating into the entryway, he eases the door open and is greeted again by the boy he met in the same spot exactly one week ago.

Pierce slides another heavy envelope into his hands.

“Are you allowed to tell me anything about the person writing these letters to me?” Rupert asks him.

“What exactly do you want to know?” Pierce asks.

“Does this person live near here? Is he older? Younger?”

Pierce glances around, probably perturbed that Rupert would question him so shamelessly in the first place. “Everything you need to learn about the sender is in the letter. I’m afraid that’s all you’re permitted to know.”

“Am I supposed to write a letter in response?” Rupert asks, a little hopeful.

But Pierce shakes his head, eyes lowering. “Some are senders. Some are receivers. The Perdido Society system is random… It’s a small network…”

Rupert shrinks at the explanation. It feels so smarmy and strange to carry on a one-sided conversation with a total stranger, to have full access to those person’s thoughts, feelings, confessions. Rupert wishes he could converse with the person who’s writing these letters. He’d give anything for a chance at that.

After Pierce is satisfied with Rupert’s compliance, he leaves, and Rupert retires to the parlor to read the new letter. It feels like some ritual he has practiced in previous lifetimes for many years—walking into the parlor, turning on the large lamp, settling down in the leather armchair beside the hearth. Exactly like how Rupert approaches some of his masturbatory sessions—times when he pleasures himself in bed or in the bathtub, when he watches pornography or, when he’s feeling more adventurous and erotic, when he logs on to private webcam sites and masturbates with the anonymous users doing the very same thing there.

As he has done previously, he makes a fresh pot of tea and then spears the envelope with the letter opener. He tips the contents open until he’s able to drag out the pages one by one. He unfolds the papers and realizes that the letters have been printed on the very same kind of paper that had been used last time. Rupert sighs in relief, delighted to know that his anonymous sender has not forsaken him. It’s him once more. It will always be him. Or at least that’s what he could hope for.

He leans the first paragraph under the glow of the lamp beside him and begins to read:


[image: Common Image]
Dear Q,

If your willingness to read my letters has told me anything, it’s the simple fact that there are others in this world who are not so quick to judge, to condemn, to vilify based on a few impure thoughts. I am honored that you have accepted the offer to read more from me. I must confess: I feel a sense of sadness in knowing that we will probably never meet, in realizing that our relationship will end where it began: here on the printed page. I hope you don’t mind me speaking so directly here, but it’s been so long since I’ve been able to connect with another person. It’s such an antiquated custom—the sending of a letter. However, there’s something romantic about it as well, don’t you think? It recalls the gentle spirit of great writers like Faulkner, Steinbeck, Hemingway. I’m not certain if you subscribe to the belief of spirits; however, I feel possessed whenever I sit down to write these letters and confess my impurities to you. I feel as though I’m conjuring the ghosts of those scribes long since passed, those incurable little hauntings dedicated to leeching from us and spoiling what little happiness we can muster.

God, I need a cigarette! Even though I promised my husband I wouldn’t buy another pack, I can’t help but cater to some of my vices. Surely, there are worse things I could be doing than blackening my lungs, charring my insides until they’re as burnt as ash.

I must tell you: sometimes I worry I’ve inadvertently created so much of my own misfortune, my unhappiness. I hoped writing these letters would ease my troubled mind, would allow me the honor of purging some of my anxieties, my frustrations. But instead, I find the darkness increasingly taking over my thoughts. I know I must be completely honest, totally transparent, or my writings will not be good enough, will not pass the test. But the deeper I explore my ruminations, my fixations and fetishes, the harder it is to forget them, to live a normal life. I can’t stop thinking about my horrible fixations about Scythe and the possibility of abandoning him. Maybe there is only one way to escape these obsessions...

As I write, he’s downstairs in the living room, taking a nap while my husband watches him. I feel a sense of guilt for not being so present in his life, but you must understand how much the boy’s presence unsettles me. I don’t feel like myself when I’m around this child. Truthfully, I feel ill—like I might vomit at any second. It’s perplexing to watch my husband play with him and care for him so nonchalantly, as though there were nothing at stake here. It’s a precious human life. We are responsible for his well-being, his health. My husband acts as though nothing is on the line when it comes to Scythe. I suppose some might interpret my worrying as needlessly overreacting; however, it feels so unnatural to care for a child, for them to depend on you in such a way that they might die if the wrong decision is made.

Perhaps you might like to know that I attempted to shock myself out of my incessant worrying about Scythe the other day. Nothing came of it. I feel worse than I did before I started all this nonsense. My husband had stepped outside to fetch something from the garage and asked me to look after Sy while he was away. I reluctantly agreed, and decided it was at that moment that I would attempt to break my worrying, my horrible intrusive thoughts about harming our precious boy. I peered over the edge of the crib where he was dozing and watched him for a few seconds. Everything felt okay at first. I didn’t feel ill. I didn’t feel unclean or upset at being charged with looking after the infant. But quite suddenly a horrible thought made its presence known to me—I thought how easy it might be for me to take the claw of a hammer to the soft part of his head. It would be so easy to do this, I thought to myself. He’s perfectly helpless. Completely defenseless. What’s to stop me from hurting this poor boy?

Eventually, my husband returned from the garage, and he seemed to notice my paleness at once. He asked me if I was okay and I lied to him that I wasn’t feeling well, so I excused myself and sprinted upstairs to the bathroom. It felt good to be alone for once, to not be followed. Though my husband means well, I know he would never understand the revolting thoughts I’ve been suffering from. He knows about my obsessions and how my mind loves to betray me. It’s one of the few constants in our relationship. Still, I know for certain he would never truly comprehend my motivation for indulging in such pernicious, such abhorrent and baleful thoughts. After I locked the bathroom door, I looked at myself in the mirror and, for the first time in quite a while, I realized how old I looked. Aging is so unfair because it’s said that it happens quietly, slowly over time; however, you don’t realize it until it’s too late, until it’s staring back at you from your own reflection.

I know that much of this is upsetting to read, almost too much to bear. But I cannot properly articulate to you just how fulfilling, how satisfying it’s been to share this with you without judgment, without criticism or attack. I realize this might not be easy to read. I realize that so much of this is difficult to comprehend if you are not prone to these kinds of obsessive thoughts. But I know that you would not have accepted my letter if you were not capable of mindfully considering all that I have to write.

I still don’t expect you to completely understand the nature of my obsessions, the true reason why I’ve devoted so much time to these harmful thoughts. However, I’ve since found myself considering other things, other options to discourage myself from being haunted by these nasty preoccupations. If you’re willing to accept another letter from me, I’ll be glad to tell you what I’ve been considering—an idea I’ve conjured over the past few days, something I truly wonder if it might change my life. I hope you’ll accept another letter from me. More importantly, I hope I can trust you.

Best wishes always,

Anonymous



When Rupert finishes reading the letter, he feels his stomach broiling with a familiar restlessness. Just like last time, Rupert sits in the chair for an hour or so, very much unaware of the passage of time and clueless to how everything else in the world seems to move around him while he remains at a standstill. Reading these letters feels like observing a strange kind of self-autopsy—a crude, unsavory sort of operation where the person being examined was also performing the inspection on themselves. It feels like being privy to secret things he probably should never know, reading things he could never un-read. He wonders if others in Burnt Sparrow are reading these exact same letters; if there are other, even more distressing letters circulating amongst club members.

There’s a curious part of him that wonders why this person is sharing these things with him so unabashedly. There’s every possibility that Rupert is not to be trusted, that he’s some kind of informant and would use this evidence against him in every way that he possibly could.

However, Rupert realizes there’s also a beautiful sense of trust between the anonymous sender and him. He unstiffens when he thinks of how much this person depends upon him, how dedicated they are to their one-sided relationship. Yes, perhaps it’s not a one-sided relationship, after all. Perhaps it’s something much more inexplicable than that.

*   *   *

Dwelling uncomfortably in the few days leading up to Pierce’s arrival, Rupert finds himself struggling to get out of bed. He moves around the house, drifting from room to room like some dejected phantom, some despised wraith, and he cannot help but wonder if Gladys sometimes observes him pacing the rooms like he’s waiting for something, someone. Indeed, he is. He’s waiting for his reason to live, his reason to rise from bed in the morning—those damn letters from his anonymous pen pal. It strikes him as odd, but he cannot help but notice how glum he’s become in the days after receiving the letter—the aftermath of such an incredible and joyous high. It feels completely unbearable to exist in this sort of liminal space, neither here nor there entirely. Always waiting. Always waiting.

Sometimes when he dreams, he imagines himself being able to leave End House and do ordinary things that most people do, like walking around town or going to the market to buy groceries. Even in his dreams, he feels numb, so uninterested while he drifts down each of the store aisles—selecting fruit from nicely displayed baskets, picking up jars from well-organized shelves. Everything feels so pointless, so futile. If it doesn’t revolve around his anonymous pen pal and his beloved Scythe, then Rupert isn’t interested. He doesn’t care. It shocks him to make this dreadful realization, but he knows he must be honest with himself if he wants to indulge in these feelings. Walking down the frozen goods aisle in his dream, he feels a chill whenever he pries open one of the freezer doors to grab a few boxes of frozen dinners from the shelf. It’s probably the first time he has felt anything in quite some time.

In his dream, once he has stuffed the groceries into the rear of his car, he decides to drive to the local park and spend the day by the water. There are benches and picnic tables near the pond, where he can sit and remain undisturbed if he wants to ruminate and be left alone with his thoughts. He’s always thought it fascinating how so much of the world is designed for us to exist in silos, in total isolation. Communal spaces are usually discouraged. At least they are here, in the town of Burnt Sparrow. So much of life in general feels like preparation for the loneliness we’re expected to endure throughout our final days on this planet. It had always seemed fitting to Rupert that he had gotten a head start on those unpleasant things.

He parks his car in the parking lot and makes his way toward one of the benches overlooking the large pond near the center of the park. There’s a man close by flying a yellow kite on a long string. Sometimes in his dreams Rupert thinks he sees his mother across the way—her back facing him, permanently out of earshot whenever he calls to her. What’s the use in shouting at her? he wonders. He’s afraid that when she turns around, she won’t have a face. He notices a young couple strolling near the shore, drifting along hand in hand and offering each other little pecks, tiny kisses on the cheek. In his dream, Rupert shivers slightly, wishing he could know what that kind of love, that kind of affection could feel like. He has never truly been in love. He has told some of the young boys he met over late-night webcam sessions that he loved them, but it was a ruse. It was a deception he had made time after time to not feel so lost, so utterly alone in this world.

Rupert sits on the bench and adjusts his sunglasses, realizing that so much of his life has been wasted trying to make other people comfortable. Perhaps he should enjoy being alone. Other people are fearful of loners, outcasts. They find them unnerving, too weird to properly describe. But Rupert has found some solace in his privacy, in his loneliness. That is, until he encountered this anonymous pen pal. So much of him feels so alarming and yet so beguilingly mysterious. He slowly begins to wonder if he shares his obsession with sweet little Scythe. The only difference is that Rupert isn’t as worried about his impulses as his pen pal is.

While his pen pal is worrying himself sick over becoming a danger to his adopted son, Rupert is relishing in the vividness of the scenario, and all the ways in which he can imagine the horrible act taking place. These are thoughts he had never considered before, and yet now he finds himself consumed with them. Even worse, in his dream, Rupert finds himself glancing at strangers as they pass him and wondering if they are the person responsible for writing these anonymous letters.

Yes, it’s possible, he thinks. The Perdido Society is a local organization in Burnt Sparrow, and it’s entirely possible that his pen pal is a member of this very community. He shivers, winces at such a notion. It excites him terribly to think that what he’s craved, what he’s yearned for could be so dangerously close.

Just then, he begins to regard those who pass by him while he sits on the park bench with a sort of insistence that he’s never practiced before—a horrifying kind of determination that probably shocked some of the people who walked past with their mouths open and their eyebrows raised. Why is this person staring at me like that? they must wonder to themselves, or even speak aloud to each other once they are finally out of earshot.

Rupert doesn’t mind that he’s the subject of their bewilderment long after they have escaped one another. He might have cowered or paled at the thought of others thinking so poorly of him. But he’s now far too determined, far too excited at the mere thought of inadvertently stumbling across the person responsible for sending these letters—these secret portals to a new obsession he had never considered before.

In his dream, Rupert glances across the way, and notices two men, arm in arm, pushing a small pram along the narrow pathway near the pond’s vine-laced footbridge. It cannot be this simple, he thinks. Surely, it’s not possible that he’s already come across his target.

He doesn’t even realize he has straightened from where he’s sitting and has already started walking across the pathway until he’s just a few yards away from them, close enough to notice the small ketchup stain smeared along the collar of the gentleman’s jacket. He wonders what he could possibly say, what he would do if he finds out it’s truly them—his pen pal, his love-starved husband, and their precious little boy named Scythe. Rupert wonders: Would I drop to my knees and thank them for awakening in me such enchantments, such preoccupations? Would I burst into tears upon the slightest touch? Would I nearly vomit when I peer into the pram and see Scythe’s sweet little face staring back at me?

But none of that happens.

Instead, just as he’s about to reach the couple pushing the pram, Rupert wakes from his dream and finds himself drenched in a cold, clammy sweat. He curses himself for allowing the dream to end before he was ready, before he had the opportunity to question the two men idling there near the pond’s footbridge. He curses himself for his foolishness. It could have been so simple. All he would have had to do was march up to the two of them, peer into the little pram, and ask them quietly: “Are you the parents of Scythe? I’m looking for Scythe...”

*   *   *

Rupert feels unsettled, his mind continuously spinning back to those letters and the thought of the charming courier named Pierce. Rupert knows exactly why his brain crowds with thoughts of the handsome and mystifyingly elusive young man. Naturally, he’s obsessed with the very sight of him; however, it’s also the prospect of those anonymous letters. He finds himself enraptured, fixated on both things: Pierce and those tantalizing letters.

Rupert frequently steals away to his bedroom, crawling into bed and undressing until he’s completely naked. He lies there for several minutes, imagining Pierce’s muscled, firm body oiled with sweat and writhing next to him. Rupert senses himself hardening and it isn’t long before he begins to stroke his hand up and down the length of his cock. He has performed this erotic ritual every evening since the day he first met the boy. Eventually, his fevered stroking weakens to half-hearted pumps, and he finds himself becoming uninspired to even finish the task of pleasuring himself. He wants more. He craves it, aches for it.

When another grocery order is sent by Gladys to the local market, he wonders if Pierce might return with the supplies. Rupert waits by the shuttered window in the library, peering through the plywood like an aggravated house cat. He wonders if he’ll be blessed with the sight of Pierce’s car drifting through the gate at the end of the lane and pulling closer and closer to End House. Unfortunately, no such luck. Instead, an old, rust-eaten, cherry-colored minivan appears at the gate and hisses its way toward the estate’s main entrance.

Rupert’s heart sinks deep into the depths of his bowels. He knows Pierce isn’t coming ever again. He wonders what he might have said to frighten the boy away. Their last exchange was rather pleasant. He can’t think of anything that was said that might have made Pierce wary of returning to End House. Still, it seems inevitable to Rupert: Pierce won’t be returning, and his chance at any human interaction outside of End House has been completely shattered. Even worse, his attachment to The Perdido Society will be severed forever.

Days pass and Rupert grows more and more impatient. He cycles through feelings of inadequacy, desperation, utter despair. He feels foolish for feeling such inane, intense feelings for a young man he has met twice. He knows he’s not in love with Pierce. That would be ridiculous to admit. They had only met a few times. How could he possibly admit that he’s in love with the boy? Perhaps “love” isn’t the correct word. Rupert reasons that he’s smitten with him at the very least. He’s intrigued by Pierce—the boy’s elusiveness, his charm, his devastating good looks. More importantly, those letters. Yes, those fucking letters. Those intoxicating and utterly beguiling notes penned by that nervous father obsessing over what’s to be done with his adopted son, Scythe.

Finally, an idea comes to Rupert. He decides that if he’s desperate enough to see Pierce again and keep those anonymous letters coming, he must make his intentions and his desires perfectly clear. This surprises Rupert at first. He’s never been very outgoing or forthcoming with what he wants and needs. Still, he reasons that he’s willing to surprise himself for the sake of Pierce’s attention. He picks up the phone in the library and calls the local market, asking for several fruits and vegetables as well as some canned items. He tells the young woman answering the phone that the groceries must be delivered to End House. She tells him the total of his order and is about to hang up when Rupert asks directly if Pierce could deliver the items. The young woman seems a little perturbed by the request, but she disguises her unpleasantness as best she can and assures Rupert that she will ask if Pierce is available to deliver. It’s not much to reassure Rupert, but he accepts her kindness.

Hours go by and Rupert wonders if the delivery will arrive before sunset. He sits by the window sealed shut with plywood and goes over different scenarios in his mind—Pierce arriving at the front door, the two of them exchanging pleasantries, Rupert inviting him to stay for dinner. Pierce would probably say he’s far too occupied to remain as a guest for dinner, but Rupert imagines the two of them sitting down alone at the freshly cleaned dining room table and enjoying one another’s company for hours. It isn’t long before an unpleasant thought bends its way into Rupert’s brain—the very accurate realization that Rupert can never leave End House. Even if Pierce arrives and the two of them have those beautiful, pleasant moments, Rupert is eternally moored to this prison, this hellish pit. Pierce is free to come and go as he pleases. But Rupert is not so fortunate. Once again, a familiar feeling of despair sets in and claims him unequivocally.

It’s almost twilight when Rupert hears the engine of Pierce’s car sputtering toward the house’s front entrance. Finally, some good news! Rupert softens like ice cream discarded beneath a lamp to melt. He climbs off the sofa and races toward the main entryway, prying open the door and standing there to greet Pierce as he arrives. He watches the car drift toward the front steps and then park, idling there for a moment. Pierce climbs out of the driver’s seat and immediately seems to spot Rupert standing at the threshold. He throws him a polite little wave and then his face creases with a smile. Rupert winces a little, Pierce’s smile penetrating right through him.

After Pierce grabs the two bags of groceries from the back seat, he slams the car door shut and heads up the front steps. At first, Rupert doesn’t quite know what to say to him. He has imagined this moment time and time again since the moment they first met. But everything he can think of seems so infuriatingly artificial, so impure and overly rehearsed. He wonders if he should just say nothing, if he should let Pierce say something instead. But as Pierce approaches, drawing nearer and nearer, Rupert feels his heartbeat quicken.

“I thought maybe you weren’t coming,” Rupert tells him.

He feels like a fool for saying something so stupid, so senseless. He immediately attempts to correct himself: “I mean, I knew you were coming. I just wasn’t sure if you’d be delivering the groceries this time.”

Pierce smiles. “I heard you asked for me by name.”

Rupert’s cheeks heat red with embarrassment. He feels like an idiot for not telling the young receptionist to avoid letting Pierce know that Rupert had specifically asked for him.

“I was surprised when you didn’t deliver last time,” Rupert says, trying to disguise his humiliation. “I thought maybe you’d left the store.”

Pierce laughs politely. “Didn’t leave. Just been busy…”

Rupert understands. But he can’t help but feel hurt. He wishes he, too, knew what it was like to be occupied, to have your time filled with meaning and purpose instead of wasting away each and every day.

Rupert notices that Pierce is struggling with the heavy bags of groceries, propping his knee against the doorframe while the bags teeter in his arms.

“Here,” Rupert says, stepping aside. “Come in.”

“Thanks.”

Pierce passes across the threshold and into the foyer, where he immediately sets the paper bags down on the marbled floor.

“Just like last time,” he says, smiling at Rupert. “You made an order a few days ago, didn’t you?”

Rupert freezes, feeling as though he has been caught and reprimanded.

“We go through food so quickly here,” he says, forcing a laugh.

Rupert watches Pierce’s head swivel around, his eyes scanning the entryway.

“How many people live here?” he asks. “The place is big enough to fit a small country.”

It amuses Rupert how misguided some people are about the size of End House. Upon first glance, it resembles something monstrous, something totally impressive in size. But after ten years of dwelling here, Rupert feels as though he knows every inch of the house and that the walls are shrinking in on him. He worries that somehow, through some kind of enchanted sorcery, the house is actually becoming smaller and smaller. He knows this isn’t the case. But he can’t help but worry.

“Just me and Mrs. Esherwood,” Rupert says.

He notices Pierce responds with a look of unsureness, his eyebrows wrinkling.

“The woman who owns the property,” he adds, hoping it might make Pierce appear less puzzled.

“I thought she was married to someone,” Pierce says, moving further and further into the house and taking in the surroundings. He appears to grimace, probably taking in the rancid smell.

Rupert swallows hard, nervously. “She was. Her husband left. Ten years ago, I think… I can’t remember…”

It’s a lie. Of course, Rupert can recall exactly when it happened, how it happened, why it happened. The memory feels as though it’s been burned into the very meat of his brain, emblazoned there on some giant canopy inside his mind and screening there on repeat for all eternity.

Pierce crosses his arms, seeming a little skeptical. “So, it’s just the two of you—? In this enormous house?”

Rupert feels himself being hollowed out by Pierce’s questions. Each inquiry is a penknife twisting deeper and deeper into his gut—a pathetic reminder of his failure, a reminder that he will perish here one day and that nobody will come for him. He knows that he will always be truly and utterly alone.

“Can I ask you something?” Pierce says.

Rupert flinches, his limbs tightening while he prepares for the worst.

“Why did you ask for me at the store?”

Rupert had been expecting this horrible question. He feels foolish for not considering what he might say if Pierce ever asked him. Why hadn’t he prepared an excuse? Why hadn’t he thought of something intelligent or relatively plausible for his motivation to send for him? Naturally, he could mention the anonymous letters, but that feels too easy, too contrived.

At first, Rupert is quiet, afraid almost. He stares at Pierce, trying to gauge whether or not the young man is cross with him.

“Are you upset that I requested you?” Rupert asks.

Pierce seems to visibly thaw at once in a way that catches Rupert completely off guard. “No,” he tells him. “I was glad you did… You must enjoy those letters I bring…”

Rupert inhales sharply, feeling a sense of relief slowly pour itself over him.

“You have another one for me?” he asks.

“Not today,” Pierce replies. “Soon though… Like clockwork, every Monday…”

“I don’t suppose you’d be able to stay for a while,” Rupert says, his voice hollow and shaky, thin. “We’re going to have dinner soon.”

Pierce chews on his lip, thinking. “What are you having tonight?”

Rupert is surprised by the question. He had assumed that Pierce might immediately brush him off and reject his proposal, but it seems to Rupert that the young man is at the very least gently considering his offer.

“I’m not sure,” Rupert says. “We can make whatever you like.”

Pierce shakes his head. “Doesn’t matter much. I’ll be staying for the company. Not the food.”

Rupert’s insides warm with hope. Had Pierce just accepted his offer? He’s still not sure.

“So, you can stay?” Rupert asks like an impatient schoolboy.

After a long pause, Pierce nods.

“Good,” Rupert says, trying to contain his excitement. “Come this way… We can take the groceries into the kitchen.”

After Rupert snatches a bag from the floor, Pierce does the same and follows him into the kitchen. He’s embarrassed to show Pierce too much of End House—the disarray, the jumbled mess of the home that he and Gladys have made in the span of ten years, the curling bits of paint, the dark splotches of mold festering and sprouting from the corners of nearly every wall. He thinks of showing Pierce downstairs to the wine cellar where many of the bottles are still untouched, neatly cataloged and organized thanks to Mr. Esherwood’s obsessiveness. After all, Pierce might be impressed by that. But Rupert feels so out of place in Pierce’s presence, he doesn’t feel capable or competent enough to show the young man around. Instead, Rupert starts to prepare the food for dinner while Pierce watches from the corner of the kitchen, gently nursing a glass of wine. While chopping potatoes and dumping them into a pot of boiling water, Rupert wonders if Pierce is impressed by the sight of a young man competent enough to cook his own meals. He figures that total isolation for the past ten years has at least made him more resourceful, more capable of caring for himself. Perhaps not entirely skilled at caring for others; however, that’s a different story.

Rupert, slicing more potatoes for the pot of boiling water, soon finds himself becoming unsettled at the thought of Gladys appearing at any moment. She’s always had a propensity to hover while Rupert is in the kitchen, the same way a careful mother might observe her offspring. In many ways, Gladys has served as a sort of surrogate mother for the many years they’ve been entombed here at End House. Although he’s grateful for Gladys’s company and cannot imagine life in complete and utter solitude, he wants Pierce all to himself. He hates the fact that he’ll eventually have to call Gladys to join them for supper. More than anything, he wishes that he and Pierce could dine alone. But then what would he say to the boy? Everything feels so contrived, so artificial. Polite conversation remains an elusive art form for Rupert, so many years after existing in the company of others. He feels so rusty, so inept at holding the attention of another man.

It isn’t long before they retire to the dining room, and they’re seated at the large table across from one another just like in Rupert’s imagination. He can hardly believe it at first. He has gone over these moments so precisely, so delicately that it seems strange to actually be living in these moments with Pierce present.

Eventually, Gladys arrives and seems astonished at the sight of the strange man seated at the dining room table. Rupert introduces the two of them and, for the first time in quite some years, everything seems abnormally pleasant and cheerful. It feels as though Pierce has brought a little speck of light to the darkness that seems to permanently dwell at End House. Still, there’s a terrible, soul-destroying moment that Rupert can’t help but dread—the moment when Pierce tells them he must leave. But Rupert wonders if there’s a way to keep him here, to prevent him from going. He cannot bear the excruciating thought of Pierce slipping away from him and driving far away from End House. Rupert would do anything to prevent that from becoming his reality.

While Pierce and Gladys chat across the table from one another, Rupert fidgets awkwardly in his chair and thinks of all the ways he could keep Pierce here—all the excuses he could invent, all the unpleasantness he could invoke just to keep Pierce by his side, a permanent guest here at End House. He’s surprised at himself for thinking something so ghoulish, so dark. It’s not like him. Or maybe it is? Perhaps his imprisonment here has taxed him far more than just the degeneration of his body, but of his mind as well. It’s evident he’s changed, mutated considerably in the years since he was first brought here as a prisoner. But how deep does the rot travel inside him? Has it mottled, blighted the healthiness of his heart? He’s answered almost immediately when he realizes that he’d sooner perish than see Pierce pulling away from End House, forsaking him entirely. Rupert’s endured many unpleasant things over the years; however, he’s secretly made a vow to himself that he’ll never be discarded or forgotten ever again.

“Those letters you bring…” Rupert says to Pierce at dinner, his voice quietly trailing off.

Pierce’s face scrunches, almost as though he looks cross for Rupert bringing them up.

“Were we talking about the letters?” he asks, his tone suddenly cold and unflinching.

“Letters—? What letters?” Gladys asks, glancing up from her plate.

Pierce flashes a look at Gladys and then back to Rupert, silently chastising him for bringing everything out into the open.

“They’re not available to everyone,” he explains. “I already told you that.”

“Rupert and I have no secrets from one another,” Gladys says, smiling with a little too much friendliness at Rupert for his taste.

Rupert’s heart plumets deep into his guts. Often he can’t quite make up his mind how he feels about Gladys. Sometimes she enchants him, excites him. Other times, she’s unbearable and cold. He wonders why she’s been so pleasant over dinner so far. What exactly does she want? He cannot help but wonder to himself. Even worse, he finds he is suddenly jealous of her ability to have such a pleasant, natural conversation with their dinner guest. Rupert so often feels closed off, finding it impossible to divulge his true feelings with others. Ten years of captivity at End House have whittled his spirit to a mere stain and he finds the proper words always clogging in his throat, unable to pass through; he feels incapable of articulating exactly what he wants to say. Reading and writing to pass some of the time has toughened his resolve and kept his mind sharp, but he feels so out of practice now he’s interacting with Pierce. He marvels at Gladys and her ease of conversation. In fact, for the first time in many years she resembles the true lady of the house. She appears formidable, easily able to take control or issue command.

“What are these letters?” Gladys asks Pierce again.

Pierce spears a half-cooked potato with his fork and then shoves it into his mouth, chewing.

“I’m not really at liberty to tell,” he says.

“You don’t mean all those vile letters everyone was sending to one another so many years ago,” she exclaims. “I thought all that nonsense was put to rest…”

Pierce then glances at Gladys with a look of bewilderment, of utter shock and awe. “You know about The Perdido Society?”

Gladys closes her eyes and inhales deeply, as though she is attempting to center herself, to compose herself in front of someone who could bid her to undo completely if allowed. Pierce seems capable of doing those things to her. To Rupert as well.

“My husband made many contributions,” she says.

Rupert’s mouth hangs open and it’s a matter of seconds before he hears a sharp, high-pitched whistling sound. It takes him a few moments to realize that it’s the sound of his own breath.

“Mr. Esherwood?” he says softly, almost fearful that uttering the dead man’s name might invoke his likeness immediately, could summon his disintegrated spirit from beyond the grave. “He was a member?”

Gladys takes a sip of her wine. “Who do you think started the damn thing? It was called something else many years ago… It changed. Just like everything else does in Burnt Sparrow…”

Rupert looks at Pierce and notices how the young man seems to straighten, almost as if he were exhilarated, thrilled at the prospect of meeting someone so important, so vital to the birth of the secret society.

Gladys’s eyes narrow at Pierce. “Are you one of the couriers?”

Pierce answers by nodding.

Gladys laughs. “Well,” she says. “You learn something new every day.”

Rupert leans forward in his seat with an urgency even he hadn’t expected. For a moment, he feels soiled, unclean for caring so deeply about an organization, a secret society championed by a man as monstrous, as loathsome as Cyril. What does that make me? Rupert wonders to himself. Am I just as horrible, just as vile and despicable?

“There are letters I’d like to send,” he eventually tells Pierce. “Things I might like to confess…”

But Pierce shakes his head, spearing another undercooked potato and eating it. “I already told you,” he says, his mouth full. “There are senders and then there are receivers…”

“You either give or you take,” Gladys interjects, grinning cheerfully at Pierce.

The young man seems to accept her comment with a look of momentary satisfaction.

“Rupert is a writer, you know?” she adds.

Rupert’s eyes avoid Pierce immediately, fearful that the young man might somehow read the impurity of his thoughts, the obscenity on full display within the privacy of his mind.

“Not a very good one,” he says quickly, as if it were some kind of poor defense.

“The group is very selective about who receives and who sends,” Pierce explains. “Surely, you must understand that.”

“You could certainly put in a good word for him, couldn’t you?” Gladys asks Pierce.

Rupert swallows nervously. He hadn’t expected Gladys to support him or to even be willing to engage in a discussion about the secret society. Surprised, he smiles at her, and she seems to accept his look of kindness with a similar one.

After dinner, Pierce explains that he must be heading out as it’s getting late. Rupert loathes the idea of Pierce leaving, but what else can he do? He certainly can’t force the poor young man to stay against his wishes. While they drift into the foyer toward the door, Pierce seems apologetic about leaving and even a little hesitant.

“You could stay the night,” Rupert tells him. “It’s late to drive.”

“I’ll be okay,” Pierce says. “Don’t worry.”

But that’s impossible for Rupert. All he does is worry. He wonders if he should ask Pierce to visit again. Would the boy even want to? He might have enjoyed dinner this evening, but then again, perhaps he was merely being polite. The food was fairly undercooked and not that flavorful, after all.

Just as Pierce passes across the threshold and out onto the front steps, Rupert shouts to him.

“Hey,” he says. “Would you ever want to come back? I mean… when you’re not delivering for the store? Or when you’re not delivering letters?”

Pierce shoves his hands into his pockets and smirks a little. “And do what?”

The question impales Rupert right through the center of his chest. He immediately regrets asking.

“We don’t have to do anything,” he tells him. “We can just… hang out. We don’t have to talk or anything. I mean, we can if you want to. But it’s okay if you don’t…”

Pierce thinks for a moment. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

“Maybe soon?” Rupert asks.

“Soon,” Pierce promises.

Before Rupert can utter another word, Pierce jogs down the front steps and climbs into his car. The engine turns over and it’s a matter of seconds before he’s barreling down the driveway, his taillights blinking to mere specks in the dark. Rupert watches quietly until the lights finally vanish and he’s left only with the dim sound of nighttime curling toward him.

Gladys suddenly appears behind him, and he flinches at the lightness of her touch.

“What a gentle young man,” she says, gazing out into the darkness. “It was a perfect night…”

Rupert agrees. Much to his surprise, Gladys had helped make it a perfect one.

*   *   *

Eventually, the weekend comes to an end, and Rupert is greeted with the possibility of welcoming Pierce to End House once more. As expected, there’s a swift knock at the front door and he’s already prepared for the visit, making his way toward the entryway with his hand prepared to receive the next offering. However, when he opens the door, he’s greeted by an empty stoop. Pierce isn’t there. No one is present, in fact. The area outside is empty. He glances down at the ground and notices the envelope that was passed to him with such care, such reverence. But now it’s lying there on the ground, discarded like some wretched, broken thing—unfit to be appreciated or valued. What good is it now that it isn’t delivered with all the pomp and circumstance that he’s come to expect? He kneels and snatches the envelope from the front step, his fingers tracing over the large wax seal of the dragon’s tooth embellished on the rear of the packet. His stomach bends a little when he wonders if he’s scared Pierce off for good. He’s answered almost immediately when he tips the envelope over and notices a small shred of paper attached to it. He reads what’s been hastily scrawled there: I’ll be over later tonight for dinner. Best wishes, Pierce.

Rupert lets out a sigh of relief, so sincerely grateful that he hasn’t scared him away just yet. Of course, there’s every chance that he’ll make some misstep, say something stupid, cause Pierce some form of discomfort the next time he visits. But he can’t dwell on those possibilities right now. At the very least, Pierce will return at some point this evening for dinner. That’s all Rupert could ever ask for.

He shuts the front door and then moves into the parlor, immediately switching on the lamp beside the armchair and settling himself into the leather seat. The cushioning feels cold, horribly unfamiliar against his backside, and he thinks how peculiar that is, seeing as it’s the only chair in the house that he’s come to fancy over the past ten years. It quickly feels as though everything around him seems so unfamiliar, so new and unused.

Rupert feels like he is a guest in some stranger’s home.

He spears the envelope with the letter opener and then draws out the pages once he has torn open the packet. Some of the papers fall, scattering at his feet, and he kneels to retrieve them.

Holding the letter beneath the light of the lamp, he reads:


[image: Common Image]
Dear Q,

I’m afraid I’ve already wasted so much of your time with my ramblings, my nonsensical rants to make sense of my worrying, my incessant fears when it comes to caring for my sweet, precious Scythe. I certainly don’t expect you to be able to comfort me or make me feel better about this grotesque situation. That’s not why I’ve sent these letters, these confessions. I suppose I decided to contact The Perdido Society and participate in these chain letters in an effort to document my transgressions, my sins against decency and humanity. If we were ever to meet, I would not look to you for comfort. Rather, I hope you would accept me regardless of the disgusting things I’ve considered, the horrible notions I’ve entertained. I don’t expect we will ever meet because of the guidelines set in place by The Perdido Society. Perhaps that’s for the best. I have nothing to offer besides heartache and despair.

Still, if you are willing to humor my indiscretions, I am very interested in telling you what I have planned to do to quell some of the incessant worrying about my adopted son. I realize that the Board of Trustees serving The Perdido Society will read this letter before it’s delivered to you. Perhaps they will intercept it, and you will be left to wonder what’s become of me. Perhaps they will interfere and make it so that I’m not able to communicate with you any longer. All of that is possible. Regardless, if you do happen to receive this letter, then I am only too delighted to inform you of what I’ve decided to do with Scythe in order to protect him, and prevent something awful happening to him at my hands.

I’ve decided to go through with it and abandon my child.

I expect you’ll be upset with this admission. I cannot lie to you and tell you that I have not been dismayed, utterly distraught for the past few nights, ever since I came to the realization that this must be done in a last-ditch effort to protect him from a far worse fate.

I’m so afraid of inadvertently harming the boy, causing him pain and agony. I truly feel that the only way possible to spare him from my cruelty, the brunt of my violence, is to discard him somewhere for another person to find. Perhaps they will care for him better than I ever could.

Here’s what I plan to do:

I will load him into his car seat in the back of our vehicle. I’ll drive him to the public gardens at the edge of town. It’s a small park, but there’s a large forest and nature reserve that adjoins the public land. That’s where I’ve decided I will leave him.

I’ll peel him from the car seat and carry him through the gates, moving further down the walkway and toward the sprawling apron of grass in front of the forest’s colonnade of oaks. I’ll make sure nobody’s watching me, and when I’m finally certain of that, I’ll disappear into the thicket with Scythe. I’ll go a few hundred yards until we’re far enough out of sight, then I’ll find a small place for him to settle. Perhaps near the base of a tree. Or a large, old rock.

Wherever I decide to leave him, I’ll leave him with the same tenderness and care with which I’ve always looked after him. I’m not some monstrous abuser. At least I don’t think I am. But perhaps you feel differently. Perhaps I am horribly mistaken about my status in the world and the atrocious things I’m capable of doing and rationalizing in the solitude of my mind.

When I’ve located a place to abandon him, I’ll dig a small hole and place my precious Scythe inside the open grave I’ve dug for him.

Of course, there’s every possibility that the boy will die of neglect before he’s found. But there are just as many possibilities that someone might happen upon the small child and save him from the fate of having me as his father, and being left alone in those deep, dark woods.

I cannot care for this child any longer. There have been so many moments over the past few weeks when I’ve contemplated the horrible act of slaughtering sweet, little, innocent Scythe. I cannot be burdened by these grotesque visions any longer. I try to reject them; I make every attempt to push them away and yet they burrow deeper inside me.

There is a chance that he’ll die after I leave him there. But I will not be held responsible for his death. If I leave him there in the forest, it’s as if I reject all responsibility for the child. It’s as if I cannot be blamed for his demise. I will not be blamed for his death. Although my husband—sweet in temperament and good-natured—has charged me with the task of caring for this boy, I cannot accept this responsibility any longer. I’m doing this to save the child, to spare him my brutality, the viciousness of my spirit.

I will return to writing this letter once I’ve completed the task. It’s almost excruciating to do some of these things on my own, but lately I’ve entertained the thought of you standing beside me and helping me, the way a devoted lover might.

...

The ordeal is over.

It’s done.

I left Scythe in the woods beyond the public park today.

I felt sick only for a moment. I pulled over on the side of the road and threw up once. I’ll write about it more when I feel that I can.

I’m sorry.

...

I feel sick about what I’ve done.

Perhaps I am sick.

Maybe there is something horribly wrong with me...



There’s nothing else written on the page. The letter simply ends with Maybe there’s something horribly wrong with me. For a moment, Rupert wonders if that’s true. Perhaps there is something hideously incorrect about his anonymous sender. But if it is true, then there’s something equally horrible about Rupert. Even though he might loath to admit it, there’s something so exciting about his new letter—the very notion that poor little Scythe is out there somewhere, wriggling uncomfortably inside the open grave his father dug for him, not realizing that he is going to die. There’s something almost poetic about it—how utterly charming, how fascinatingly gruesome to know that there’s a small child suffering somewhere in this world. He shrivels at the loathsome thought. He wonders why he enjoys thinking such hideous things. He has never been excited by something like this before. Now, it feels like all these horrible things are thrilling him at once.

Perhaps years ago, he might have felt pity for the sweet infant, felt compelled to even identify with the poor, suffering babe. After all, Rupert knows intimately the true nature of suffering. He’s watched it countless times. He’s experienced it, too. He thinks of how he felt when he observed his father defile that poor woman’s corpse he had pilfered from the main drag in town. The heartache, the misery, the despair over what his father had done—the horror he had caused, the needless terror he had inspired. But now Rupert feels as though those thoughts, those feelings have hardened to other more depraved, debauched whims on his behalf. For a moment, Rupert sits perfectly still and contemplates just how much he’s changed over the course of ten years. Once, he might have felt sorry for little Scythe. However, now he feels compelled to observe the boy’s suffering. What has changed inside him? Where exactly is the black kernel of sadism rooted deep within his spirit? Is he just as monstrous as his father? He thinks of the young boys in those nameless, faceless internet chatrooms he frequents late at night. Would he hurt them if he had the chance? Would he subject them to his most depraved and harmful fantasies if they were right in front of him, on trembling knees, quivering hands pleading with him, chapped lips reciting little prayers? Rupert is uncertain of the answer. Sometimes he thinks it might be kinder to hurt them—to show them just how cruel and depraved the world can truly be.

Just then, he wonders if it might be possible if little Scythe is buried in the woods beyond the public gardens near where the End House estate property is located. He knows it would be too convenient if that were the case. However, Rupert feels completely fixated—perhaps even convinced—that the infant is buried not far from here.

I could find him, he thinks. Yes, precisely. If I ever get out of End House—if I’m ever able to leave this place—I could go find him.

But he cannot help but wonder what he might do if he found him, if he actually located the child. Of course, it’s very likely that he isn’t there, that instead he’s buried in some makeshift grave three or four towns away. But what if I actually found him? he wonders. What would I do if I came face-to-face with the helpless child named Scythe?

Rupert could have considered his every option, could have worked over the many different scenarios that might have made more sense. But he was far too excited, too stimulated at the thought that little Scythe might be nearby, his suffering occurring at this very moment only a couple of miles away. Every moment wasted here alone now feels like a small pebble of sand slipping through an invisible hourglass.

*   *   *

It’s later that same day when Rupert comes upon Gladys sitting in the parlor. She’s reading a book, her eyes narrowing to mere slits while she goes over each page. He’s considered approaching her for quite some time about Pierce’s presence at End House. But he can hardly tolerate the uncertainty any longer.

“Do you mind putting that down?” he asks.

Gladys glances at him, closing the book gently.

Rupert moves further into the room, skirting around the edges of the parlor, just beyond where the lights can reach. He likes the idea of Gladys not being able to see him too well. He revels in the thought of her attempting to squint just to get a clear picture of him. Rupert worries that they already know each other too well.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about Pierce,” he tells her.

“You’re fond of him,” Gladys says.

Rupert isn’t quite sure why he’s so astonished by Gladys’s statement. His infatuation with Pierce must be evident. Still, he remains surprised.

“Yes,” he replies.

Gladys inhales sharply, the room filling with a dreadful silence for a moment.

“I think he’s kind and gentle. Very observant and sensible as well,” she says. “You don’t see that often. Especially in a young man.”

Rupert’s stomach feels prickly, almost as though he has been poked with a dozen small embroidery needles. He loathes the idea of Gladys panting after Pierce, lusting after him the way he hungers for him as well.

“You care about him?” Rupert asks her.

“Sometimes I worry that I’m unable to care about anything,” she confesses, looking off, distant and dreaming. “I worry that I’m hollow, especially since Veronica left. But he doesn’t make me feel that way. I felt different when he was here.”

Rupert nods. He did as well.

“I suppose I can’t take that away from you,” he says. “That would be too cruel.”

He’s about to leave, shuffling toward the doorway, when Gladys calls out to him.

“We can find a way to both enjoy him,” she says.

Rupert turns. He feels his eyebrows crimp a little, his mouth hanging open.

Gladys smiles. “If you’re not too shy about it…”

Rupert is drawn back into the parlor, as though Gladys’s words are commanding him closer to her.

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“You don’t have to be so shy around me,” she tells him. “We can both indulge in our fantasies with him. We just have to ask his permission first…”

But Rupert isn’t sure. Gladys is an attractive older woman, who has remained somewhat appealing to look at even though she’s endured for ten whole years in utter isolation. Despite the fact that her hair has become frayed and has turned an ugly shade of white as though she’s witnessed some indescribable terror, she still maintains a certain level of beauty that’s not completely lost on him. Rupert is sickened to think of Gladys entertaining the thought of his warm, firm body—the two of them naked and taking control of Pierce like primordial vampires forever betrothed to the eternal enchantment of darkness.

Still, there’s a part of Rupert that can’t resist, can’t fight away these urges, these horrible inclinations. Perhaps this is the only way he’ll be able to indulge in his passions. It’s a small price to pay. He reasons that he’s been uncomfortable before, and he’s more than willing to sacrifice momentary comfort for the sake of a taste of Pierce.

“Shall we ask him the next time he comes over for dinner?” Rupert asks Gladys. “He says he’s returning tonight…”

She smirks, amused and seemingly delighted that Rupert is open to the idea of them coupling to lure Pierce into their little coven of eternal nighttime.

“I have an idea to get exactly what we want from him,” she says.









GLADYS ESHERWOOD

[image: image] She finds herself uneasy—perhaps even excitable—at the thought of Pierce arriving at End House. She might have once secretly delighted in the idea of his presence—the compassion of his character, the softness of his tone. But all those things seem so foreign to her now that she desperately craves something from him. She’s endured day after day without sex for the past several months; however, lately the abstinence has formed a small black seed in her stomach that seems to grow with each and every passing day. She can’t bear the thought of going another moment without the prospect of physical touch, of tender intimacy. She had hardly been able to endure a life of abstinence when Veronica was around. Gladys had often wondered why their sexual escapades reached a perfect standstill, but then seemed to reason that existing in such proximity with her beloved day after day probably snuffed out the flame of their love. The monotony decimated their love life to the point when Veronica would scarcely even look at Gladys like a viable sexual offering as she did before. The dullness had made her ache, had twisted her insides until they were contorted and hideously knotted.

Occasionally, she has entertained the thought of coupling with Rupert. But the pernicious idea always seems so gruesome and, even worse, incestuous to her. Still, if making love to Rupert means that she’ll find a way to have Pierce the way she’s dreamed, she’s more than willing to play the game. It appears to Gladys that she has the upper hand when it comes to Pierce. Although the young man has displayed some semblance of affection for Rupert, at dinner he seemed so much more interested in her. Gladys expects Rupert might feel a tinge of jealousy; however, Rupert certainly can’t be upset now, given that Gladys is so eager and willing to share her spoils of affection.

While she waits for Pierce to arrive at the front gate, Gladys prepares herself. She takes a bath—scrubbing herself with lavender-scented soap, easing the sponge in between her thighs and gently circling there. Wondering if she should touch herself just to make certain she’s alive there and willing to be ravaged, she eventually decides against it and instead waits for Pierce, almost as though she is saving herself for the thrill, for the pleasure of his touch. Even though it has been eons since Veronica touched her, made her feel like a real woman, Gladys figures she’s willing to wait a few more moments. She’s surprised at herself for her dedication to the idea of making love to Pierce. After all, so many of her sexual interactions with the men in her life—especially her late husband, Cyril—had felt so tainted, almost as though she had been spoiled or rotted from the inside out because of their touch, the unpleasantness of their manhandling. Regardless, Pierce seems somewhat different. If it’s even remotely possible, it feels as though he’s capable of casting out all the shamefulness, all the repulsiveness she often associates with making love to men. Although Gladys cannot quite explain it or put it into words, she truly feels as though Pierce is capable of exorcising her, cleaning the dirt from the very claw of her spirit. However, more than anything, she quietly hopes that she doesn’t think of Cyril during her lovemaking with Pierce. That would destroy her.

Once she’s finished bathing, Gladys wraps herself in a satin negligee and traipses down the stairs into the library, where she finds Rupert waiting for her. She had expected he might wash himself, put on new clothing, but instead she finds him exactly where she left him—idling in the corner of the room, his nose in an old book written by a long-dead Russian author.

Gladys figures that men—yes, even gay men—are probably less discerning when it comes to presenting themselves for sexual offering. Some men most likely prefer the musk, the natural scent of another equally virile partner. Still, she can’t pretend to look forward to Rupert’s unwashed scent during the act of lovemaking. She wonders if she’ll be sick. She worries if she’ll make a face that will offend him.

“I saw his car at the end of the driveway,” Rupert tells her, rising from his seat and then peering through the plywood covering the library window. “Should be here any moment now.”

“I think you should make yourself scarce at first,” Gladys says to him.

Rupert studies her with a quizzical look, almost insulted.

“We don’t want to scare him away, do we?” she asks. “Besides, he might be more willing to open up if it’s only the two of us.”

Rupert appears a little distraught at the prospect of being sent away. She feels guilty for asking him to leave, but more than anything, she wants to lure Pierce into their little coven. She can’t allow any room for mistakes during this—their first seduction.

“You’ll let me know when I should come in?” he asks her.

“Wait behind the door,” she tells him. “Make sure he doesn’t see you.”

Rupert glances at the large oak door leading out of the library. With his head lowered, he makes his way over to the door and passes behind it until he completely disappears.

Just then, there’s a knock at the front door. Gladys feels a pang of anxiety in her chest, the small strands of hair that Veronica had once sewn inside her breast now quivering with excitement and unadulterated dread.

Gladys passes into the foyer and opens the front door, where she’s immediately greeted by Pierce on the doorstep. He’s wearing a stained pink T-shirt with a dinosaur printed on it, tattered jeans, and cowboy boots. Her knees tremble when he draws near, his scent intoxicating to her.

“I hope I’m not too late,” he says. “Work was brutal today…”

“You’re not late at all,” Gladys says, propping open the door for him to pass through. “I’m glad you made it okay.”

They drift from the foyer and into the library. Pierce seems immediately out of place when he appears to notice how the room is empty and yet the fireplace has been lit, flames crinkling while the firewood sputters and sizzles. The library is dim, both of their bodies casting long, flickering shadows against the seemingly endless cases of antique hardcover books.

Pierce glances at Gladys with a quizzical look. “Where’s Rupert?” he asks.

Gladys clears her throat, eyeing Rupert’s shadow beyond the large door in the corner of the room.

“Occupied at the moment,” she tells Pierce. “I thought the two of us could sit here and wait for him.”

But Pierce seems to recognize her game almost instantly. His lips crumple and his eyes flicker with the light reflecting from the fireplace.

“Is that all you’ve thought of doing?” he asks. “Nothing else?”

Gladys is surprised by the question. She had expected Pierce to be forward. She had hoped for, yearned for, his frankness and verve. But now, as he approaches her, she finds herself totally out of sorts and wondering if she possesses the nerve to actually follow through.

Pierce makes the decision, grabbing hold and pressing his mouth against hers. Gladys relaxes a little. His lips feel warm and soft. She doesn’t resist him as she expects she once might, the way she might have pretended to challenge him, just to appear more reserved, more ladylike. Instead, she surrenders completely to his charm, allowing him to work his hands up and down the length of her shoulders and arms. Finally, in a movement that decides the matter, Pierce rubs his hands underneath her breasts. She quivers slightly, his touch so foreign and yet so exhilarating, so adrenaline-charged all at once.

It isn’t long before Pierce tears open Gladys’s negligee and reveals her completely. She thinks she might shrink or recoil at the idea of being so exposed. But she doesn’t. Instead, she closes her eyes and surrenders to bliss as Pierce unhooks her brassiere and then circles his fingers around her nipples until they’re fully erect.

Gladys senses the place between her thighs loosening a little and then clenching tight. She can hardly contain her excitement at the prospect of Pierce pushing himself deep inside her, filling the part of her that remains open, slightly ajar. Gladys almost loses herself entirely in the euphoria of Pierce’s touch when she notices Rupert peering through the doorway, watching them with such envy, such horrific spite. She wonders if he might reveal himself at any moment. But that would spoil everything. She’s hardly had an opportunity to enjoy herself truly. As Pierce eases her onto the sofa, she finds herself whispering “don’t” over and over again while he pecks her neck with kisses.

In her peripheral vision, Gladys watches as Rupert dallies in the dark corner of the library. Whether he’s about to excuse himself or invite himself to her and Pierce’s passionate lovemaking, she cannot be certain. Just then, Pierce shrugs himself out of his shirt and reveals the athletic build Gladys had suspected was beneath his clothing. She admires the firmness of his chest and how his stomach is furred with thick, dark hair. She notices how his nipples—supple and pink—seem to firm with excitement when he kisses her.

Then, when he seems to become disinterested in kissing her and fondling her, Pierce loosens his belt and removes his pants and underwear until his erection is pointing directly at her. Gladys has always loathed the sight of male genitalia; it always seemed so obscene, so decidedly offensive. But she’s surprised at herself as she regards Pierce’s erect cock—the pleasantness of its shape, the pinkness of its fat mushroom head. She craves him in a way that she’s yet to crave any other man. Spreading herself open, she waits for Pierce to aim himself between her legs. He does, and Gladys releases a soft, surprised gasp as soon as he pushes himself deep within her.

“Are you okay?” he whispers in her ear, panting.

She gently nods, speech nearly impossible for her in the moment.

His gentleness is short-lived, however, as he immediately starts to slam himself against her again and again. Pierce’s roughness surprises her a little. While he rocks against her, grunting quietly, Gladys begins to feel numb. She finds herself slipping into a place of delirium, reminiscing on all the assaults she endured from her husband and how he had degraded her day after day. This is exactly what she had hoped wouldn’t happen once she made love to Pierce.

“Wait,” Gladys whispers to him, the memories of her husband tumbling through the door of her mind all at once. “Please. Wait.”

But Pierce won’t listen to her. He’s far too excited, grinding himself against her with such gusto, such unrestrained force that it begins to hurt Gladys. She gasps in pain and shock.

“This is what you fucking wanted, bitch,” he whispers to her, pushing deeper inside and holding her down.

But it isn’t what Gladys wanted. She had expected Pierce would be gentle and compassionate in his lovemaking. Instead, he’s as cold and as uncaring as Cyril once was. Gladys realizes that all men must be the same—eager to tarnish, to defile their most prized possession. That’s exactly what Gladys has become to Pierce—a possession, some kind of trinket or inexpensive ornament in his collection. Gladys feels polluted. She feels unclean, tainted while Pierce’s erection stabs her again and again with hatred, with such demanding force. For a moment, she thinks of Veronica—the soft, gentle way they made love, the quiet, almost unassuming passion they had forged together. All of that seems so distant now with Pierce pushing deeper and deeper inside her. Gladys senses that small black stone in her stomach hardening with fury, with unequivocal hatred. She loathes herself for inviting this upon her body.

She’s about to cry out when she notices Pierce grab his belt from the ground. She thinks it peculiar that he might try to use a stupid prop at this stage of their fucking, but soon she realizes he has other plans for her. She’s powerless to stop him while he loops the belt around her throat and then starts to pull tight when he pushes hard against her. Gladys struggles, her arms thrashing to no avail, while Pierce pulls the belt tighter and tighter. She tries to scream, but Pierce is already pressing down on her windpipe. Her vision starts to blur, and she wonders if she’ll pass out, the edges of the belt digging into her skin harder and harder until it feels as though her head might completely detach.

Just then, Pierce’s grip on her seems to loosen a little. Going in and out of consciousness, Gladys wonders why he’s suddenly permitted her to breathe. Then she sees Rupert looming over them both. Rupert shudders, the letter opener trembling in his hands. He looks so hesitant, so undecided. Gladys wonders if he will stab Pierce, and her question is suddenly answered when Rupert drives the dagger-like tip of the letter opener into Pierce’s shoulder, blood spurting across her face with all the force and fury of a fire hose.

In horror, Gladys watches while Pierce swings an arm at Rupert, but to no advantage. Rupert stabs him again. This time, he slices through Pierce’s hand with a wet, squelching sound. Rupert drags the serrated letter opener between the thin, elastic webbing of Pierce’s index and middle finger. He howls while Rupert hacks away at him and then sends him flying back in amazement. Pierce tries to block more of Rupert’s advances, but the young man is far too quick, far too determined. Screeching, Rupert slashes at Pierce’s throat and opens a narrow spring of blood there that shoots out like a geyser. Clutching himself, Pierce staggers off the sofa and out of the library, blood pouring across the floor and leaving a slick, oily-looking trail of evidence wherever the beaten young man carries himself.

Gladys staggers after them and watches while Rupert lunges after Pierce, shadowing him into the foyer and coming upon him as he flings open the front door. Rupert is about to grab hold of Pierce when he stumbles across the threshold and finally collapses on the front steps just outside. Rupert pauses, lingering at the precipice of the doorway and gazing at where Pierce’s body has fallen, an uncontrollable stream of blood gushing out of him and hosing the front steps of the house until they’re drenched all black and viscous, gluey-looking.

Gladys, out of breath and her vision blurred with tremors of flickering starlight, drifts out of the library and into the foyer, toward Rupert staring at Pierce’s lifeless body just beyond his reach on the blood-drenched stoop.

Rupert turns, suddenly noticing Gladys by his side. He does not seem remorseful nor upset with what he’s done. Instead, he appears numb—his eyes completely lifeless, his mouth drooping open.

“I killed him,” he tells her, opening his hand and allowing the letter opener to clatter to the ground.

“Yes,” she mutters, wheezing soft and slow at first. “I’m glad you did…”









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] An hour passes.

Crouching on the floor inside the foyer-turned-mortuary, Rupert thinks of some of the long-dead Russian authors he has been steadily reading since Gladys first chided him. More precisely, their writings, their teachings, their ideologies now languishing inside the spine of some moth-eaten hardcover. He thinks of one writer in particular—Mikhail Bakunin.

Something that Bakunin had once written plays a note sharply inside the corners of Rupert’s mind—the urge to destroy is a creative urge. Rupert wonders if this is true. He had felt such passion, such unrestrained force when he brought the letter opener down upon Pierce and hacked away at him.

Rupert realizes that he had felt inspired—perhaps even invigorated—when he stabbed at Pierce again and again, slicing away at his indiscretions, his shameless and wanton perversions. He recognizes how there’s something exhilarating—something rousing and deeply creative—that exists in the moment when one person hurts another. He feels vindicated and satisfied, almost as if he has just concluded reciting a short piece of fiction he has written. No amount of artistic creation could offer him this same level of satisfaction. Rupert knows this to be true. He has endured so many years of creative struggle, and now he feels foolish for realizing that the destruction of another person could excite and mystify him just as simply as writing fiction or painting those beguiling illustrations on the plywood-covered windows here at End House.

He squats on the floor, gazing out the open doorway and onto the front steps, where Pierce’s body remains. For a moment, he thinks he can see Pierce’s chest rising and falling. He wonders if there’s still some brittle spark of life residing somewhere inside him. There can’t be, he thinks. Not after all he’s done to him. Not after the unbridled horror he has conjured upon his frail, defenseless body. Rupert concedes that Pierce died in a state of unequivocal terror. What could possibly be more frightening, more humiliating than being attacked while you’re completely undressed and in the throes of passion? Rupert feels a little guilt for what he has done to Pierce, but all those feelings dissipate when he regards Gladys curled in the furthest corner of the foyer. She seems to doze off occasionally, her head tilting to the side and then suddenly coming back into consciousness with a worried jump, a horrible tremor that frightens Rupert at first, makes him feel itchy and panicky all at once. He fetches some blankets for her from the nearby parlor and then wraps them across her body while she squats there on the floor, her attention on the corpse lying just outside the house’s main entrance.

Eventually, Rupert peels himself from kneeling beside Gladys and makes his way toward the open doorway, the soft aroma of nighttime spilling into the open area like an unseeable mist. He regards Pierce’s body lying dead just beyond End House’s threshold. He wonders if there’s anything that can be done. He’s not foolish enough to think Pierce might somehow be brought back. Why would he want that? Pierce was obviously a monster and deserved to die. Still, he knows they can’t leave his body on the front steps for others to see. Even if guests at End House are not likely, they certainly cannot leave proof of their transgressions.

Rupert stares at the body for what feels like hours, admiring the blood that’s poured out from everywhere and the way it has drained like a rain gutter beneath Pierce’s beaten corpse. He finds it strange to consider how he no longer feels any modicum of attraction toward Pierce. He once idolized this young man, once entertained the thought of being filled with his essence and coupling the way he’s always dreamed of coupling with another man. But those thoughts are gone now. Rupert would sooner retch than consider making love to Pierce. He’s grateful that at least he doesn’t share the same gruesome proclivities his father seemed to possess.

He sulks when he thinks about how his attachment to The Perdido Society has now been completely undone. He wonders if the secret group will come looking for their courier. Surely, he couldn’t have been the only person responsible for delivering those confessional letters. Certainly, there were others in Burnt Sparrow who had been tasked with finding willing participants to receive certain confessions, specific admissions from others who were guilty of the most heinous transgressions.

Just then, Rupert hears Gladys moving behind him. She’s at his back in a matter of seconds, her warm breath heating his ear.

“We can’t leave him out there all night,” she whispers. “They’ll find him.”

Rupert knows this to be true. But what could they possibly do? They’ll be shredded to confetti if they step foot outside End House.

“There must be a way we can remove the body,” he says, glancing around the entryway for a sign, a signal, anything.

“Maybe something we could use to grab the corpse?” Gladys asks, her head swiveling around and seeming to search for the same sign.

Remembering the fireplace poker beside the hearth, Rupert skirts from the foyer and into the library. He swipes the poker from its place and then hastens back to where Gladys remains waiting for him.

He tips the end of the poker out past the threshold, and hooking the end of the poker into Pierce’s armpit, Rupert starts to drag the lifeless body toward the doorway. Gladys holds her breath as Rupert guides the corpse slowly toward them inch by inch. Without warning, the poker slips from its place and Rupert lets it clatter to the ground.

“Fuck,” he says.

“Can’t you try it again?” Gladys says, her voice trembling a little.

But Rupert isn’t certain. Not to mention, he’s already come dangerously close to tipping his toe over the edge. He feels panic set into him, his heart beginning to race. He knows he must do something else—something dangerous, something that could possibly end him. It seems fitting, actually. He has taken Pierce’s life, so why shouldn’t he be held accountable in return?

“I have to go out there,” Rupert whispers to Gladys, gazing past the entryway and into the starless void of night.

“No,” she tells him. “You’ll be ripped apart.”

“Maybe if I’m quick…”

But his voice trails off, unsure. He’ll never be certain. He’ll never be totally sure until he crosses that line and steps out of End House, ready and willing for the world outside to devour him just like it had devoured Mr. Esherwood and poor Veronica.

He recalls the moment when Cyril was torn apart. Rupert wonders if the man felt any pain, if the agony was truly and exquisitely unbearable. He certainly never wanted to find out and yet the moment has finally come.

Rupert steels his resolve, gritting his teeth almost as though he is preparing for some hellish battle with an invisible enemy. Yes, an invisible enemy. That’s precisely how it seems. For him, it feels as though that family of faceless murderers is still here at End House—taunting him, teasing him, urging him to cross that threshold and come apart. Of course, Gladys begs him to reconsider, but he can’t be swayed at this point. He’s already too determined.

Counting down in his head, he kneels at the entryway like an athlete before a triathlon. He knows he only has a matter of seconds to make this count.

Before another moment of indecision, Rupert lunges across the brink with a feral grunt, grabs hold of Pierce’s body, and then drags the corpse back into the privacy of the house. Gladys slams the door shut and falls upon Rupert, calling out to him and inspecting his body for the first signs of blight, the first signs that he’s being unspooled or threaded away.

“Are you hurt—?” she shouts at him. “Can you feel it?”

Rupert, gasping and out of breath, looks at his arm and finds everything to be perfectly intact. He feels nothing. He had expected a horrible burning sensation—something that would tell him his time had come, that he was gently being unraveled the same way Cyril had been destroyed before his very eyes, or the ways in which he had mutilated his hands to sate his own horrible curiosity. But none of that happens. He’s fine.

“I’m okay,” he says, surprised.

Then he glances at the doorway, the house’s threshold. Gladys seems to know what Rupert’s thinking before the thought even arrives in his mind.

“Don’t do it again,” she begs him. “Please.”

“But it might be over,” he tells her. “We could leave.”

Rupert rises and makes his way toward the door, pulling it open. The night stares back at him from the other side of the threshold, a gentle murmur of wind whispering all around him and seeming to beckon him beyond where the house lights can reach. Against his better judgment, Rupert thinks of following.

He swallows hard, nervously. Then, with one movement that decides the matter instantly, Rupert passes across the entrance and lands firmly on the other side of the doorway. He stands there for a moment, wondering if the moment will arrive—the moment when he starts to feel his skin peel away, unraveling in thick clumps.

But none of that happens.

He remains intact.

Gladys glares at him, mouth agape, from inside the house.

“How can this be?” she asks him.

“Try it,” Rupert tells her.

Gladys is obviously hesitant. But her curiosity is more powerful. With visible reluctance, she eases her fingers across the edge of the threshold, but she’s zapped instantly like she is wearing some kind of electrical collar, a flicker of skin threatening to curl away and unstitch more and more by the minute.

“Shit,” she says, pulling her hand away and sucking on the very tip of her finger.

“It won’t let you cross?” Rupert asks her.

Gladys shakes her head.

“But I’m okay,” he says, astonished. “Why?”

He glances around, uncertain why he’s been spared such a horrible fate. Then his attention shifts to the sight of Pierce’s blood-soaked corpse by his feet. The recognition comes to him almost instantly.

“Because I killed someone,” he says. “I made a sacrifice…”

Gladys’s eyes widen when she, too, makes the awful realization. She appears envious of Rupert—jealous of his newfound freedom, resentful of the passion he felt while slaughtering Pierce. Rupert can’t help but wonder if there’s a modicum of bloodlust residing somewhere deep inside Gladys—a secret grotto, perhaps, where she possesses the same need, the same drive for blood that Rupert feels.

“We need to find other offerings,” she tells him.

Gladys eases herself closer and closer to the threshold of End House, the very same thing that had once beckoned him now inviting her as well.

*   *   *

Nothing could have prepared Rupert for his newfound freedom. He’s dreamed of this moment for years now; however, he scarcely knows what to do with himself while he stands on the front steps of End House like a small animal that’s finally been freed from years of cruelty and captivity. He’s entertained thoughts of strolling down the front steps of the manor and traipsing through the grass until he arrives at the gateway near the end of the drive. Almost every dream he enjoys, night after night, revolves around the sweet release of freedom—slipping between the bars of a gilded cage, forcing himself free from a hunter’s perfectly set snare. It was the only thing he regularly fixated on until he met Pierce and encountered The Perdido Society.

He’s become distracted by luxurious fantasies of passing through the gate, never turning around to gaze at his prison—crossing that invisible threshold and never thinking of End House ever again. It’s one thing to think of those things. It’s another to actually follow through and do it. Besides, he doesn’t know for certain how long he’s been granted freedom. After all, the curse could very well still be in effect.

Rupert stands on the front steps of End House for what seems like hours, gazing out into the night and imagining all the feral beasts living in the distant trees, observing him with curious, scrupulous eyes—one of their lost brethren to finally return home. He wants to move from where he’s standing; however, he can’t bear to pull himself away. He turns, glancing at Gladys while she loiters near the threshold. He then notices Pierce’s body lying crumpled on the foyer floor. The wounds slashed across his bare chest and arms gaping wide like uncurled, unknotted ribbons.

“We can burn his clothing in the fireplace… But first we must get rid of the body,” Rupert tells Gladys, his shoulders dropping as he’s reminded of his duties. “It’s going to start to smell…”

He silently chides himself for being so careless, so absentminded. Why had he stabbed Pierce in the first place? He knows he did it to protect Gladys, but now it’s such a messy affair. They’ll have to dispose of the body and sop up all the blood that’s already leaked all over the entryway.

“You don’t want to go off and explore?” Gladys asks him.

Rupert does a double take, wondering if he’s heard her correctly.

“I know you want to,” she says. “I don’t blame you…”

Rupert’s attention drifts to the distant trees and how they seem to lean from one side to the other as a gentle current of wind weaves through them. He yearns to climb one of those old sycamores—to crawl up a wide trunk and then build a nest upon a branch, where he can perch and sleep for days like some woodland nymph.

Rupert hesitates. He wants to leave. But he’s frightened of the possibility that he’ll stray too far from End House and never want to return.

“Go,” Gladys says, shooing him off. “Explore. For both of us. I’ll look after the body…”

Her wish is enough to compel him from where he’s standing on the front steps. At first, he doesn’t realize that he’s moving. Everything around him starts to slow and then eventually blur, the same way an old photograph might. His heart is hammering away inside his chest, pounding furiously like horse hooves against cobblestones. Rupert soon realizes he’s running across the front lawn of End House, his feet carrying him closer and closer to the limits of the forest. He flinches, realizing he’s not wearing any shoes or socks. But he doesn’t care. It’s too late now. In fact, he loves the sensation of the soft, damp grass curling and prickling beneath his bare feet. The feeling is so pleasant that he stops abruptly right at the forest’s edge and then digs his toes into the grass, pushing himself into the dirt and indulging in the moment. It suddenly seems to Rupert that time has completely stopped. He feels as though he exists in some liminal space between fantasy and the reality he’s known his whole life.

Dragging his feet out of the fresh dirt, he peers through the trees, wondering if he sees something—a spindle-thin, ink-black shadow—lingering on the periphery of his vision. Is something whistling? Rupert considers if he should venture further away from End House, just in case the curse is still in effect and he’s susceptible to unraveling at any moment. Going against his better judgment, he slips through the colonnade of tall trees standing guard and walks into the thicket. Everything’s quiet around him. The whole forest seems to heave a sigh of relief at his arrival—almost as though he has been expected and yearned for all these years.

Feeling foolish for even considering the thought, Rupert wonders if it might be possible to locate the infant that his anonymous pen pal had described in those disturbing letters. It would be too simple, too contrived to think that the child had been abandoned in the park adjoining the land where End House rests. However, based on the confessor’s descriptions of where he had placed the infant, it was more than possible that it had been abandoned nearby. Rupert flushes at the prospect of locating the very thing he had obsessed over for the past few weeks. It surely couldn’t be possible. But could it? Could he actually locate Scythe and bring him back to End House?

It’s been so long since he absentmindedly walked through nature. He thinks of the many hours he spent walking through the woods behind his parents’ home—the place where he first discovered the pleasurable touch of his own hand, the place where he uncovered that grotesque bird with the small human face. He thinks of how natural he had once felt when existing in the woods. There was once a time when he thought of packing a bag of his belongings and running away, going off to live somewhere in the forest like a flea-bitten hermit. But those days of dreaming are now long behind him. He sours when he realizes that this might be the last time he has the ability to be so unashamedly, unreservedly free.

He slows his pace and thinks of Scythe. Can he hear the sounds of a child crying or fussing? If he were nearby, he’d probably be able to hear him. Then again, what exactly do I want to do if I come upon him? Would I care for him? Would I remove him from the grave where he has been abandoned and return to End House with him? Rupert isn’t exactly sure. He knows in his heart that he could never be a true parent, a devoted caregiver for him. So then why is he so determined to find him? It makes little sense to him, and if he thinks about it for too long, he will become vexed, irritated.

He circles a few of the larger trees in the thicket, combing through the tapestry of roots coiled at their bases. But he finds nothing there. He had expected this to be so simple—to locate Scythe with little effort and then realize the true reason why he is so determined to find him, a secret even to him.

He decides to move further into the thicket, further into the darker areas where moonlight cannot follow. He wonders if all of this is pointless. He isn’t exactly sure if his anonymous pen pal has delivered Scythe to this area in particular, after all. Or perhaps he lied. Perhaps he deceived him into performing these outrageous tasks for the sake of his own perverted amusement. Yes, maybe Scythe isn’t real. Perhaps the child is nothing more than the invention of a diseased mind. When he considers that likelihood carefully, he becomes upset.

There’s no point to any of this, he thinks.

But just as he’s about to make his way back toward the old wooden fence separating the grove of trees from the public gardens, he hears a soft, whimpering sound—like a small house cat caught inside a hunter’s trap. He turns around, the little sobs growing louder and louder, demanding to be heard. Whatever this thing is that is crying desperately wants to be found. He sidesteps around the edge of a large tree, and it’s then that he comes upon a small, shallow hole dug in the earth—a child wrapped in blankets lying there and staring up at him with puffy eyes swollen shut from weeping.

He swallows, wondering if he’s hallucinating. It can’t be, he thinks. But as he draws closer, the small infant’s screams begin to grow louder, almost like he knows he has been saved. Rupert kneels, lifting the sobbing infant out of the grave and then holding him tight against his chest. It feels so strange, so peculiar to hold another living, breathing thing after years of existing in total isolation, of only being acquainted with the touch of his own hand. Rupert holds the child tighter and tighter, that horrible shrieking seeming to grow louder as if the thing knows he’s been discarded; as if the poor infant realizes he’s been abandoned and left here to suffer the cruelty or grace of whoever happened upon him.









CORMAC VALE

[image: image] He cannot tell exactly what possesses him, what small germ has spoiled his mind and convinced him to return to that small grove of trees on the outskirts of the public gardens after he abandoned Scythe there earlier that very same day. If pressed, he supposes he might argue that his fascination with what might become of the poor, young child played some role in his eagerness to return to where he had so carelessly discarded him. Perhaps he ached to witness the boy’s destruction—to listen to his soft, gentle cries while he stirred there in the small grave he had dug for him. He struggles to understand why he decides to linger so close to where he has buried him. Perhaps he yearns to observe what someone might do if they happen upon him, if they discover the small child he has abandoned with every hideous intent of leaving him there.

While Cormac loiters at the base of one of the larger trees nestled in the grove, he wonders if somehow the letters he wrote will be recovered by the authorities and used to trace Scythe’s inevitable demise to his doorstep. It is unavoidable that the poor child will perish if left here in the makeshift grave he has dug—a victim of the elements, of hunger and starvation, of the woodland beasts who might tear his little body limb from limb. It’s at that exact moment that he realizes he can undo all this unnecessary horror he has wrongfully invented. He could crawl out from hiding, retrieve Scythe from the hole in the ground, and return home as if nothing had ever happened. His husband might be unsettled, questioning why he took the child away for so long. But Cormac could withstand his curiosity as long as it meant that Sy had survived his temporary cruelty.

Do I dare remove him from this place? Cormac wonders to himself. Do I dare undo all the awful things I have planned for him; all the senseless terror I have wished upon him?

However, just as he’s about to stir from his hiding place —to rouse his child from the nightmare of his own invention —he hears a disturbance in the nearby underbrush. Someone is approaching. He ducks down behind one of the bushes and observes in silence while a young man—or at least what he presumes at first is a young man—comes into sight and arrives at the small open gallery of trees. Although it’s too dark to see properly, the person is relatively androgynous—hair cut short, baggy clothing and yet a quiet, unassuming demeanor—and Cormac struggles to define their gender completely even when they step into the arrow of moonlight bleeding down into the grove. It immediately becomes obvious to Cormac that this person is searching for something. Even though he figures it couldn’t be possible, he cannot help but wonder if this is the person he has been writing to; if this is the anonymous pen pal who has been lured here to this very spot in search of sweet little Scythe. It seems so contrived, so unlikely that this is the person he has been corresponding with; however, Cormac cannot imagine any other explanation for why this individual has shown up here, tonight of all nights. Perhaps Cormac has willed this person here with those anonymous letters. Perhaps he wanted them to show up and see what they might do if left alone with Scythe. Sometimes it’s easier to watch something horrible happen than to actually do the thing yourself. Plus, it would provide Cormac with a sense of satisfaction to know he has arranged it just so, to realize that he has coordinated all of this with such meticulousness, such flawlessness.

After observing the young-looking person walk around the thicket for several minutes, Cormac wonders if he should peel himself from where he has been hiding and speed things along, to hurry the inevitability of their shock, their dismay when they finally uncover the discarded baby. He worries they might not find Sy where he has hidden him. In hindsight, perhaps he should have left him more out in the open, more accessible to a random passerby. Then again, he didn’t necessarily want to divulge the monstrousness he has accomplished here today—the grotesquery he has decided to put on full display of anyone interested, intrigued enough to witness.

Just when he’s convinced that the individual will leave the small grove without having located sweet little Scythe, he watches them turn slightly at the brittle sounds of the child crying at the opposite end of the thicket. He observes them while they race toward the area where the sobbing seems to be coming from, and it’s at that moment that he knows for certain they have uncovered Scythe’s final resting spot—the place where Cormac buried him, the grave he dug for him. He can’t see Scythe from where he has been concealing himself in the underbrush, but he immediately takes note of the individual’s sigh of shock, of complete and utter astonishment—like they have uncovered something they’ve been searching for all their life, a ritual they have prepared for in secret, time and time again, for this very soul-defining moment.

Despite his shock, his horror at what is happening, Cormac never feels the need, the requirement to step in and intervene. Instead, he does what he has done for his entire life: he simply watches. He observes until he reasons that it’s time to leave. Something inside him tells him to go, that he should let them be alone with one another. It’s absurd to admit, but Scythe now belongs to this nameless, faceless individual. Just as he had wanted, just as he had painstakingly planned for. Cormac wanted this to happen. He had wanted to share the burden of his intrusive thoughts with someone else.

Finally, he pulls himself away from where he’s been hiding and out of the small grove of trees. He doesn’t even glance back to make certain that he hasn’t been observed by the trespasser. He knows he hasn’t. The individual he has lured here was far too enraptured, too enthralled with the helplessness of their reward—his little Scythe. It will be the very last time that Cormac will ever see him. He knows this.

He stumbles out of the thicket and back onto the narrow pathway leading toward the public gardens. Somehow, he manages to avoid seeing anyone or, even worse, being seen by those still milling about the park after dusk. He snatches his keys from his coat pocket and makes his way toward the parking lot. When he reaches his car and climbs into the driver’s seat, he sits there for a moment and wonders what he might say to his husband when he arrives home without Scythe in tow. He cannot explain to him the truth of what has happened. He’d never forgive him. He’d never understand why he had to abandon him there, why it always had to be this way.

Cormac twists the keys in the ignition, and the car hums awake. He wonders if he should be driving at a time like this, if he is a danger to himself and others behind the wheel. But he already knows the sad, pitiful answer to such a question. He already knows that he’s capable of hurting other people, that he’s a vile, loathsome monstrosity. He certainly cannot let others in on the truth of his secret—least of all, his own husband.

While he drives home, he thinks of Scythe lying there helplessly in the small ditch he dug at the base of that large tree. He thinks of how that faceless, almost formless figure had towered over his baby boy with such unsightly, repulsive intent—with the focus to rob him of his youth, his innocence, his freedom. Scythe belonged to them now. The boy was no longer a child.

What shall I tell my husband? Cormac wonders while he steers the car onto the highway ramp toward home. What can I possibly tell him to explain the horrors I have done to satisfy myself?

Something small and impossibly faint answers him: The truth… Tell him the truth.









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] He moves slowly across the lawn and reaches the entryway of End House, carrying the blanket-wrapped bundle of the small infant sleeping in his arms. He climbs each step and slowly senses his freedom easing away from him, being stripped from his body bit by bit until he feels himself bound and shackled to End House once more. It feels so peculiar to admit, but he can actually feel the snare setting carefully around him—the very sensation of feeling caught, imprisoned. It’s as though an invisible hand has guided him back to this place, to return him to his cage, his enclosure. Gladys is waiting for him at the doorway, Pierce’s lifeless body still crumpled at her feet, and her eyebrows furrow immediately when she notices the drowsy infant he’s holding.

“What have you done—?” she asks him, eyeing the sleeping babe. “Where on earth did you find that?”

“Lying in the woods,” he tells her. “He would’ve died out there…”

Gladys steps aside, allowing Rupert to pass and enter the house once more. He narrowly avoids the large bloodstain still crawling across the entryway and then moves into the library, placing the infant on the sofa near the fireplace to try to warm him.

“Why have you brought him here?” Gladys asks.

Rupert shakes his head, bewildered. “I couldn’t leave him on his own… He’ll die…”

Gladys looks around nervously, appearing so out of sorts, so uncomfortable in the presence of a small child.

“What are we supposed to do to him?” she asks.

“He’s hungry, I think,” he tells her.

“What the fuck could we possibly feed him?”

He responds with a glum look of criticism for Gladys’s immediate stubbornness. “Can’t you go check the kitchen?” he asks.

She’s about to leave, but something unsettles her all at once and she turns slightly to face Rupert once more.

“You came back,” she says gently to him.

“I had to,” he replies, his tone lilting with a kind of question. “We don’t know how long it will last… You said probably daylight… Wouldn’t you have come back?”

Gladys thinks for a moment. Then she shakes her head, a sad, pitiful expression spreading across her face that Rupert recognizes well. It’s the same horrible look that he saw on his father’s face right before his execution—of inevitability, of such sadness for having the ache to confess it.

“I would’ve kept running,” she tells him. “I would have run until I reached the ocean… and maybe then I would have kept running still…”

His eyes lower until he’s staring at the baby. He feels foolish for not indulging more in his whims. He could have left and never returned with the baby in tow. Still, somehow something drew him back to the front steps of End House. Something he cannot explain. He feels the air churning all around him now—a soft, quiet breeze passing over his face and practically blowing through him, raking through his insides, his entrails, the very meat of his viscera.

“I suppose that’s the difference between me and you,” Rupert says, fussing with the child while it stirs on the sofa inside the blanket.

“What was it like?” Gladys asks, pulling herself closer to him. “What did it feel like?”

At first, Rupert isn’t quite sure what Gladys is asking. Is she asking about how it felt to finally leave End House for a brief spell? Or is she instead asking how it felt to kill another living thing? Regardless, his answer is the same for both questions.

He exhales and breathes out the words ever so gently: “It felt amazing.”

*   *   *

Rupert drags Pierce’s battered corpse outside, lugging the dead weight down the front steps of End House. He’s relieved he can still come and go across the threshold at nighttime, but quietly dreads the arrival of daylight—the moment when he expects the curse will resume. A dark trail of blood creeps after him as he walks across the lawn and back toward the forest at the far edge of the sprawling property. Once there, he leaves the body and returns to the front of the house, where Gladys is already waiting for him with a shovel. She passes it to him without comment and then he makes the trek back to where he’s left Pierce’s body. However, the most peculiar thing occurs when he finally returns, shovel in hand: Pierce’s corpse has vanished. Rupert scans the area nervously, the dark forest waiting beyond the precipice glaring at him and practically gazing into his very soul.

It’s not likely that, in such a short amount of time, some nocturnal predator scavenging for a nighttime meal came along and carried the body off to a mountaintop den. Rupert wonders if Pierce’s body had dissolved into fleshy stains—if somehow Pierce had been unknowingly afflicted with the very same curse that Rupert and Gladys have endured for the past ten years. But if so, why had Pierce been able to come and go from End House without realizing he had been touched by unrelenting darkness? It makes little sense.

After searching through the tall grass for half an hour or so, Rupert makes his way back to End House with the shovel in tow. Gladys greets him at the entrance.

“Well?” she says.

“I went back, and the body wasn’t there,” he tells her, letting the shovel slip from his grasp and clatter on the floor as he passes into the hall.

Gladys’s eyes widen with horror. She slams the front door shut and hastens after Rupert.

“The body wasn’t there?” she asks. “It was gone—? How?”

Rupert enters the library. “I don’t know… I didn’t see anything. It was too dark.”

“What could have happened to it?” Gladys asks, eyeing Rupert with such hopefulness that he might have some kind of answer to immediately satisfy her worry.

But no such answer exists. Rupert glares at her and merely shakes his head.

“I don’t know where it could have gone,” he tells her.

“Aren’t you at the very least concerned?” she asks, her voice straining a little.

“Of course, I am,” he says. “Someone could find the body. If they haven’t already…”

Rupert notices how Gladys’s face starts to pale, beads of sweat popping along her brow like little glittery gemstones.

“What are we going to do?” she asks, her breathing starting to become shallower and shallower. “We need to do something…”

Rupert thinks. He doesn’t want to offer to look for the body again. There are other far more pressing matters he needs to attend to before anything else. First and foremost, the child. They need to find food suitable for an infant to eat, and diapers for when he inevitably soils himself. Why have I done this to us? he wonders. Perhaps it would’ve been easier to just let the child perish out there, to die a slow, agonizing death in the woods. But Rupert couldn’t possibly live with himself and the knowledge that he had allowed a small, precious infant to die. Perhaps he had saved the child to prove to himself that he wasn’t such a monster, wasn’t so loathsome and vile after all.

While thoughts of the child named Scythe begin to dissipate and melt into the back of his mind, he thinks of how it’s been over ten years since he stepped foot outside End House. More than anything, he wants to venture into town. He wants to see what he’s missed over the past ten years. He wants to see what’s stayed the same, what’s now noticeably different. He can’t bear the thought of wasting more time searching for a corpse that he knows he’ll never find.

“I suppose I can go deeper into the woods and look more,” Rupert says, sighing.

“And leave me here alone with that child in the parlor?” she asks.

“It’s not as if he’s going to hurt you,” Rupert replies, laughing a little and amused at her nervousness.

Gladys crosses over to the boarded-shut window. She peers out through one of the small cracks in the plywood.

“It’s going to be daylight soon,” she tells him. “I imagine that if your freedom has any kind of time limit, it will come when dawn breaks.”

Rupert nods. He moves out of the library, into the foyer. Flinging open the front door, he turns back and faces Gladys.

“If I’m not back after daylight, it means that I’m dead,” he tells her.

Gladys appears almost as though she wants to pull herself closer to Rupert—to comfort him, to kiss him, to ravage him like some feral creature in heat. Anything. But instead, she shrinks.

Rupert tiptoes across the edge and down the front steps of End House, the chill in the nighttime air wafting through him like he is suddenly filled with new holes, gaping wide and stretching further, inch by inch, to receive quivering slim little arrows of twilight. Before he realizes it, he’s running across the lawn and sprinting into the forest with a yearning to be devoured, a horrible ache to be swallowed whole and never released again. When he turns back to look at End House, he notices how the front is shut. Gladys is no longer watching him. Instead of making his way deep into the forest, he jogs down the gravel pathway toward the house’s front gate. He’s passing through the gateway in a matter of seconds, hastening down the road with the moonlight trailing him like the giant cloudy-white eyeball of some noble, unsighted deity.

Rupert knows exactly where he’s going. He’s headed to town. He’s headed into the very heart of the place that he knew as his home for so many years: the town of Burnt Sparrow.

*   *   *

It’s nearly dawn when Rupert makes his arrival. There are no greeters there to welcome him, to worship his reappearance and fawn over him with the kind of dedication or extravagance he might expect as one of Burnt Sparrow’s long-forgotten sons. There are no lights flashing or music thumping to herald his return. No. Nothing of the sort. Instead, there’s a recognizable stillness lingering over the town that Rupert had noticed far too often—a difficult, awkward silence, a gentle breath between disastrous news to be told. Rupert wonders if he should turn away and return to End House. But he’s already come all this way. It seems imprudent to stop now simply because the town seems so indifferent to his return. Burnt Sparrow has always been an indifferent, uncaring place. Rupert knows this.

Ambling down the empty street lined with small houses, Rupert tries to peer through windows. He thinks of all the private, little lives waiting to be revealed beyond curtain-draped displays, beyond firmly locked doors. Rupert imagines how the town has evolved in the ten years of his absence—the new houses built on Chestnut Street and lining the roadway like precious little pillboxes, the small boutiques added at the apron of Main Street. All these sights are new and unfamiliar to poor Rupert.

But perhaps the strangest thing that Rupert has noticed in the short time he’s returned is the unbearable scent of sulfur—how the stench seems to settle over the town like an invisible blanket, wafting through the arteries of deserted corridors. Rupert thinks it’s especially strange to notice such a foul stench considering that the horrible smell had vanished not long after the Christmas Day massacre, ten years ago. Why should it return now?

He passes by the small park near the pond and recalls how he had often played there when he was a child. He thinks of his mother—how they had enjoyed many afternoons idling there in the cool shade of an elm tree while observing those strolling round the park. He couldn’t possibly count the number of times his mother would tell him stories while they were seated on a park bench—stories with happy endings, tales that were grim and ghoulish. Nothing was off-limits between the two of them.

While he passes the park, he lowers his head, mourning his mother and the awful way in which she was torn from this world—ravaged bit by bit, and then finally splintered apart the way small figurines break under fierce pressure. Rupert figures that human beings are a lot like antique relics—fragile, easy to snap. He knows this keenly after having murdered Pierce. Rupert knows what it feels like to spill the life from another’s body—to draw out their continence, their resolve, their very life force. He’s surprised how swiftly his thoughts of mourning are switched off and instead replaced with ideas of excitement, of complete and utter power. He realizes he feels like some nighttime predator, skulking throughout the empty town streets, seeking out his next victim, his next perfect morsel.

Eventually, he arrives at the main drag in Burnt Sparrow—the mile-long two-lane roadway flanked by rows of small shops and cafes. He first notices how the police presence at both ends of the thoroughfare has dwindled considerably since he was last here. Only a single police cruiser is stationed at each end of Main Street, the vehicle’s red and blue lights flashing intermittently.

The bodies with the spindle-thin limbs littering the causeway have shrunk in size completely, dissolved by time or eaten away by the harsh New England weather. Bits of frayed clothing remain scattered across the road and somehow glued there. Many of the lifeless human remains have been pinned to the ground with wooden stakes and then braided with chicken wire, to make certain that wild animals do not rob the town of their butchered children, the inventory of their suffering on full display.

Minimal traffic has resumed on Main Street, vehicles now permitted to travel at five miles per hour and required to swerve around the corpses strewn across the roadway. Rupert observes how a grey van slowly creeps along the main drag, carefully avoiding the marked remnants and then accelerating when reaching the end of the street. Rupert sees there’s a new team of “Preservers” monitoring the rotted human remains. Most of them are dressed in black tactical gear and they mill about the lifeless bodies like gulls swarming around spilled food at the beach.

But some of the “Preservers” aren’t surveying the bodies as they should be. Instead, they’re gathered around a tall, slender gentleman with immaculately coiffed facial hair and dressed all in imperial-looking black. His coat is so iridescent and shiny that the material resembles the splendid feathers of a raven or a crow. The gentleman seems to be deep in the process of lecturing the volunteers. He gestures wildly like some perverted showman, spouting off some unusual kind of sermon that Rupert can just barely make out. The police officers surveying the scene don’t seem to pay any attention to the peculiar gentleman and his captive audience. Rupert thinks it’s odd. But what else could be done now? Rupert tiptoes closer to the group of listeners, trying to hear what the older gentleman is saying. But it’s then that he notices how daylight has begun to trickle through the tree line, warm light spilling across the sky with soft, muted tones.

Heating with worry, Rupert turns and rushes away from Main Street. He fears he’s already wasted too much time and might not make it back to End House before sunrise, in time to meet Gladys’s theorized deadline. Taking off through the woods—a shortcut he’s familiar with—Rupert bids a timid farewell to the town of Burnt Sparrow. For now, that is. He knows he’ll eventually return. But for now, End House calls to him. He thinks of Gladys and the life they’ve endured together over the past ten years. Although he dreads returning to the very place where he had assumed he would perish, he’s filled with a semblance of hope—a weak, gentle hope that the door to his crypt will remain slightly open, that a single shard of colorless light will find its way inside their home and remain burning there for centuries to come.









GLADYS ESHERWOOD

[image: image] If there are any spirits remaining as unwelcome trespassers at End House, Gladys concedes that most of them must have deteriorated to mere stains by now. She figures there comes a point in every ghost’s existence when they realize that haunting such a cheerless and miserable place must be a completely pointless effort. Spirits feed on energy, and there’s little sustenance to be found at End House. She once thought she had seen a ghost—an impossibly thin and intricately layered spectral presence floating from one end of the corridor to the other. Her husband, Cyril, had told her that one of his aunts perished during childbirth and was said to have been spotted at various places around the estate—a frail waif of a phantom that probably looked more like a wild rodent than the exquisite young woman she once was.

While she sits in the parlor near the blanket-wrapped infant, eyes occasionally scanning the doorway and wondering if she’ll see Rupert ever again, she thinks about all the spirits that have abandoned End House over the past few years. Although once she was frightened of such things, she now finds herself sentimental when confronted with the idea of sharing a home with numerous ghosts. She’s foolish to admit it, but she feels so lonely realizing that many of the spirits who once roamed the hallways have completely dissipated. They’ve abandoned her the very same way everyone else seems to flee from her. For a moment, she buries her face in her hands and cries softly. She thinks of the spirits that once might have found comfort and belonging at End House. It was never a perfect place; however, she figures that phantoms cannot be too discriminating about where they roost. She chuckles, amused with herself and the thought of various spirits perching in each and every room like a flock of malevolent blackbirds.

Such things are impossible now. Any self-respecting spirit would never choose to remain in such a miserable home. If you could even call it a home, that is. End House had been a shelter for many years—a place to seek refuge, but certainly never a place to warm yourself or bask in the relief of good cheer. Gladys feels silly, but she yearns for the days when End House was haunted. She recalls the moments when she stirred from sleep, curious if someone—or something—was watching her. Her shoulders drop, deflating, when she realizes that she hasn’t been roused from sleep in quite some time by such an alarm. She doesn’t sleep much anymore, for that matter. But that’s beside the point. She aches for the moments when she was in the library or the kitchen and an uncomfortable feeling settled over her, almost like she was in the presence of some invisible taskmaster eager to tally her every movement. She can’t quite pinpoint why she feels so maudlin about the whole thing, but she desperately misses feeling uncomfortable in her home. She figures there was a kind of comfort in such awkwardness, such unease.

With the child now dwelling here at End House, Gladys ponders if some of those displaced spirits, those missing phantoms might make a reappearance, might return to roost because of the pungent scent of fresh blood. Yes, perhaps ghosts are filled with the very same lust for blood that some people possess. She gazes at the infant—its thin, little mouth smeared with the smashed bits of banana she had prepared and tried to feed him earlier. Unfortunately, the child wouldn’t eat, even though she had attempted to coax its hunger as best she could. Instead, it had shrieked bloody murder, and then eventually seemed to drift off to sleep once more. It had felt so peculiar, so bizarre to tend to a child, and Gladys had felt so awkward and out of place. Even though her late husband Cyril had told her time and time again that she would be a decent mother, she was never certain. She didn’t exactly trust Cyril and figured he only told her such deceptions to force her to lower her guard. He probably wanted a child to manipulate, to control, perhaps even to fuck, and she detests the idea of giving birth to a poor, pitiful creature just so it could serve as some obedient sex slave for its own perverted father. Now that Cyril is gone, the threat of his presence feels so absent, and yet nearby all the same. Regardless, she still isn’t sure of herself at all, now the child has been brought here to End House and she’s expected to care for him.

The infant coos, mewling slightly, and Gladys leans over him, adjusting some of the blanket so he’s not wrapped too tightly. She feels so out of sorts. She never thought she’d be expected to care for a child. After all, it was impossible for her and her late husband Cyril to have children due to her damaged uterus. Of course, she had thought about what it might feel like to become a mother—to carry a fetus in your belly, to grow them for nine months, to make an offering to the world. She has considered all those things before. But now that the very prospect of motherhood is screaming itself raw in her face, she feels completely incapable, helpless to care for and nurture another living thing. More importantly, does she actually want to?

Gazing at the infant while he sleeps, Gladys thinks about how strange it feels to care for a child at End House. After all, it’s not a place known for hospitality and warmth. She feels a sense of pity for the small sleeping babe, wondering how it will grow within the penitentiary of End House. Perhaps Rupert thought he was offering a kindness to the discarded infant; however, Gladys cannot help but feel as though he inadvertently sealed the poor child’s doom.

She rises from her chair and walks over to the plywood-covered window overlooking the front driveway. She peers through one of the slits and notices how early morning light has begun to flicker across the distant horizon, light like a pale fire shimmering through the faraway tree line. It’s then that an unwelcome thought makes itself known to her and nestles somewhere deep inside the mulch of her heart: What if Rupert never returns? What if he decides to run away from End House? Or worse, what if something’s happened to him and I can do nothing to help him? What if I’m expected to tend to this child alone forever? Gladys begins to ache with worry at such horribly pernicious thoughts. She wonders what she would do if she were awarded such temporary independence. Gladys knows she’d have to return to End House eventually or else risk a fate not too dissimilar from the misfortune that occurred to her husband. But Rupert is so impetuous. Like all young men, he’s eager to set the world on fire. She sees him writhe with such longing to leave this prison, day in and day out. Why shouldn’t he be motivated to test his freedom and run far away? If Gladys were afforded the luxury, she’d probably do the same.

She begins to shrivel, cowering in fear at the unpleasant thought of being left all by herself with the child to take care of. Such a conviction would completely obliterate poor Gladys. She knows she wouldn’t be able to survive if she were expected to dwell at End House on her own for the remainder of her days. If, at first, she didn’t die of complete and utter boredom, she’d certainly make use of some of the rope in the cellar. She could easily figure out how to fasten a noose. Or even better, she’d take the handful of the pills that she had considered swallowing once before. That would probably be far less painful.

Gladys shakes her head, wondering yet again why her dearest Veronica chose to kill herself in such a brutal and unkind fashion. She knows that Veronica suffered greatly before she finally died. Knowing that is enough to send Gladys into a fit of sobbing. But she doesn’t dwell on the unpleasant thought for too long. She’s much too preoccupied with the idea that Rupert might never return.

She curses him. Not because she misses the pleasure of his company, but rather because he was able to flee and seek pleasure outside of pitiful End House. Even if he’s dead somewhere, at least he’s far from this hellish penitentiary.

It’s then that Gladys resigns herself to the fact that Rupert is not returning. There’s no point in denying it or prolonging such an inevitable outcome. Gladys steels her resolve. She knows that if she’s going to act—if she’s going to make use of those pills—she needs to do so as soon as possible. But then the horrible reminder of the infant… Surely, she couldn’t commit such an atrocious act and then expect the poor child to survive without her care, her sensitivity and tenderness? If she follows through with her plans, she knows unequivocally that the child will perish here. Could she allow that to happen? Even if she kills herself, she believes that she’ll have to answer for the transgression sooner or later.

Gladys hears footsteps at the front door. The handle turns. The door swings open to reveal Rupert standing there. Completely intact. Just as he was when he first left several hours ago.

Gladys opens her mouth to speak, but can say nothing at first.

“You… came back?” she manages. Her voice is thin; raw and scratchy, almost.

Rupert hurries into the foyer, slamming the front door shut behind him and kicking off his shoes.

“How could I not—?” he says. “You didn’t think I’d leave you?”

Gladys cannot answer at first. She doesn’t want Rupert to think that she expected the worst from him. But she can scarcely contain her excitement to see him. Her delight astonishes her, in fact. She had already invented so many appalling scenarios of her and the baby being left to their own devices in the prison of End House.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again,” she says. “I thought… something happened.”

Rupert chuckles, clearly amused.

“Did you find the body?” Gladys asks him.

Rupert shakes his head and then shrugs a little. “It’s out there somewhere. We’ll find it…”

He’s close to her now, his breath heating the soft bristles of hair on her skin. She wonders if he’ll come any closer. For the first time, she wishes that he would. Gladys can hardly explain it, but she suddenly feels such an attraction to Rupert. Even though she realizes such feelings are perverted and shameful, she cannot deny herself. He looks like he might welcome such advances from her with the way he stands so near her, his breathing becoming shallow and ragged like when he murdered Pierce.

Before another moment of indecision, Gladys pulls Rupert close and kisses him on the lips. He seems a little startled at first, his eyes immediately seeming to search her for an explanation as soon as they pull apart. But before she can offer a reason for her impulsiveness, Rupert pushes himself onto her and presses his lips against hers once more. Mouths devouring one another, Rupert starts to peel the clothing from Gladys’s body while they steer themselves toward the nearby parlor. They collapse onto the floor and it’s there that they begin to make love.

If the child cries, stirs gently and fusses while lying there on the nearby sofa, they don’t seem to hear it.

*   *   *

Curling herself in the corner of her bedroom, Gladys finds the dull ache of lonesomeness that once troubled her now completely absent. She wonders if she’s been cured by Rupert and the savage way in which he mounted her and defiled her. She had enjoyed all the ways in which their bodies sought pleasure from one another; however, there remains a distinct feeling of guilt, wasting away somewhere deep inside her. She wonders if she’ll ever be free from it. For so many years, Rupert was something like a son to her. It feels wrong to think of him in a sexual way. Moreover, she wonders if Rupert was a virgin before they coupled. It had seemed as though he knew exactly what to do, how to navigate and solve the sensual riddles of her body; however, there were moments when he fumbled, seemed nervous or appeared to take a moment to second guess his actions. She wonders if the orgasm she had drained from him made him see things more clearly. After all, sexual fulfillment tends to provide a certain level of clarity. However, now, as she sits in her bedroom, Gladys herself doesn’t have that feeling of lucidity, that overpowering sensation of all-knowing after an orgasm.

Instead, Gladys feels sick to her stomach, wondering if the two of them will couple once more. And then perhaps again. And then again. She’s surprised at the fact it’s taken them this long to connect in such a filthy, perverted manner; however, she also wishes she could forget the whole ordeal. Certainly, Rupert had satisfied her needs sexually. It was the first time she had felt herself nearing orgasm with another person in so long; however, the release had felt empty, an imitation of what lovemaking should actually feel like.

Even though Gladys would prefer to stray from Rupert and forget the whole thing, she recognizes the simple fact that she needs him. She could never imagine herself becoming responsible for the death of another living thing. She could never bring herself to kill a person. Rupert, on the other hand, seems well equipped to invoke destruction wherever he goes. The fact of the matter is that there are people in this world who seem to invite suffering quite naturally, and Rupert is one of those people. He had seemed so excited, so enthralled at the sight of the awful work he had done on Pierce’s corpse—how he had delighted in slashing at him, how he had found enjoyment in the way in which Pierce crumpled from him, completely stricken with terror. It’s obvious to Gladys that Rupert finds enjoyment in the destruction of others. Perhaps he always has. Regardless, she needs him if she’s ever going to leave her prison at End House.

Even worse, Gladys comes to the horrible realization that she’ll need to kill someone, or something, if she ever wants to set foot outside this place. Although she knows in her heart that she would feel disgusted with herself for committing such a vile, unspeakable act, it’s the only way she’ll be able to savor the sweet release of freedom. Gladys shudders, detesting the very nature of the curse placed on her and Rupert—the deed of that faceless family of killers. Yes, killers. Perhaps this is what they wanted all along: to infect Rupert and Gladys with an unquenchable bloodlust, to prove to them just how easy it is to become a monster. She sighs, realizing that it’s true. It’s quite simple to become monstrous based on your circumstances, your surroundings. She has no other choice. If she wants to leave End House, she must make a proper sacrifice.

Gladys doesn’t sleep much throughout the night because of the baby fussing in the corner of her bedroom on a small pile of cushions. Anxious at the threat of every sound, every disturbance. She’s always been jumpy and irritable after dark; however, it seems especially exacerbated now she has coupled with Rupert in such a vile, contemptible way. She finds herself wondering what he’s doing. She feels connected to him in a way that frightens her, almost the same way certain twins are able to connect spiritually. If you believe in that sort of thing, that is. Eventually realizing that she won’t be getting much sleep, Gladys sits up straight in bed and stares at the bedroom wall for what feels like hours. She imagines how things might be if her husband, Cyril, were still here—if he were still the reigning sovereign of End House, the detestable master of such barbarity and spitefulness.

Gladys imagines how he’d crawl into bed and grope her until she finally submitted her body to him. She recalls how many nights she spent lying on her back and gazing at the ceiling, hoping and praying that he might finish soon and then would eventually collapse at her side only to drift off to sleep. She had often thought of taking a knife from the kitchen and slitting his throat while he slept; however, how could she actually go through with such a thing? Gladys knows in her heart that she’s not a murderer. Then again, she realizes that destroying another person doesn’t always have to be so horrifically literal. It could be a systematic orchestration of a person’s decay, of their disintegration until they’re a mere imprint of their former self. That’s exactly what her husband was trying to do to her before he eventually expired thanks to his own carelessness.

Flickers of morning light eventually bleed through the thick strips of plywood securing her bedroom window. Gladys kicks her legs over the side of the mattress and slips her feet into a pair of slippers. Then there’s a gentle knock at the door.

“Yes?”

The door opens and reveals Rupert waiting there in the entryway. He’s dressed in his pajamas—old clothing from her husband’s closet that’s still two sizes too big for him, so he resembles a child playing dress-up. Gladys winces when she looks at him. It’s a gruesome reminder of the mistake she made last night and how she would continue to go on suffering for her transgression for the foreseeable future.

As soon as he arrives, the child stirs slightly from where he’s been sleeping. Gladys wonders if he’ll shriek, scream, cry out for attention. But the babe thankfully makes no sound, no movement. He’s at peace for now, it seems…

“I was hoping you’d be up,” Rupert says, entering the bedroom. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

He creeps further into the room, a little skittish. It’s clear to Gladys that he is terribly uncomfortable, his eyes darting all around the room and his head snapping at every creak the floorboards make under his weight.

“It’s about last night,” he says, his eyes avoiding Gladys at all costs.

Gladys swallows hard, nervously. “We don’t have to talk about it… It’s forgotten, if you’d like?”

“It’s not that I didn’t enjoy it,” he says, his voice trailing off at first. “I did… But I suppose I’m—”

“Think nothing of it,” Gladys says, cutting him off. “I’ve already forgotten so much of it…”

She can’t tell whether or not this pleases him. She hopes she’s comforted in some way. Then again, her mind is far too preoccupied with other matters.

“It was my first time… with anyone,” he confesses to her.

Gladys shivers slightly at the realization that she had robbed Rupert of his virginity, his innocence. But had she actually? She wonders if that flame of innocence had been snuffed out long ago, when Rupert first arrived at End House to serve as her husband’s lackey.

“I always thought you liked boys,” Gladys says to him. “I was… surprised when it happened.”

“I do,” he says. “But it’s been so long since I’ve touched anybody, since I’ve felt something… I just wanted to know what it would feel like…”

Gladys forces a polite smile. “Now you know, I suppose.”

Rupert nods and sighs, “Yes.”

“I’m glad you came actually,” she tells him. “There’s something I was hoping to discuss with you…”

He ambles toward her, sits on the edge of her large bed. She waits for a moment, settling herself, and then, once she’s certain he’ll receive her with the same conviction she requires, she asks him:

“Will you teach me how to kill another living thing?”

At first, he doesn’t react. He just stares at her, his eyes seeming to scour her for an explanation. Finally, he shakes his head, like he’s somehow misheard her.

“What—?”

He looks concerned, as if distrustful of her and worried that she’s somehow gotten it into her mind that she needs to butcher the baby in order to leave the limits of End House. He tremors slightly, holding his hand over the center of his chest, a look of abject horror filling his eyes.

“You don’t mean—the child?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “No. I’m not some monster,” she says. “I could never… However, it’s something I’ve thought about… I’m afraid I wouldn’t know where to begin. But it seems to come so naturally to you… The way you were with Pierce, I mean.”

Rupert’s eyes lower, seeming to realize exactly what she means. “Yes.”

She’s right. Perhaps he is a monster.

“Will you teach me?” she asks.

He doesn’t answer at first, and Gladys wonders if he’s reassessing every decision he’s made that’s brought him here to this moment.

“Why do you want to kill something?” he finally asks her.

“To leave this place,” she says after a period of silence. “It’s the only way I’ll be able to set foot outside this house. You know that… But I’m scared to go through with it. I’m frightened to cross that threshold.”

He chuckles slightly. “Life is filled with thresholds to be crossed. Some are more dangerous than others…”

Gladys takes hold of Rupert’s hand. She pinches each of his fingers, squeezing them tight. “Help me cross it… Show me how to kill something…”

“You’re sure this is what you want?” he asks her.

She nods.

Rupert draws in a deep, labored breath and then exhales. “I suppose we should start with something small.”

She smiles, knowing that she’s captured him in the way she intended. She relaxes a little, realizing it won’t be long now until she’s temporarily free and sprinting far away from the invisible clutches of End House—the distant horizon her only known destination.

“Yes,” she whispers to him. “Something small.”

*   *   *

After leaving the child still sleeping on the small pile of cushions in the far corner of her bedroom, Gladys follows Rupert downstairs into the parlor. She observes in silence while he paces the length of the room, his short, slender frame flitting nervously from one end of the space to the other like a cornered youngster. Occasionally, he releases little whimpers while he’s deep in thought—pained, agonizing sobs like a small, defenseless creature caught inside a snare. Whether or not new ideas are arriving in his mind by the second, Gladys cannot be fully certain. She watches him and wonders what he could possibly be imagining. Surely, he must be coming up with some sort of plan—some sort of well-orchestrated arrangement so that Gladys can have a taste of the sweet, joyous freedom awaiting her outside End House as well. Gladys craves that more than anything else. She cannot imagine a future without such a prospect in sight. It would be an utter cruelty to put her so close to such a threshold and then pull her away at the very last moment, denying her the sweetness of such freedom, such beloved liberation.

Finally, Rupert’s eyes snap to Gladys. She notices how his whole body seems to shiver, almost like a wild thought has been deposited into the bowl of his mind—circling there like a small, precious bead and then eventually slipping down the drain and into the secret grotto where all thoughts collect. Gladys uncrosses her legs and straightens from where she’s sitting on the small divan near the parlor’s entryway, her attention locked on Rupert with no intent to release anytime soon.

“Yes?” she says, prompting him.

Rupert bites his lower lip until it’s dark and swollen with blood.

“It could work, I suppose,” he whispers, his eyes tightening to slits.

“What could work?” she asks, rising and drawing closer to him.

Rupert immediately turns from her, hastening out of the parlor.

“Follow me,” he calls to her, already halfway across the foyer and obviously headed for the cellar door.

Gladys is on his heels in a matter of seconds, chasing after him and then slowing when he arrives at the doorway leading to the basement. She watches while he pries open the locked door and then begins his descent, a small flashlight guiding his way as he creeps into oblivion. In the dark, as they approach, Gladys hears the chitter of rats. They screech with petite warnings and then scurry off, disappearing into the walls before Rupert’s light captures proper sight of them.

Once they reach the floor of the cellar, Rupert grabs a shovel leaning against one of the wooden posts. He ambles over to the corner of the cellar, surveying the dirt floor and eyeing the open area with such intent, such calculation. Gladys is sure he intends to dig. But she’s not sure what for, at the moment. There can’t be anything worthwhile in the dirt here.

In her peripheral vision, Gladys spots the three cots arranged in the corner of the cellar where the faceless family were once shackled as prisoners of the town. She feels an intense pressure seething deep within her bowels at the sight of the table outfitted with various instruments of torture. Everything has been left exactly as it was ten years ago, when her husband first launched his campaign against the family of faceless marauders. It feels excruciating, unbearable to dawdle here in the cellar where they were once kept, tortured to no avail. She had kept the cellar door locked and the keys dangling on a small hook beside the door for fear that the darkness rooted here would worm its way into the rest of her home, polluting her fragile heart until her every waking thought was tainted and spoiled.

Rupert grabs hold of the shovel and stabs the ground with one quick thrust. The floor separates under the pressure, dirt spilling out like a weak little fountain. Rupert slams the end of the shovel into the ground again and again, each stab delivering a tiny pile of dirt and opening the ground further. Gladys merely observes in bewilderment.

After what feels like hours, Gladys watches as Rupert’s digging slows, and eventually he tosses the shovel aside with a vulgar clattering sound. She clears the catch in her throat, while he kneels beside the small crater in the ground he’s opened there. He begins to sift through the soil, hands overturning mound after mound of fresh dirt. Gladys’s eyes widen when Rupert uncovers what he’s been searching for this whole time. He holds it up for her to see—a long, thin earthworm squirming between his thumb and index finger. Gladys nearly vomits at the sight. When she was a child, her grandfather had often ordered her to help him prepare the fishing lures he’d be using at the nearby lake throughout the week. She recalls how she detested the awful sensation of the slimy little earthworms flailing helplessly when she’d pinch them between her fingers and then impale them on the fishing hooks. She had figured that if they were capable of shrieking, they certainly would after all she had done to them—the brutality she had invited upon them.

Rupert slowly approaches Gladys with the earthworm, brandishing it in front of her like some sort of aberrant trophy.

“What do you want me to do with that awful thing?” she asks, crossing her arms and shrinking away from him.

Rupert kneels at Gladys’s feet, placing the earthworm there.

“Surely, you can kill a worm,” he tells her, chuckling a little. “That’s easy.”

But Gladys isn’t convinced. She stands there, gazing at Rupert and meanwhile wondering if he’s lost his mind.

“You think that’ll count for something?” she asks him.

“It’d be a shame not to try,” Rupert says.

Yes, perhaps he’s right, she thinks. Gladys certainly cannot argue with something as reasonable as that. Perhaps killing the earthworm will momentarily break the curse. At least for a few hours. How simple would it be to merely squish a small, meaningless worm each and every time one is compelled to set foot outside of End House? Gladys’s troubles would be over. Not solved completely. But matters would certainly improve.

Gladys regards the earthworm twitching on the ground at her feet. She feels a touch of remorse for what she’s about to do. But does she actually care about the feelings of a worm? Aren’t they typically considered the lowest life form? Surely, it’s not a sin to kill a measly, pathetic little worm. It can’t be. Even if it is a living thing that just wants to survive in a world filled with things eager to eat it, Gladys figures that such a wretched and lowly life form wouldn’t object to being dispatched. Worms are as low as dirt, she thinks. In the secret chamber of her heart where the shadow of guilt cannot dare to follow, she hopes that she’s right.

Without a second opportunity for hesitation, Gladys lifts her foot and stomps down on the earthworm. Squish. There’s a flat, squelching sound that follows as she presses her shoe down again and again. Finally, when she’s certain the deed is accomplished, Gladys picks her foot up and regards the bottom of her shoe—the squashed remnants of the worm now glued there. Gritting her teeth, she peels the remains from her shoe and then tosses them aside.

Gladys glances at Rupert, expecting him to say something.

“Shall we try it?” he asks her.

Immediately, they hasten up the cellar stairwell and arrive in the entryway. Gladys, her heart hammering away quicker and quicker, slowly approaches the front door. This is her moment. The moment that she’s yearned for, ached for, pined for. She considers the horrible fact that this very moment could define her future here at End House.

She looks at Rupert, hoping he might open the door on her behalf. But he doesn’t. He stands there, watching her. She wonders if he’s as frightened as she is. The way in which his eyes widen, and his breathing becomes shallower, seems to confess that he’s equally worried.

Gladys pulls the door open, morning light greeting her at once and spilling a muted golden haze into the hall. She knows that if she doesn’t try to leave now, she’ll never have the courage to do so ever again. Steeling her resolve, Gladys stretches her arm across the threshold and watches as daylight gently trickles across her skin. Without warning, the flesh on her hand begins to sizzle and crisp, little threads of skin curling angrily and lifting there. Gladys shrieks at the horrible burning sensation, immediately snapping her arm back and covering it. Eventually, the pain dissipates and her skin starts to cool.

Gladys shudders, breathing heavily. She can’t bear to remove her arm from where she’s cradling it, almost like a small infant. Recoiling until she’s backed into a corner, Gladys slumps to the ground and releases a labored breath.

“Fuck.”

Rupert draws close, towering over her.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I thought it would work.”

Gladys shakes her head. “It’s not your fault… I thought things would change, too.”

Rupert swallows, obviously nervous and looking guilty with his eyes lowering and his shoulders drooping.

“We started too small,” he tells her. “We need to find something bigger… Something that will bleed more…”









MISTER JAKES

[image: image] It isn’t long before Mister Jakes attracts the wealth of attention he’s been craving since he first arrived in the town of Burnt Sparrow. It begins very innocently at first—polite conversation with others at the local haunts, friendly chats with anyone who might listen when he stops them on the street. He carries himself in such a way that people are immediately drawn to him. It’s probably the compelling manner in which he speaks, the politeness of his demeanor and how formal he remains, even in such casual spaces. Many town residents feel as though Mister Jakes speaks to them like they are equals, rather than a master addressing his mut.

He knows that in order to get what he wants from these people—these brainless sheep—he has to earn their trust first and foremost. All New Englanders behave that way. They cannot do business with you unless they completely trust you, unless they’re certain that you’re on their side.

He isn’t on their side, but he certainly cannot let them know that.

He finds himself especially well-liked by a small crowd of “Preservers” whenever he pays a visit to the mass grave on Main Street after dusk. He regales them with stories of the spots where he’s traveled, the expensive things he’s purchased in faraway locales like Istanbul and Morocco. Places where these poor people will never visit. And why should they? Everything that’s worth having is right here in Burnt Sparrow. That’s what Mister Jakes seems to inform them at the end of their every nighttime conversation. It’s usually so dark that the folks listening to Mister Jakes can’t see how hideously he’s grinning as he speaks to them, salivating like a starving wolf who’s finally caught a stray lamb.

He tells them a story of a woman named Dorothy he once knew—a most troublesome woman. Occasionally, while telling the tale, he adds his own speculations—how she was not a victim of circumstance, how she brought everything on herself. Still, the onlookers are captivated by what he tells them. Perhaps they don’t realize that with each word he utters, every story he tells, he’s carefully threading bits of cancer, infection, disease into their softest, tenderest places.

He speaks:


Very often, perhaps too frequently for her own taste—in the still, quiet moments between idle conversation, in the uncomfortable, blighted pauses between words, both spoken and unspoken—Dorothy recalled the gruesome, almost unbearable sight of her friend Margaret’s toothless, blood-smeared grin, and how that bewildered expression mixed with innocent, unassuming cheer had soon curdled to panic and then finally horror when the poor girl had realized that she was drooling the broken, bloodied ivory sea shells of her front teeth.

Even if Dorothy lived to be a hundred years old, and even if her withered mind eventually became nothing more than a constellation of tumors, a grotesque quilt of incurable disease, Dorothy would always remember how the rock had felt, heavy—impossibly so—in her right hand, how its jagged little edges pressed gently into the softer, meatier parts of her palm when she squeezed it. Dorothy would never forget how her whole body had tensed in that moment, how she had shivered uncontrollably when she realized the awfulness of what she had done—how she had taken the rock from beneath the park bench when Margaret wasn’t looking and then swung the thing at her as soon as she turned back to face her.

She thought of how Margaret had stared at her after the whole thing had happened in a matter of seconds, and how the poor girl’s every movement had appeared to become sluggish, tilting her head slightly to one side and her mouth drooping open with a soundless, pain-filled question: “How could you do this to me?” Even a twelve-year-old knows when they’ve been wronged, when a decision has been made that will cost them dearly. In those unbearable, quiet moments when she was permitted to reflect on her shame, her guilt, Dorothy remembered how she had yearned to offer Margaret an explanation—a simple comment, a sensible, well-intentioned confession that would explain why she had decided to pick up the large rock and then smash it against the poor innocent thing’s crumpled mouth.

Dorothy would feel herself becoming violently ill, threatening to vomit, when she remembered how adults had sprinted toward the two of them in the park on that autumn afternoon. When they had pulled her aside (away from Margaret, who had already begun to be tended to by her parents) and questioned her for an explanation, Dorothy had been unable to think of anything. Some decisions in life are made gradually, slowly over the course of time—after years of proper deliberation, sleepless nights of indecisiveness, stolen afternoons of total reluctance. Other decisions are made more confidently in the moment, executed by the whims of a chance encounter—an instant that could never be repeated. Even fifteen years after the whole ordeal had occurred, when Dorothy had moved away from the small town where she grew up, she still couldn’t answer the simple question: “Why did I do it?”

“It’s been almost fifteen years, darling,” Elisabeth told Dorothy, aiming the car ahead with both leather-gloved hands firmly gripping the steering wheel. “You can’t go on with this self-flagellating. You must forgive yourself eventually…”

Dorothy quivered slightly in the passenger seat. She hadn’t said anything to her wife about how guilty she had been feeling lately, how the thoughts continually gnawed at her, how she often found herself unable to sleep the night before her birthday because it was the anniversary of the horrible mistake she had made when she was a twelve-year-old girl. Elisabeth probably sensed those things, however. Elisabeth was insightful, perceptive like that. It was the reason Dorothy had married her, after all. Sweet, precious Elisabeth had always been so gifted when it came to recognizing what other people desperately needed from the universe.

“You know it’s always difficult around my birthday,” Dorothy told her, dampness webbing in the corners of her eyes. She took a red-checkered handkerchief from her coat pocket and gently dabbed herself there until it was dry. “I don’t care for the reminder.”

Elisabeth appeared to frown slightly, her shoulders sagging with some kind of invisible weight. Dorothy hoped it wasn’t a burden she had absentmindedly placed there. That would be an unforgiveable betrayal. Still, it was something that Dorothy knew she was monstrous enough to do, even to someone she supposedly loved so much.

“I suppose I’m feeling a little guilty, myself,” Elisabeth said, flicking on the windshield wipers as they continued to motor along through the snow squall. “I’ve been avoiding my reflection all morning. Can’t bear to look at my damn face.”

“You—? Guilty?” Dorothy asked her, doing a double take. “Why’s that?”

Elisabeth shook her head, her voice trembling like she had become so exasperated with herself. “Feels so thoughtless of me to expect you to forget about your birthday and instead spend the weekend with me and my family.”

It was polite—sweet, even—of her wife to think so fondly of her special day; however, Dorothy knew that Elisabeth would have never requested her presence here if it wasn’t completely mandatory, a matter of life or death.

“I’m concerned about your mother,” Dorothy said to Elisabeth, chipping away with her fingernails some of the frost that had crusted itself along the interior of the passenger window because the car heater refused to work. “It’s awful she’s been so ill lately…”

“Sophie thinks this weekend will be the last time we’re all together as a family,” Elisabeth told her, wincing a little at the reminder.

Dorothy rolled her eyes and then suddenly felt a pang of guilt heat in between the latticework of her ribcage. It wasn’t Elisabeth’s fault that her sister had always been so chilly, so unwelcoming and distant with Dorothy. Instead, Dorothy recognized that a great deal of the responsibility to creep into the family’s good graces rested entirely upon herself. Dorothy realized she had been absent for quite some time, hadn’t made as decent an effort as she ought to have. Whether this was because she did not care for Elisabeth’s family or because she had other, more pressing engagements, she would never truly reveal, even to herself.

“Your sister’s always had a flair for theatrics,” Dorothy reminded her wife.

She shifted in her seat, a little uncomfortable, because the car became eerily quiet. Out of the corner of her eye, she glanced at Elisabeth and wondered whether she was thinking of something to say, something to tell her—a plea, a bargain, anything. Instead, Elisabeth said nothing and kept her eyes trained ahead on the snow-covered lane.

“Do you think something’s going to happen this weekend?” Dorothy asked her wife, turning slightly to face her and hoping this time she might respond, this time she might answer. “Something bad, I mean…”

“I really hope it’s just Sophie being theatrical,” Elisabeth said, gripping the wheel a little tighter and then easing her foot on the gas with a bit more urgency than she had practiced before.

For some inexplicable reason, it felt as though Elisabeth was racing someone, or something, to get to her family home in the mountains—a test, a challenge, a way to stop the inevitable from occurring.

Dorothy swallowed and felt a dull ache spread in the pit of her stomach. She shuddered, noticing how all the snowflakes drifting into view and then melting against the windshield looked like little pale beads of children’s broken teeth.



*   *   *


Dorothy hadn’t expected a warm, cheerful welcome from Sophie when they arrived at the lodge on the outskirts of town, pulling into the driveway and then climbing out of the vehicle before finally coming face-to-face with her on the front steps. Sophie looked a bit different than the last time Dorothy had seen her—her mouth and eyes had a few more wrinkles, her once dark, flowing hair was now veined, almost spiderwebbed, with thin streaks of white and grey. It was more than obvious to Dorothy that her mother’s inconsistent health had taken such a toll on the poor woman. She grimaced at the sight, silently instructing herself to feel pity for the poor thing instead of resentment, instead of all the rage, the undeniable fury she had filed away in the recesses of her mind since the day she and Elisabeth were wed at the local courthouse. Of course, Sophie had refused to attend the private ceremony; even the reception after, as well.

“You made it,” Sophie exclaimed, wrapping both arms around her sister and leaning into the embrace for a few seconds before slipping out of Elisabeth’s grasp. “I thought the snow would slow you down…”

Elisabeth laughed. “You can thank my copilot for our timeliness despite the bad weather.”

“And despite you sleeping through your alarm clock,” Dorothy added, smirking at her wife and easing herself underneath Elisabeth’s arm.

She glanced at Sophie, hoping the woman might return a friendly smile, might make some cheerful comment, make Dorothy feel a bit more at ease. Instead, Sophie’s eyes flashed to the large suitcases Dorothy was holding.

“Those are a lot of bags for just a few days,” Sophie said, folding her arms.

“Yes,” Elisabeth replied. “We probably overpacked… Dorothy insisted we bring extra clothing in case we decided to stay longer…”

Sophie’s eyes narrowed at Dorothy and then she turned to make her way back up the steps toward the front door. “I suppose that’s alright,” she said. “I thought you were only staying for a night or two…”

“You made everything sound so grim on the phone,” Elisabeth told her sister. “I wasn’t quite sure what to expect when I got here… How is she doing?”

Sophie shrugged. “She keeps asking about you… She’s upset you made her wait so long to see you.”

“We couldn’t get away from the city any earlier,” Elisabeth told her. “Dorothy had some meetings to take care of.”

Once more, Sophie’s eyes flashed to Dorothy with a look of disdain, a look of unreserved contempt.

“I figured it wasn’t anything to do with you,” Sophie told Elisabeth.

Before Elisabeth or Dorothy could respond, Sophie twisted the door handle and slipped inside, after passing them a look that seemed to beg them to follow her.

In the car, Elisabeth had told Dorothy to squeeze her elbow any time she felt uncomfortable, out of place or unwanted. Dorothy frowned, realizing that she would be squeezing poor Elisabeth’s arm for most of the weekend.

After they had filed into the foyer, cool wind whipping them until they finally closed the door, Dorothy peeled away her scarf and removed her knitted hat. She glanced around the dimly lit lodge—from the solid oak paneling to the murdered game framed on enormous wooden plaques above the living room hearth. It had been several years since Dorothy and Elisabeth had visited this place; however, Dorothy could never forget the scent of a special jasmine perfume lingering in the air, circulating and filling every corner of the home.

“It’s Dorothy’s birthday today, by the way,” Elisabeth told her sister, hopeful that she might thaw some of the chilliness still spreading between the three of them.

Sophie glanced at Dorothy and then back at Elisabeth. “Yes. You mentioned that on the phone when we spoke.”

Elisabeth eyed her wife with an unmistakable look of apology, of such regret. All Dorothy could do was wave her off and quietly assure her that everything was fine. In truth, it was perfectly fine for Sophie not to acknowledge her birthday. In fact, Dorothy struggled to celebrate year after year in the first place. Birthdays felt like a horrible reminder that things will come to an end once they begin. For Dorothy, a birthday was the souvenir of a sentence that would eventually reach a point of punctuation. She dreaded that final moment, in fact. She lived in fear of it, of its power, its radiance. Dorothy felt herself becoming ill at the thought of how she had once held such power over Margaret’s life at such a young age. If she had struck her friend any harder, Margaret might have died, might have reached the end of that impossible sentence at an advanced rate. Dorothy tried to compose herself, but Elisabeth seemed to recognize her discomfort almost immediately.

“Perhaps we should get things settled in our room,” Elisabeth told her sister.

“Mother’s been demanding to see you,” Sophie said. “You shouldn’t keep her waiting…”

Elisabeth looked at Dorothy with another look of regret, of apology. Dorothy wondered if her wife would go on silently apologizing all weekend, if the only language they would ever speak together now would be the secret language of regret, shame, humiliation.



*   *   *


From time to time, Dorothy entertained the thought that death might be something that could be reversed, undone, somehow prevented if you were soft and still enough. She hadn’t been around ill family members that often. In fact, when her mother had fallen ill and needed to have her gallbladder removed, Dorothy found herself completely immobile, entirely unable to make the short trek to the nearby hospital, to see her mother, to care for her or comfort her the way a loving, doting daughter should. In many instances, for Dorothy, death felt like some sort of strange mathematical concept—something that could be taught, purely thought about, but never actually acted upon. That is, until she was in the room with it; until she skirted into Elisabeth’s mother’s bedroom at the lodge, and she took a sniff of the air circulating in the tiny chamber and how that familiar scent of jasmine seemed to immediately dissipate, how it was replaced with a rancid, unfriendly, sour kind of musk.

“We won’t be long, dear,” Elisabeth whispered to her, squeezing her hand. “I know it’s unbearable for you.”

Once more, Dorothy felt such guilt for Elisabeth’s dedication to her, the unwavering comfort she provided despite the obvious fact that her mother was ill, probably slipping away.

As they approached the old woman’s bedside, Dorothy noticed Sophie at the room’s threshold with some kind of quizzical stare, as though she were grading Dorothy’s politeness, her responsiveness to the whole miserable ordeal.

Dorothy watched in silence as Elisabeth stepped forward, without her aid, and came upon the edge of her mother’s bed. The old woman’s breath whistled through the narrow slit where her scabbed lips parted—a thin, high-pitched shriek like a warning of some kind: “Stay away. Stay far away from me.” Despite this obvious caution, Elisabeth drew closer and grabbed hold of her mother’s wrinkled, trembling hands.

“Mom,” she said softly. “It’s me. Elisabeth… Dorothy is here, too…”

Her mother’s eyes opened a bit, like the twin slits fixed on either side of a nose on a doll’s waxen face. Elisabeth’s mother appeared to thaw at the sight of her daughter, her breath becoming shallower if that was even possible.

“Elisabeth,” the old woman hissed through a yellowing grate of rotted teeth. “I’ve been waiting for you… I hoped you would come…”

“I’ll always come, Mom,” Elisabeth promised her. “You know that.”

Elisabeth turned slightly, probably noticing how Dorothy shifted and felt so out of place in such an unattractive, unpleasant setting. Dorothy had tried to muster the courage to draw closer to the bed, but something had prevented her from doing so—something in the air had stilled around her, frozen her like a sheet of ice and prevented her from issuing any sort of movement. It wasn’t until Elisabeth glanced in her wife’s direction that Dorothy moved, as if being roused from some terrible dream.

“Mom, Dorothy’s here, too,” Elisabeth told her mother. “Today’s her birthday…”

But before Elisabeth’s mother could utter another single word, she appeared to settle back into the cushions to sleep more. It wasn’t long before the three women remaining in the small room heard the dim sound of the old woman’s snoring, her breathless wheezing muffled through the weight of several large blankets pulled up around the edges of her ancient, harrowed-looking face.

“I suppose we should let her sleep,” Sophie said to Elisabeth and Dorothy, motioning for them to come away from the old woman’s bedside.

Dorothy and Elisabeth obeyed and made their way down the corridor outside the master bedroom.

After Sophie closed the door to the suite, Elisabeth seemed to glower at her with a look Dorothy had never seen her practice before. Not even in the presence of their upstairs neighbors who they vehemently despised.

“She doesn’t look well,” Elisabeth told her sister. “Why haven’t you sent for a doctor? She needs proper care.”

“There’s something I’d like to show you now,” Sophie said, turning and making her way down the stairs.

Dorothy and Elisabeth followed without comment, both unsure what exactly Sophie was planning to show them. Unless it was a proper explanation for the seriousness of the poor old woman’s illness, Dorothy couldn’t imagine wasting any more time when a doctor should be present.

Entering the dining room, Dorothy and Elisabeth immediately took note of a large wooden box arranged as the centerpiece of the oak table. The box looked handsomely crafted with very minimal wear, and was ornamented with painstakingly etched gold filigree that webbed along every corner of the container. Whether the thing was an antique, Dorothy could not be certain. If it was, a considerable amount of effort had been undertaken to make the common everyman mistake the box for something entirely newfangled.

“What is this?” Elisabeth asked, tiptoeing toward the edge of the table.

Sophie circled the box, running her fingers along the edges. “We received this box in the mail three days ago. No return address. I didn’t see who delivered it…”

“Have you opened it?” Dorothy asked.

Sophie shot her a venomous look of distrust that made Dorothy immediately pale and then recoil a bit.

“What’s inside?” Elisabeth asked.

Sophie answered by lifting the lid and then tipping the box somewhat, so that both Elisabeth and Dorothy could peer inside. When they did, they saw the box contained a large, antique-looking alarm clock. The clock was framed inside an enormous panel made from solid oak, and the wooden support was veined with an artist’s etchings of little emerald vines crawling from one end of the structure to the other. Tiny red and pink flowers sprouted from various areas of the wooden frame as well, their petals unfurled and displaying such carefulness in design, such finesse in execution. It was apparent to Dorothy that some skilled clockmaker had taken their time with this device, laboring over it intensely. She wasn’t quite sure how someone could toil over the creation of something so small, so minuscule without losing their temper; still, it amazed her. The most arresting and peculiar thing about the clock was the fact that there was a small resin structure fixed on the rear of the appliance. The strange thing resembled what historians might have referred to as a “gibbet”—a kind of gallows-type structure where a convict was sentenced to hang until death. Even more surprising to Dorothy, there was a small figurine of a young boy trapped inside the gibbet, his arms stretching through the metal bars as if in a final act of supplication, a desperate plea that nobody could possibly answer.

Dorothy turned, facing Elisabeth, and noticed how her wife seemed to pale at the sight of the strange-looking alarm clock.

“Do you recognize this?” Sophie asked her sister.

Elisabeth swallowed, appearing so uncomfortable all at once. “Mom had a clock just like that when we were growing up… Kept it beside her bed…”

“I figured you would remember it,” Sophie said, leaning the box down from where she had been tipping it so that Elisabeth and Dorothy could see properly. “It’s not an easy thing to forget…”

Dorothy squinted at the clock resting inside the wooden box, her eyes going over the craftsmanship again and again—from the spindle-thin clock hands ornamented with metal filigree beyond the glass encasement to the artwork of greenery crawling all over the structure’s frame. She still wasn’t certain why Elisabeth gazed at the device with such bewilderment, such obvious panic.

“Has Mom seen this yet?” Elisabeth asked her sister.

Sophie shook her head. “I haven’t shown her,” she said. “I’ve been afraid to… She started getting worse as soon as it showed up on the doorstep…”

Dorothy felt so out of place, and it seemed like the only way she’d understand was if she asked such an obvious question.

“What’s wrong with the clock, exactly?” she finally asked.

Elisabeth’s face drained of all color. She cleared her throat and squeezed Dorothy’s hand. “Our mother had a similar clock when we were growing up… She said it was a kind of… miracle clock. It removed all the guilt, all the shame of its owner if you fed it.”

“Fed it what?” Dorothy asked.

“I’m not sure exactly,” Elisabeth answered, shaking her head as though she felt a bit foolish for getting so agitated, so excited. “She told us that the clock started to give her nightmares after a while… She kept seeing this little boy with bluish grey skin. He followed her at nighttime. Stood beside her bed and whispered things to her…”

“She never told me what he said,” Sophie added.

Dorothy sensed the hairs on the nape of her neck prickling, a rush of cool air gently blowing past her.

“When our father passed away, she decided to throw out the clock,” Elisabeth said. “But it kept showing up on the doorstep… Every time she destroyed it, a duplicate would get delivered the next day…”

“We can’t let her know another one has arrived,” Sophie said, closing the box’s lid with an awful, sickening thump.

“She knows already,” Elisabeth whispered. “She must know… She must sense it…”

Dorothy found herself gazing at the large box fixed at the center of the dining room table, her eyes attempting to burn a hole through the side of the crate and expose the little clock hiding inside. Even though Sophie and Elisabeth seemed so concerned by the arrival of the device, there was something alluring about it—all the wondrous possibilities the damn thing could offer.

“It removes all guilt from its owner—?” Dorothy asked her wife, her fingers frozen from the cold and curling gently around Elisabeth’s arm.

Elisabeth shrugged. “That’s what the shopkeeper told our mom when she first bought it…”

Dorothy’s heart fluttered. If only they knew what she would give for a moment without guilt, without the shame she had created at such a young age from a careless, immature mistake—a mistake that she would suffer from for the rest of her life.



*   *   *


Dorothy decided to wait until Elisabeth was sleeping before she crept out of the guest room and tiptoed down the stairwell into the dining room. She half-expected Sophie might have already taken the large box and hidden it somewhere in the nearby cabinets for safekeeping, as protection from any kind of nighttime trespasser. But much to her surprise, found the wooden box resting right where they had abandoned it earlier this evening. Dorothy inched closer to the table, her every movement a revocation of the life she had endured up until this point—a revocation of her shame, her disgrace, of the terrible dishonor she had brought upon her poor family in such a small, insulated, and judgmental town.

Leaning across the oak table, she stretched out a hand and grabbed hold of the box’s lid to tip the thing open. She peered inside and found the alarm clock right where it had been left. She wondered if the damn thing could still tell time, its little, needle-thin hands pointing in the wrong directions when compared with the current time on her wristwatch. Trembling, she grabbed hold of the base of the clock and pulled it out of the box until it was resting on the dining room table. For a moment, she stood there in silence, observing the device and wondering if something might happen if she made a false move, or did something that displeased it somehow.

Feeling foolish, she drew closer to inspect the clock further. Perhaps the most interesting thing about it was the small resin sculpture of the gibbet fixed on the rear of the clock and filled with the frame of the tiny figurine of the small, helpless child. Leaning in closer, Dorothy saw how the poor boy’s face was twisted in terror, his lips curled, his eyes cramped with dread—a victim in every sense of the word. Dorothy’s stomach twisted into a knot. She, too, felt the same way. She, too, felt trapped, forever caught in a snare that she had set herself so many years ago because she simply wanted to know what it would feel like to hurt another living thing. Perhaps that was the true reason she had struggled to articulate all these years. It felt hollow to admit such a loathsome thing now. It felt almost as if it had been falsely planted inside her—an artificial reason. Was that the truth of why she had maimed her friend Margaret on that autumn day fifteen years ago? Dorothy still wasn’t entirely sure.

Drawing closer and closer, eager to inspect more of the little wax figurine trapped inside the gibbet, Dorothy ran her index finger along the thin length of the structure. But just as she was about to slide her finger down one of the metal bars, she winced at something sharp and drew her finger away. Dorothy, puzzled, squinted at the device and then glanced at the tip of her finger, now beaded and slick with blood. What had she cut herself on? There wasn’t anything sharp poking out on the edge of the structure. She would have certainly noticed a splinter by now, in any case. Still, she felt a little tremor in the tip of her index finger and noticed how a small cut had opened there, more blood beginning to trickle.

It was then that Dorothy noticed how the air in the dining room seemed to churn slightly, some kind of electrical current making her hair stand on end. Dorothy felt ill, worried she might throw up. Her stomach felt all out of sorts. Even worse, it felt as though someone—something—was observing her, taking delight in her discomfort. It didn’t feel like the thing was in the room with her physically, but rather watching her from another place—a distant, faraway area where she was unable to go, much less fully comprehend.

Just as Dorothy was about to tip the alarm clock back into the large wooden box, she felt the air cool all around her—an icy breath raking its way through her very intestines and twisting, contorting everything in its path. She shuddered, feeling so helpless, so trapped all at once. It was in that moment that Dorothy sensed another peculiar kind of aura enter the dining room and move right beside her. Even if she hadn’t looked and seen what was idling there, she still would have paled, would have tried to scream and call for her wife. But all of that suddenly felt so impossible when she gazed at the thing directly—the small boy with dark hair and bluish grey skin, dressed in the same tattered garments the figurine had worn. Dorothy tried to cry out, to move, but couldn’t, especially when the young boy opened his little palm to reveal a scattering of children’s broken teeth.



*   *   *


Dorothy never told her wife what she saw that night in the dining room—the boy with pale blue skin that had been somehow summoned by that strange and awful alarm clock. There were moments, few and far between, when Dorothy wondered if Elisabeth somehow knew what had happened to her, if she had sensed it the same way animals can sense an approaching storm. Dorothy had expected that Elisabeth’s mother would not make it through the remainder of the weekend but was delighted to be proven incorrect. They packed their things and left for the city on Sunday evening with all the other weekenders eager to escape the hustle and bustle of the maddening crowds for a few days in the countryside.

Dorothy lived in a state of fear for the next few weeks, wondering when they would receive the inevitable phone call that Elisabeth’s mother had passed away. The call came early one morning. Dorothy could hear the frail, brittle sound of Sophie’s sobbing on the other end of the line while she explained the planned funeral arrangements to Elisabeth. Of course, Elisabeth had expected Dorothy would attend the funeral with the rest of the family. But Dorothy told her that she was feeling ill, that she wasn’t able to go and certainly didn’t want to impose on the rest of the family. Dorothy sensed that Elisabeth knew it was a lie, a horrible ruse. But what could she do?

With Elisabeth gone for the weekend and taking care of estate settlements with her sister after the funeral, Dorothy resigned herself to being alone with her thoughts for quite some time. Once again, she’d have to endure the agony of those hollow pauses in imaginary conversations, those unbearable silences when she was permitted to think freely and recall all the horrible mistakes she had made, all the agony she had caused.

It was late on Sunday morning when there was a knock on her apartment door. This one was not polite, not the friendly thump of a neighbor or even the demure whack of a loved one. Instead, this knock was forceful, strained, and somehow ugly. Dorothy threw on her housecoat and made her way to the foyer, eventually opening the front door—and that’s when she was greeted with a large wooden box arranged on the “Welcome” mat. It was the very same box she had seen at the lodge those few weeks ago—the same detailed craftsmanship, the same handsome-looking wood, the very same exquisite golden filigree. Glancing around the hallway and wondering if she could still witness who had dropped it off, she was met with nothing. Whoever had abandoned this on her doorstep had quickly dumped it and then fled.

Swallowing her nerves, Dorothy grabbed hold of the box, carried it inside the apartment, and set it down on the dining room table. She wondered if she should even open the damn thing. After all, Dorothy knew exactly what was inside. She couldn’t quite understand why or how it had found her, but those questions didn’t change the fact that the thing was here now with her in the apartment.

She had let it in.

Tipping the lid open, she peered inside the box and was met with the same handsome-looking alarm clock. Her eyes went over the design—from the fine, little sculptures of plants creeping across the wooden structure to the exquisitely crafted gibbet fixed at the rear of the device. Narrowing her eyes, she drew closer and took note of the little wax figurine of the boy trapped inside the miniature gibbet.

Just then, something caught her eye. Something that had been discarded in the bottom of the wooden box. She reached inside and pulled out the bleached white sheet of paper. Dorothy read what had been inscribed there… To: Dorothy. From: Margaret.











CORMAC VALE

[image: image] Days pass and he feels himself unspooling bit by bit—the unquenchable desire, the ache to confess, to tell his husband what he has done. Just as he had expected, they endure a litany of probing questions from the local authorities—all revolving around their actions on the day when Scythe had disappeared. Cormac had rehearsed his answers in front of the bathroom mirror many, many times; however, there were several moments in the presence of the police when he felt the urge to tell them what he had done, to reveal the horror he had accomplished in such a short amount of time. And for what? When he thinks of the real motivation for why he had done this, he finds himself unsettled and, even worse, completely unsatisfied. He cannot name exactly what had possessed him, what had convinced him to leave his only son buried in some makeshift grave on the outskirts of some public park.

As time passes, Cormac finds himself filled with a more profound sense of disturbance. Even worse, he finds it difficult to relieve himself whenever he goes to the washroom. He squats on the toilet for hours upon end, violently straining the muscles in his ass and hoping that he might be able to remove some of the waste that has been festering and collecting there, inside the depths of his bowels. There are moments when he thinks he’s been successful; however, he soon discovers they are empty victories. A few sharp bits of excrement had squeezed out, and yet so much remains trapped inside him. It is as though he is completely blocked, cut off from relieving himself properly. Eventually, he takes to inserting his index finger between his cheeks and rummaging around inside there, hoping he might be able to hook some of the trapped remnants. But it’s no use. He considers asking his husband to help—to push his finger inside his ass and scoop out all the bits that remain congested inside his intestines. But he’s far too embarrassed, too ashamed to seek him out for that kind of assistance. Especially since his husband is so devastated, so unmoored by the loss of their precious baby.

“I suppose we should entertain the possibility that they’ll never find him,” Cormac’s husband tells him one evening while they’re lying in bed. “It’s likely we’ll never see him again…”

Cormac knows the truth. He knows the actuality of what happened to sweet little Scythe—how he abandoned him there in that shallow grave in that empty thicket. But Cormac certainly can’t tell his husband the truth, even though he desperately wants to. Perhaps once he had wanted to witness the terror of his reaction, the sheer horror of his response when he finally revealed to him how he had orchestrated their boy’s disappearance. But not anymore…

“Yes,” he tells him. “I know they’re trying to find him as best they can… But it may not be enough to save him…”

Cormac notices how his husband pulls away from him, averting his eyes and probably wiping some of the dampness leaking there.

“It’s painful to think that someone could have taken our boy,” his husband mutters beneath his breath. “It’s awful to think what could have become of him.”

Indeed. It’s awful to think about, to remember just how that faceless individual knelt in the grave beside Scythe’s little body. Cormac had left before the individual carried out whatever attack they were planning to demonstrate on the baby; however, it pains him to think whether his little boy suffered. It’s at that moment that something worms its way inside his mind and blights the entire area like some kind of undistinguishable cyst. He realizes there are two versions of himself. First, there was the version of him that existed before he delivered Scythe to that grave. Second, there is another version of him that exists after the fact, after the witnessing of Scythe’s ruination. The first part of Cormac had perished the very moment he had delivered Scythe to that grave on the outskirts of the public gardens. Now, he’s saddled with the knowledge of what he observed there on that day, the horror he had organized because of his intrusive thoughts, his incessant worrying.

It feels so strange to dwell with the knowledge of what he has done, what he has seen. In many ways, he feels like a different person. He feels like someone completely alien to himself, as though he were using this human body like a shell, a kind of parasitic host. He knows he’s nothing more than a leech, feeding off the nutrients of his host and aching to survive. Meanwhile, he knows the horrible, wretched truth of what he has accomplished and how he has so easily cast Scythe off to some nameless deviant. Perhaps he had wanted to witness the brutality of what had been done to Scythe in the woods. Perhaps he had wanted to know it was possible to surrender to your most disgraceful and shameful perversions. He had wanted to imagine that those urges, those ideas, were completely normal.

Despite how he has reasoned everything to himself, Cormac knows for certain that these urges, these feelings are not normal. There was nothing normal, nothing commonplace about the things he had imagined, the things he had so keenly worried about. Even worse, he had put those ideas into action. An idea cannot harm you unless it’s followed by a literal act. However, that’s not to say that ideas are not treacherous and lethal in their own right. They are often impossible to destroy, and perhaps more difficult to annihilate when the lunacy is shared amongst a small group of people. Perhaps he had poisoned his nameless, faceless pen pal with those urges he had written about, those ideas he had so gleefully described. Yes, he now wonders if he’s the cause of that person’s deviancy, if he had somehow given them the permission to act on their most unacceptable whims. However, were those ideas already present in their mind before they encountered Cormac? It’s difficult to say, actually. The only thing he knows for certain is that Scythe has been harmed in a way that can never be undone.

It’s all his fault.

Forever his fault.

*   *   *

After a few days of not being able to relieve himself, Cormac tells his husband that he’ll be taking the car and heading into town to visit the local pharmacy. There must be some kind of laxative he can take to help him loosen some of the remnants he has been fighting with day in and day out. While he drives to the drugstore, his thoughts, naturally, return to Scythe and what has become of the poor child. Was there still a chance that he remained in the grave on the outskirts of that public garden? Of course, it’s possible. But even if Scythe was abandoned there, it’s inevitable that he perished not long after that. Cormac imagines his little body lying there in that grave, cradled on a bed of vines and thin reeds.

He wonders if he should return to the place where he buried him, to try to locate him and return his corpse home so that his husband would be satisfied with the answer of what exactly became of the boy. The inability to know, to comprehend what actually happened to their child, was poisoning both of them from the inside out. Cormac knows this each and every time he looks at his husband—how his mouth seems to easily frown, how his eyelids always appear heavy like he is on the verge of dreaming. Then again, even if he returned to the place where he abandoned Scythe, there is no urgency to remove him from the spot where he buried him. He could still leave him there, undisturbed. However, at least then Cormac would know what became of him. The thought of not knowing is enough to drive him mad. He reasons that he will never be able to relieve himself again, as long as Scythe’s fate is a mystery.

Against his better judgment, he pulls off the road and makes his way toward the public gardens at the edge of town. It’s a bright and cheerful day, plenty of people traipsing about the park and milling about the entrance area. He’s immediately put off by their presence, figuring that it might be too dangerous to sneak away to the place where he buried Scythe, and that it might be possible he would be observed by a stealthy passerby. He wonders if he should wait until dusk, until the crowd in the park thins out to nothing more than a few patrons. But Cormac doesn’t want to wait. Perhaps it’s reckless of him to be so zealous, so excited to find out what became of his child, but he can hardly control himself. He certainly cannot talk himself out of the attempt to find Scythe, even if he wanted to. Before he knows it, he has parked the car and is making his way through the gated entrance of the park. He strolls along the narrow pathway and eventually he arrives at the area where he could abandon the normal path and enter the small grove of trees just beyond where the public gardens reach. Glancing around to make sure he hasn’t been seen, he steps over the remnants of a large fence made of rotted wood and then walks into the forest.

Cormac peers into the thicket and wonders if he should take his time, approaching the grave with more caution. It has been several days since he was here, and it’s inevitable that the sight of Scythe’s withered corpse might be a great shock to his system. Or perhaps, even worse, the bloodied remainders of his little body after being pecked at and chewed on by nighttime scavengers. Eventually, he arrives at the hole beside the base of the large tree. He leans over the edge and stares down into the small cavity he had uncovered in earth, only to be met with an empty hole. Scythe is not there. Nothing remains. Not even the small wool blanket he had wrapped him inside.

He scans the nearby area, wondering if maybe one of the nocturnal predators has dragged his little corpse away. But there’s nothing there. Nothing nearby. The place is completely deserted. It’s at that moment that he feels a pang of pity, a profound sense of sadness and terror washing over him. He had delivered Scythe to this place with every intention of abandoning him here. He was successful. Even worse, Cormac had lured another party to this spot in the hope that they might take Scythe away from him—and they did. They gleefully did. Yes, it’s possible that Scythe’s little corpse has been carried away by one of the animals that visit the thicket late in the evening. But there would be some sign of a struggle, bloodstained remnants left in the wake of such an incident. No such things are apparent while he stands there in the dimly lit grove of trees. It’s obvious to him that Scythe has been abducted from where he buried him. That faceless individual had arrived here with the intent to disturb Scythe and, even worse, take him home for his own sick, sadistic pleasure.

It’s something Cormac had wanted at the time: to abandon his child and leave him there to fester like a cancer spread upon the face of the world. But someone had intervened and robbed him from the boy’s early grave. Someone else had other plans, other designs for that sweet, innocent child. Cormac trembles when he imagines what kinds of horrors they must be inflicting upon poor Scythe. Perhaps that was the reason why they hadn’t heard any responses from the Burnt Sparrow authorities on their search for the boy. Scythe was being kept alive somewhere else. It’s painful to think about—the notion that little Scythe is being fed and nursed by some random person for the sake of their own amusement, their desires. Cormac nearly doubles over, vomiting, when he thinks of how the poor boy must resemble some kind of lifelike toy for that nameless individual. They are probably keeping him alive, pumping him full of nutrients, just to use him for their tournaments of pleasure and depravity.

For a moment, while he stands there in the thicket of trees, Cormac wonders if he might shit himself, if he might finally relieve himself of all the waste that has been collecting inside him since he first abandoned Scythe here all those days ago. He shucks off his pants and squats beside a tree, straining to push out some of the shit from between his cheeks. But nothing. He still can’t, no matter how hard he strains to expel the fecal matter. He imagines horrible visions of his every extremity swelling with a kind of fetid waste—his blood thickening with shit, his every pore oozing with slimy trails of excrement. What might it take to relieve himself, to finally release some of the shit he has been collecting bit by bit, day by day? Eventually, his self-centeredness gives way to thoughts of Scythe. He imagines the child cold and shivering, trapped somewhere and lying in a makeshift bassinet. Then a thought comes to him that surprises him entirely: perhaps the person who took Scythe was a better parent, a better caregiver for the boy than Cormac will ever be. He’s not quite sure why that idea hurts him so much; however, it seems to undo the last bit of his resistance, and he soon finds himself squatting there, pants crumpled around his ankles while he attempts to shit to no avail, sobbing uncontrollably at the thought of Scythe being better protected, better guarded by someone else.

*   *   *

“He’s dead,” Cormac’s husband says to Cormac with a matter-of-factness he hasn’t experienced from him before. He says this to him in such a way that it seems to convey such sadness and yet such certainty in his revelation—their child has indeed perished. “There’s no hope of ever finding him…”

Cormac swallows, rubbing his husband’s shoulders the way he has always liked. “You must trust the police to be smarter than you… If something eventually turns up—”

“Nothing will ever turn up!” he shouts at him, leaping out of his chair and turning to face Cormac head on. “Scythe is gone… There’s nothing we can do about it…”

There’s something so uniquely appalling about being the first to know something, to know the truth of such misfortunes, such calamity. In a way, it’s pleasant for Cormac to realize that his husband knows the very same thing, that he arrived at the same realization that their loving little boy will not be returning home. However, he doesn’t know the real reason, the truth of why Scythe was abducted and delivered someplace else for the amusement and satisfaction of some anonymous deviant. He certainly doesn’t know that Cormac is the monster to blame, that he’s the creature that could be assigned all the guilt, all the shame and suffering. It’s peculiar to note that he sometimes wants his husband to recognize the truth—that Cormac was always capable of performing unspeakably wicked tasks and setting about them with such meticulousness and finesse.

He soon realizes he has stalled enough with writing a new letter to his pen pal. He has been tasked with writing a new letter—his latest confession—and The Perdido Society will be expecting new material in a few days when the courier named Lysander arrives at his doorstep. He finds himself hesitating whenever he nears his desk, whenever he entertains the mere thought of settling down and beginning to type a new letter. He wants to obey the strict demands of The Perdido Society; however, he cannot always coerce himself into following orders. His husband has often struggled to get him to do the same with tidying around the house. It’s no wonder that so much of their marriage has been built around invisible things like hostility and neglect. Whenever he’s feeling particularly maudlin and emotional, he wonders what his husband might think of him if he ever found out how he’s a member of Burnt Sparrow’s secret society. He worries night after night, day after day—the horrible threat of his awful secret finally being exposed.

He thinks about the courier named Lysander, who will be expecting a new letter in the coming days. The man is usually so prompt and attentive when he visits, always while Cormac’s husband is out of the house. It had felt like a strange form of cheating for so long—meeting with some anonymous middle-aged man while his husband was away, delivering to him a small token. In the beginning, it felt so fresh and exciting. Now it feels rancid and stale, like some kind of terrible responsibility he feels compelled to perform. He feels as though he’s trapped on some sort of carousel he cannot escape. He doesn’t speak much with Lysander when the man appears at his doorstep, despite Cormac’s propensity to chat endlessly when he’s nervous or unsettled. Cormac wonders if he should tell Lysander what he’s done, the next time the man appears on his front porch. It would be too agonizing to confess in person. It’s one thing to share something grotesque in text, but it’s an entirely different matter to divulge a secret to someone’s face. Cormac isn’t prepared for that, no matter how much it pains him, no matter how much he feels the ache to dispel the waste, the excrement churning inside him.

Against his wishes, he sits down at his desk and stares at the large antique typewriter spread out in front of him—the blank sheet of paper wedged inside there and waiting to be used, the little black keys aching to be manhandled, to be brutalized. So many possibilities ribbon and stretch out in front of him. He could use this opportunity to accuse his pen pal of doing something heinous, of performing an unspeakable act upon the poor child. He could eviscerate him with his words and hope they might feel enough remorse to return little Scythe home. But does Cormac actually want that? Does he earnestly want to continue to be a parent to this child? He isn’t sure. That level of indecision makes it clear to him that he will never be a suitable parent. He will never be a loving caregiver, a devoted nurturer. Not like his husband, at least. But certainly, he cannot deprive him of the honor, the privilege of raising a child and becoming a father. In many ways, being a parent is a privilege. It’s not an inherent right. We, as humans, are allowed to create life; however, that doesn’t always mean that we should.

Cormac flexes his fingers, swallowing hard, and soon he begins to type:


[image: Common Image]
Dear Q,

It feels like eons since I last wrote to you, since I last described the horrible thing that I had accomplished—the delivery of my child to the outskirts of those public gardens. I’m afraid I don’t have much to share now. Nothing remotely interesting, at least. It’s been several days since I abandoned my baby boy, Scythe, in the place I described, and I find myself unsettled to the point that I am severely constipated. I haven’t been able to relieve myself in many days and I now worry that my body will eventually start to ferment, sour the way things do when they are rotting from the inside out. Perhaps that’s what will become of me. Perhaps I will rot away, turning black and gangrenous like an untreated wound.

I’m afraid I’ve been wounded to the point where certain things cannot be reversed. I worry that I’ve done something I cannot take back. You see, I returned to the place where I buried Scythe several days ago, with the hope of recovering him and bringing him back home. Instead, I was met with an empty grave. Someone had taken him. I’m certain of this. I cannot help but wonder if it was you. I’m not about to accuse you of anything as I have no proof, and I certainly have no desire to offend you.

You were always so kind and warm to receive my letters despite the disturbing nature of their content. I don’t expect you to completely understand what I’ve done and why I’ve decided to revoke what I’ve accomplished; however, I certainly hope you will respect my decision. It always seemed to me like you and I were paired together in this program because we share certain sensitivities, certain preferences. Perhaps some of these interests were entirely unknown to us when we began communicating. However, we realize the severity of them now. We know the truth of what these fantasies, these fetishes can bring.

As much as it pains me, I’ve made a decision that might disrupt you. I’ve decided to go around town and knock on the door of every house in my search for Scythe. I want to undo all of this. I had thought I was content to leave him there, to abandon him, but I realize that I cannot make my husband suffer this way. More importantly, I do not wish to suffer anymore for the pain I’ve caused. On a selfish level, I wonder if Scythe’s return to our home will restore some of my health complications and I’ll be able to relieve myself again. It’s probably absurd to admit, but I now find myself dependent on his return. I ache to have him here again.

If you haven’t torn this letter to shreds yet, I hope you will understand if one day I knock upon your door and ask if you’ve seen my baby boy, Scythe. I hope you will respond with kindness and tell me the truth: tell me that you have seen him, and you’re prepared to return him to his father.

Best wishes,

Anonymous



*   *   *

Cormac snatches his coat from the rack beside the front door and shouts to his husband that he will be stepping out for a few hours to take the car for a drive around the neighborhood, before work later tonight. His husband comes to the edge of the living room and asks if he can join him. But Cormac tells him that he wants to be alone, that he will probably be a poor companion for conversation right now. His husband seems to accept his honesty with an apathetic sort of shrug—his usual kind of acknowledgment of the truth—and stumbles back to the chair where he is reading a book on the Franco-Prussian War. For a moment, Cormac stares at him while he sits there in his favorite leather armchair beside the fireplace, tilting his glasses to the very edge of his nose while he reads his book, and Cormac thinks about how much he has harmed him, how much he has dismantled the poor man’s joy and amusement over the past few days. No, probably longer than that. Weeks, in fact. All this sadness, this heartache and unwavering despair has been rooted deep inside their home much longer than when Cormac first contacted The Perdido Society, and had first written to them with an urgent plea to be accepted into their secret group, that he was filled with such angst, such paralyzing trepidation, that he desperately needed to purge all the unpleasantness festering deep inside him.

Cormac feels a sort of pity for all the misery he has caused because of his mind, because of these horrible intrusive thoughts, this incessant worrying he has always been prone to. The only way he knows how to solve all this unhappiness and make things go back to normal is to go around town and search for Scythe in every single house. He grabs one of the photographs he had framed on the fireplace mantle earlier today and folds it inside his coat pocket. He hopes that his husband won’t notice the picture’s absence. If he ever asks him what became of the photograph, he could always tell him the police requested another picture of the child to aid them in their search.

Cormac quivers a little, the sensation of more waste collecting inside his ass while he stands there in the entryway. He wonders if he should excuse himself to the restroom and try to force himself once more before he leaves home. But it’s always the same. He would stall on the toilet for half an hour or so and then become furious with himself for not being able to properly expel the waste, even though he could feel the fucking thing crowning there.

He shouts “goodbye” to his husband and makes his way out of the house, down the walkway and toward the car parked in the drive. He lunges into the driver’s seat and slides the key into the ignition. When the car purrs alive, he fishes inside his coat pocket until he finds the photograph of Scythe. He stares at the picture for quite some time, almost like he’s trying to memorize every complexity of his little, cherub-like face; almost as though someone is going to quiz him on the boy’s very expression.

It’s almost too absurd to consider—wandering around the many secluded neighborhoods in town and searching for a missing baby, hoping that someone might come forward and release him. Moreover, it sounds like a completely impossible task.

Sensing more shit filling the area between his cheeks and threatening to poke out, he clenches and pushes the car into reverse. Backing out of the driveway, he steers the vehicle toward the end of the line and pulls onto a narrow stretch of roadway leading to another small neighborhood of houses, located on the opposite end of the little area where they live.

In his mind, he fantasizes about what he’s going to say while he advances toward the very first house he chooses to target. He attempts different arrangements of words, deliberating if he should be more direct with his approach, or if he should try to be gentle, kind. Certainly, people would be more willing, more likely to help you if they knew you were a courteous, good-natured person. But is that always true? Aren’t kinder people often seen as weaker, easier to manipulate? Cormac still isn’t certain. He wonders if he should be a bit more manic, more zealous and noticeably determined to find what he’s looking for. Perhaps it might put off certain people; however, it’s entirely possible that it might cause the abductor to realize the seriousness of their offense and that the child must be returned no matter what.

Deciding to pull into the first driveway on the block flanked with rows of small, unassuming houses, Cormac parks his vehicle and eyes the house he has determined to approach first. This will be a test. This will be the first of many attempts to find Scythe, to bring him home so that his poor husband will stop crying himself to sleep every night, so that he can have a proper, healthy bowel movement once more, so that their lives can resume as normal, and they won’t feel the profound ache of the child’s absence each time they looked at one another. Cormac peels himself out of the driver’s seat and pulls his collar tight around his neck. He glances down at the photograph of Scythe he’s been holding in his hand. He studies the light reflecting in both his eyes, the twin dimples in both cheeks whenever he smiles.

Yes, there’s every possibility that the child is dead, that he has already been drained and is completely bloodless and withered, lying in some bathtub, his little corpse wrapped in a battered, old carpet. But still he holds onto the hope that such things are easy to reverse, that perhaps he hasn’t been killed yet, that maybe his abductor has taken pity on him and decided to raise him as his own. He knows such fantasies are probably the result of a disintegrating mind, withering bit by bit, more and more each day. However, if he didn’t entertain the notion that such things are salvageable, he might never be able to think he could relieve himself again—that he would die, choking on a thick cord of his own shit.

Cormac locks the car and begins to make his way up the path to the house’s main entrance—a small white door with red trim and flanked by two impish-looking, wide-grinning gnomes.

“I’m looking for my child. His name is Scythe,” he repeats to himself over and over again like a private rehearsal, a mantra he can express at a moment’s notice.

If he’s unsuccessful at this house, he’ll simply move on to the next. And then the next one. And then the next one. He tells himself that he won’t return home until he’s found Scythe, until he’s cradling that little boy in his arms once more and he’s cooing, mewling at him like he’s finally recognized him, like he finally recognizes Cormac as a patient, loving father.

He arrives at the door and knocks twice. He waits for a while, glancing around the area and noticing how so much of the sky overhead has soured and turned jade green like a storm is beginning to approach. He feels the wind begin to whip around him, the air pounding with this dim kind of invisible charge.

Cormac knows it’s impossible to find Scythe so soon, so early in his search. While he stands there at the house’s threshold, listening to the sound of approaching footsteps, he’s almost certain he will be met with disappointment, that he will have to go on looking for his child if he so desperately wants to retrieve him.

Finally, after what feels like hours, the doorway parts slightly. When the resident steps further into the light, Cormac wonders if he recognizes them, if he has seen them before. Yes, perhaps it’s conceivable.

“I’m looking for my child,” he tells them with a kind of fright-filled, panicked desperation, a fear of not finding him and being sentenced to go on looking for him until he finally dies from all the waste fermenting inside the rotted sewer of his intestines. “His name is Scythe,” he says. “Please tell me you’ve seen him…”









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] In the days following Rupert’s idea to capture and kill a creature for the sake of liberation, he finds himself possessed with all the feelings of rage, sadness, and frustration that have hounded him since he first arrived as a reluctant guest at End House. However, for some inexplicable reason, these sensations feel so much more pronounced, so much more unmistakably raw. He wonders if it’s because he’s already tasted the sweet freedom that has been awaiting him all these years. Rupert can’t think of another equally distressing cruelty—to permit freedom once and then slash it away at a moment’s notice. When he’s not taking turns with Gladys caring for the infant, he spends a great deal of time in his bedroom, locked away and browsing gay porn on his laptop. Of course, he feels foolish for bringing the child back to End House and cannot possibly articulate the reason why he decided to do something so thoughtless, so stupid and careless in the first place. Perhaps he had wanted to save the babe, to spare the poor child the terrible fate of being devoured, mercilessly pecked at by woodland predators, of being subjected to the harsh, unforgiving cold New England weather. Still, each time Rupert tries to care for Scythe, he finds himself somewhat disinterested, uninspired the same way he had felt about that strange baby bird with the human face—that grotesque, inhuman aberration, that cruel joke of nature bewitched of meaning, charmed of any explanation. In his mind, Scythe is the very same thing. It’s now much easier for him to simply ignore the poor creature.

His mind eventually returns to the faceless family that had infected the very soil of End House with such blight, with such unremitting infection. He thinks of the teenage boy and how he cared for him; worshipped him, even. Rupert feels foolish for devoting so much time to fantasizing about the two of them and how they might have enjoyed their lives together. Things are so different now, especially since he’s coupled with Gladys.

Whenever he senses an urge to return to Gladys’s bedroom late at night when he’s feeling particularly aroused, Rupert logs on to a private chatroom and messages any active user who might be waiting there for him. Sometimes they turn their webcams on and talk to one another. Other times they merely text in between masturbation sessions.

Rupert feels a certain kind of independence when he’s a nameless presence in the chatroom—a faceless torso pinned on some random young man’s computer screen. Quite often Rupert wishes to remain nameless. He wishes he were an unnamed, shapeless thing that belonged to nothing and no one. Perhaps then he might be free.

Rupert imagines what it might be like to one day meet with one of the young men he masturbates with on camera—one of the faceless boys who show up on his webcam late at night when he’s stimulated and lurking in the darkest corner of a chatroom. Even though it disturbs him greatly, he thinks of his mother and how she would often tell him stories before bedtime. Rupert realizes it’s been a few days since he’s written anything for the sake of his own pleasure, for the sake of honoring his own fulfillment. It’s then that he decides to write a short story—a tale about how he might imagine some kind of horrific scenario between him and one of the young boys he chats with online. He thinks about how he sometimes wishes he were a nameless thing and then he writes:


The two of us—twin pale spirits captured on a passing current and delivered by chance to the same chatroom. We—identical faceless torsos, syrupy like motor oil on one another’s computer screen—are like marble sculptures hallowed by oblivion, sanctified by the all-knowing void. Our naked flesh burns white hot, camera light as merciless as the eyeball of some lesser being—perhaps the very same deity that brought us together by fate. For now, we are godless, indiscernible beings torn screaming from infinity and seeking satisfaction from one another. If we are ghosts, it is only because we are so filled with hunger and longing for all that we cannot have. We are unnamed siblings of the same disease, the same perversions. Perhaps once we might have sought other means to purge ourselves of these shameful desires, but spirits have no mortal consciences. Ghosts are permitted to find themselves and seek reassurances in all the harmful ways that human beings are typically discouraged. If we are perverted, if we are appalling and disgraceful, it’s only because it’s the very nature of spirits to be contorted and somehow impaired. We would shatter apart like fine china if we were permitted to touch one another. We are nothing more than little paper silhouettes of young boys who don’t know how to speak.

The two of us—moonlit silhouettes flickering dimly on each other’s computer screen like hate-filled wraiths. We are transitory, short-lived phantoms. We are nothing more than hauntings to be exorcised from the chatroom once we are satisfied. We promise not to burden one another with the weight of a name. Names are such precious and intimate possessions. They are forms of currency not recognized in the ephemeral places where we exist, where we find our true meaning. If we revealed our names to one another, we would belong to each other in the same way that most acquaintances do. We have no desire to truly and deeply know each other. Surely, we know one another’s bodies—the firmness of nipples, the tautness of skin, the muted blur of our hands stroking when the computer’s camera points our way. But we have no desire to name ourselves—to fasten each other with cord and bind us the same way that all others have been brought together. When we are finished, we abandon the chatroom. There’s always a hurried game of who will be the first to leave. It feels good—powerful, even—to discard someone. It hurts terribly to be the one left behind.

The two of us—radiant carcasses fixed in the glow of pitiless computer light, our savior, our deliverer. Even though we’ve exposed our most private parts to one another, it doesn’t mean we’ve truly and utterly bared our souls. There are still precious secrets that remain between the two of us and we prefer to keep them that way. Even though we’ve observed one another caught in the exquisite throes of pleasure, there are too many other confessions waiting to be revealed, eager to be dismissed in a single breath. It’s possible to see someone so utterly exposed and still know absolutely nothing about them. It’s possible to never truly and completely know a person despite all the moments you’ve shared with one another. We are nothing more than faceless torsos—nameless puzzles of anatomy to be worshipped, to be pleasured, and then to be finally satiated.

We decide to meet for the first time. We speak to one another after we finish our usual transaction. We’re surprised that one of us hasn’t already logged off, eager to abandon the other and leave only shame in his place. We agree to meet at one of our apartments. We seem excited by the idea, both of our voices quivering a little when we speak. We sound like children inventing new words for the very first time. Perhaps we sound afraid.

I’m curled in the far corner of the dimly lit motel room—a thin, white bedsheet soaked with the sacred communion of our sweat glued to my naked thigh—when the tall, slim gentleman asks me for my name.

He asks me only once at first.

He’s very soft with me and seems to possess all the polite bedside manner of a masked doctor tasked with the very unpleasant responsibility of revealing a grim prognosis to a young, frail patient. In the uncomfortable stillness that exists only between question and answer, I notice how the light from the television flickers against his exposed skin. The light washes his entire naked body in a muted glow that makes him resemble some kind of impressive celestial dignitary—some sort of cosmic nobleman who would never sink so low as to bend to the uncultured public and the offensively traditional. Whether he recognizes his power and authority over me, I fail to be completely certain.

That is, until he approaches me where I remain tucked away in the dark corner of the room like unused or inherited furniture. Perhaps that’s all I am to him—something to be used without consideration and without caution, only eventually to be discarded because I’m no longer of sufficient use. I remind myself of what I say after every interaction with a soul-draining client. The words come to me in my thoughts: “Just because I’ve been naked with him doesn’t mean I’ve exposed my soul—the truest part of my essence.” Such a reminder usually comforts me. But surprisingly not tonight.

The young man asks me once more: “May I have your name?”

He asks in such a way that it convinces me he could peel it from my spirit at any moment, the same way a skilled hunter might strip the fur from a murdered animal to make a new pelt. But instead, the young man wishes to remain polite in my presence. I can’t quite comprehend the reason. Perhaps because he knows there’s no dignity in robbing someone. It’s a far more satisfying reward to be bequeathed something so precious, so utterly remarkable.

“My name?” I ask him, trying to make certain that I’ve heard him correctly.

He looks at me with an unchanging expression—a dissatisfied look that seems to speak to me through telepathy: “You know that’s what I asked you. Why the sudden suspicion?”

If I am suspicious, it’s only because I know that a name is a blessed, consecrated thing that belongs to a soul unlike anything else. Acquired possessions are so fleeting and they usually enter our lives with no intention to stay. We accumulate things—trinkets, charms, baubles—with such unrestrained fervor and then abandon them when they are of little use to us. However, a person’s name is something far more valuable and permanent. I always think of names as metal implants that are inserted into the body as soon as we arrive like shaking, screaming, bloody messes into the world.

There are specific kinds of implants that grow and bend over time, the very same way a name—something hidden, something that remains eternally unseen—informs a person’s identity day after day. There have been countless moments when I’ve considered the possibility of selling off my name—casting away the few carefully arranged letters that define me, that have informed my entire existence up until now. But then I worry about the poor souls I know of who have auctioned their names to the highest bidder, only to become soulless, wretched castaways—forgotten relics in a permanently shuttered museum of foreign antiquity. It’s difficult to confess, but the ones who have been foolish enough to use their names as a perverted form of currency have consequently withered away to nothingness—muted silhouettes flickering dimmer and dimmer each day.

I feel a little queasy, my stomach churning while I hoist my jockstrap around my waist. I wonder why the young man I’ve spent the past hour or so trying to satisfy would ask me for something so intimate, so private now that our passions have expired and have been discarded, spattered like fresh paint across the bedsheets. Surely, it’s one thing to ask for certain articles during the act of lovemaking—to issue supplications to deities that cannot possibly exist. However, it’s a completely different matter to settle in the intoxicating dew of one’s desires and make some sort of half-hearted request. I wonder if the young man is even serious. Surely, he cannot be. He must already know the implications of taking someone else’s name as a collector—as some sort of deviant investor that catalogs and lists the inadequacies of humanity. Perhaps I am destined to become one of those unfeeling artifacts—one of the few stains that requires no understanding nor explanation.

The young man continues to glare at me. Maybe he thinks he’s undoing the last of my resolve. Bit by bit. Slowly, slowly. Since I know for a fact that he has money, I feel dangerous even contemplating the possibility of taking him up on his offer. But surely there’s nothing indecent about entertaining his proposition.

“What would you use my name for?” I ask him, sliding my legs into a pair of jeans and then buckling them tight. “Would it be something you’d collect?”

“I suppose it wouldn’t matter to you,” he tells me. “The name would belong to me. If I paid you enough for it. I could do with it whatever I please.”

I’m not so sure I appreciate the butchery of his frankness and how effortlessly he eviscerates my comfort with the flicking of his tongue. Then again, would I prefer him to deceive me with assurances of tenderness and care? In the moment, I’m not quite sure what I would appreciate from him. I shiver, a little uncomfortable.

“How much is it worth to you?” I ask him, testing his ease and wondering if he might test me the same way.

He doesn’t speak. Instead, he pulls out a checkbook from his wallet and starts scrawling numbers on the line. When he’s finished, he passes the check to me, and I can hardly believe what he’s written there.

I don’t have to think before I answer him. I give my name to him willingly and he threads the little letters to his index finger almost as though they were strung together by wire. He’s the first to leave this time and I’m left there utterly nameless, even my little shadow curling away from me.



*   *   *

It’s late one evening while Gladys is preoccupied with caring for Scythe—once more, trying to feed the child some mashed bits of pears and apples she has prepared, to no avail—that the idea finally arrives in Rupert’s mind: he needs to catch and kill one of the rats he often hears scurrying through the walls. It shouldn’t be too much of a problem to find one at End House since the whole damn property seems to be teeming, swarming with them. Rupert often goes to sleep to the horrible sounds of the thrumming of their little claws as they scamper from room to room, wall to wall. While it may not be difficult to locate them, capturing them is an entirely different story. He recalls how he has seen little cages in the cellar and figures he could make good use of one of them. After swiping some cheddar from the refrigerator in the kitchen, he places the fat cube of cheese inside the small cage and then arranges the thing in a corner of the cellar. Rupert fastens a long thread to the handlebar of the cage so that when he spots a small animal—rat, mouse, anything—scampering inside the enclosure, he can pull the string, and the door will slam shut on his captive.

Rupert realizes he might have once been a patient soul—easygoing enough to dawdle in the cellar and wait for some worthless pest to make an appearance—but he finds himself growing increasingly restless while he crouches in the corner, twiddling his thumbs and anticipating his next victim. After what feels like an eternity, in the dim haze of the cellar light, Rupert spots a dark, furry shape slinking across the floor and making its way toward the cage. Rupert squints, eyes narrowing, and sees it’s what he’s been waiting for: a large rat. Praying quietly that the damn creature is famished and incredibly stupid, Rupert watches while the rat creeps toward the cage and makes its way inside, where it begins to nibble on the fresh cheddar. While the creature gorges, Rupert takes a step toward the cage and grabs hold of the long thread he placed on the floor. When he’s very certain that the rat will not move, Rupert yanks on the string and the cage entrance slams shut. The rat jumps, probably startled at first, and then starts squealing hideously. The poor thing races inside the small cage, back and forth, back and forth to no avail.

Rupert bends down on his knees, inspecting the creature as it squeals at him with helpless pleas to be freed. Perhaps once Rupert might have felt some pity for the rat. He might have questioned his ability to go through with the whole ordeal—to rob a living thing of the most precious commodity: life itself. But Rupert now has no such feelings of doubt or misgivings. He’s a bit surprised at how dogged his resolution has become—how determined he is to see it through, to kill the wretched thing, spill its blood, and then test the invisible force field surrounding End House for further weaknesses.

Revealing the small knife that he’s been holding this whole time, Rupert recognizes a flicker of fear reflecting in the eyes of the small rodent as soon as it catches sight of the weapon. It’s amusing to Rupert how even a creature as primitive as a rat can acknowledge the threat of pain, the arrival of agony at any moment. The creature’s black, bead-like eyes scan Rupert and it chatters, squealing while throwing itself back and forth inside the small crate. Rupert grips the knife’s handle and wonders if he can go through with it. It’s one thing to think about it, but it’s an entirely different task to complete the ordeal. He’s well practiced when it comes to robbing a living thing of its existence; however, he feels a sense of sadness for the unfortunate, defenseless creature. At least with Pierce, he knew he was helping to rescue Gladys from being slaughtered. The rat in the cage seems more like an unfair sacrifice—an innocent life that doesn’t deserve to die.

Rupert’s eyes scour the small rodent for a reason to kill it. He’s about to push his index finger through one of the cage bars, but the creature lunges at it, snapping its front teeth and shrieking at him. Rupert lurches away, surprised at the rat’s force, its fury. He supposes that every living thing just wants to survive, to be free. How could he blame the poor creature for fighting back? For God’s sake, he feels like he’s been trapped inside a small cage for most of his life as well.

Tipping the cage’s lid open, Rupert watches the rat circle the enclosure, back and forth, back and forth. He grips the knife again, steadying his aim. He must make sure he’s successful when he makes the first plunge. Anything could happen in the heat of the moment. The cage could open further, and the miserable little fucker could escape out into the cellar, never to be seen again. Without another moment of hesitation, Rupert raises the knife high above the cage and brings his fist down in one swift motion. He stabs the rat once, the poor creature twitching and shaking while it shrieks and thrashes there. Rupert draws out the knife, knowing that his task is far from finished. The creature is still alive, blood oozing from the small hole he’s opened in the rodent’s backside. Rupert slashes at the animal again, more blood spurting at him. The rat begins to slow, its extremities flailing a little and wobbling as it tries to drag itself away from the fury, the rage of Rupert’s cruelty. Finally, in a blow that decides the whole matter, Rupert stabs the rat one last time and then tears the poor thing’s head in half until it dangles there, blood dribbling across his shoes.

Rupert tosses the bloodied knife aside and releases his hold on the small cage, letting it clatter on the basement floor while the remnants of the dead rat topple around lifelessly like small pebbles from inside a satchel. Rupert realizes his chest and neck are spattered with blood, red dripping from the bottom of his chin. He smears some of the blood away until his hands feel sticky and like they might web together. He could take a moment to mourn for the poor creature after hacking it to tiny bits. But Rupert isn’t feeling especially sentimental. Instead, he feels powerful. Now more than ever. It feels electric to kill another living thing. He detests to admit this, but he finds himself charged with such power, such force while standing in the cellar with a blood-speckled face.

Dashing up the cellar steps, he slowly makes his way toward End House’s front entrance. He peers around, making sure he’s alone. He could go to find Gladys—wherever she is—but he wonders if it would even be worth it to disturb her at this late hour. There’s certainly no proof that he’ll be successful with his theory that he’ll be able to escape if he kills a larger animal. Besides, Scythe has been so troublesome lately and nearly impossible to put down to sleep without him shrieking or wailing in discomfort. He sleeps constantly and seems so reluctant to eat anymore. Gladys would probably never forgive Rupert for disturbing them just after she had finally gotten the little babe to sleep once more.

Deciding against searching for Gladys, Rupert ambles toward the front door and pulls it open until he’s gazing at the apron of greenery just outside the sprawling front steps. A blast of cool late autumn air whispers all around him, lifting his hair and filling him with a sense of wonder—an unmistakable invitation to step across the threshold and slip into the world that so desperately craves his suffering.

Before he’s filled with too much self-doubt, Rupert eases himself across the way until he’s standing there on the front step in the muted glow of moonlight. He winces, sensing something stab him slightly in the arm—a dull ache that sharpens bit by bit, as though someone were holding a penknife there and gently scraping it along the length of his wrist. Glancing down, he notices a thread of skin unspooling from his arm and thrashing in the air with such force, such fury. He lets out a scream and jumps back across the threshold until he’s safe within the bulwarks of End House once more.

“Fuck,” he sighs. “It didn’t work…”

Releasing a heavy sigh, Rupert withdraws into the parlor and sinks into the sofa in front of the fireplace. He sits, his mind working over different scenarios, different excuses, reasons why the killing of the rat didn’t work. He feels pity for the poor creature he had dispatched so cruelly. What was the point? The fucking thing was mercilessly slaughtered and for no reason at all. It would be one thing if Rupert had killed the animal and then was bequeathed the gift of leaving End House for the night. But no such miracle occurred. Instead, Rupert is right back where he started. What does this mean? he wonders to himself. Does it only work if you kill another human being? Rupert had foolishly thought that somehow the curse would be lifted if more blood could be spilled. But it was pointless. There was no purpose, no point in killing that large rat.

Sitting on the sofa and tracing the blood-webbed lines crisscrossing his palms, Rupert wonders if he should take a knife and murder Scythe. Perhaps that’s the only way any of this will work—if he slaughters the child, if he bathes in the overwhelming current of the little infant’s blood. But surely, he could never bring himself to accomplish such a horrible, disgusting task. And then there’s the possibility of slaughtering Gladys. Yes, perhaps the curse would be lifted if he murdered her. Such a thought is difficult to stomach at first but then becomes more pleasant, more agreeable with time. He has every reason to despise Gladys, every excuse to blame her for what happened to him and why he’s remained a prisoner here; however, he knows in his heart that he could never bear to actually harm her. Still, he wonders if she’s ever entertained the thought of killing him, if she’s indulged in certain unspoken whims and fantasies about his execution.

Before losing his mind to more uncertainty, more unpleasant thoughts about Scythe and Gladys, Rupert straightens from where he’s sitting and moves toward the plywood-covered window overlooking the rotting front yard. Just then, he notices something that nearly causes him to tremor. That black, one-eyed dog he had seen a while ago—the damn thing is limping into his view and making its way through the garden, snout pressed against the ground and sniffing intensely as though it’s already on the scent for food.

Rupert suddenly feels a dull ache spread throughout his body—the ache of something inevitable about to happen, the twinge of something he’ll never be able to undo as long as he lives. He’s always loved dogs. He can’t imagine hurting one, inflicting pain upon some pitiful, defenseless creature. Perhaps that’s why it will work this time. If he slaughters some miserable, unexpecting animal he cares about, perhaps the curse will be broken for the night.

Drawing in a heavy breath, Rupert makes his way into the kitchen and looks for some food he can set out in a bowl—something to lure the dog toward the front door, something to invite the damn beast inside the house.

When he returns to the parlor and peers through the crack in the plywood, he spots the mangy-looking dog limping around one of the bushes near the edge of the garden.

There’s going to be enough pain here for both of us, Rupert thinks.

He sets a small dish of uncooked meat near the entrance to the house and then slowly opens the front door. Foolishly, he thinks the dog might already be squatting there at the threshold—waiting for him, eagerly anticipating his offer. But no such luck. Instead, the night stares back at him with a greeting most unwelcome. Realizing it might take quite some time before the dog realizes there’s food here—a polite invitation for him—Rupert decides to crouch on the marbled floor and stare intently at the threshold, waiting for the creature to make its first appearance. He wonders how he might feel once he sees the one-eyed beast leering there at him from the entryway—its dark matted fur, its jowls dangling obscenely and drooling with long, gluey threads of saliva, its still-intact bloodshot eye. Perhaps it will be easy to kill the fucking thing, Rupert thinks. Yes, perhaps it will be simple to cause this creature’s destruction.

While he waits in silence, Rupert thinks of how he’ll go about performing the very unpleasant task of slaughtering the unsuspecting beast. He grips the knife in his hand, and it’s at that exact moment that he realizes his aim is unsteady, his hands trembling as though he were in the process of experiencing some sort of mild seizure. He shakes his head, trying to toughen his resolve, attempting to right his aim. But nothing seems to calm him. It was difficult to kill the rat—the panicked thrashing, that God-awful screeching, all that blood. It had been equally difficult to murder Pierce. But, for some reason, the prospect of killing this dog seems even more impossible than his previous tasks. It is too unpredictable. More to the point, it feels too cruel, too barbaric and unkind to kill something that looks as though it has already suffered so much.

Could he actually go through with it? Rupert isn’t sure. He would never be sure. Just as he’s about to rise, a dark shape comes into view on the front steps. The black dog’s snout arrives in the overhead light, and then eventually more of the hideous-looking beast comes into view. The thing’s fur is knotted with dried blood from where it has been attacked by other predators, its hind legs quivering slightly as though it still pains the creature to move around. Rupert squats perfectly still, watching the dog while it lifts its snout and whiffs the air, inhaling the scent of the raw meat nearby. Rupert worries that if he moves slightly, he’ll disturb the poor thing and his option of going through with the whole ordeal will be gone forever. Or at least until he can attempt to lure him back again with another little offering.

The black dog hobbles across the threshold and then slowly creeps into the foyer, its snout inching closer and closer to the plate of meat. Rupert swallows, gripping the knife in his hand and keeping his weapon out of view—almost fearful that the creature might be able to tell that he wishes it harm, that he yearns for its destruction. Seeming to settle into its new surroundings, the dog bends down and starts to feast on the small dish of food. He winces as the dog makes gurgling, almost childlike whimpering noises while it feeds.

Realizing that he has only a few moments to make good on his decision, Rupert slowly rises and gradually makes his way toward the dog with its face buried in the plate. He grips the knife’s handle tight—quietly wishing there was some other way to do this, secretly hoping that some voice of reason will enter his mind and convince him not to go through with it. But no such voice arrives. Instead, he feels a strange sense of excitement at the thought of torturing the hideous-looking beast.

Torture?

Had he really thought about enjoying such a thing? He wonders what’s happening to the sanctity of his mind the longer he stays at End House. He was once such a sweet, caring young man.

What has become of me?

He suddenly answers the question for himself as soon as he squeezes the knife and forces the blade into the hound’s side. The poor creature yelps, panicked, and starts to recoil in an effort to hide, to retreat from its attacker. But Rupert is on the damn thing in a matter of seconds, raising the knife high once more and then coming down swiftly again—this time into the dog’s back. The beast squeals like swine at the state fair—thrashing there, growling and trying to nip at Rupert’s hand. When the dog finally bites his wrist and breaks through the skin, Rupert shudders and shouts out. But that doesn’t prevent him from bringing the knife down one final time into the side of the poor creature’s head with a horrible squelching sound. He digs deep there and feels the edge of the blade scrape against the creature’s bone. The animal stumbles back almost like it’s been drugged, dark blood leaking all over the floor of the entryway. Rupert watches in silence while the one-eyed beast limps from one end of the foyer to the other. The dog’s hind legs are beginning to slime with shit, fresh excrement dripping there and spewing across the floor. The dog looks at him with its bloodshot eye and whimpers, fearful of the very sight of Rupert.

Without another sound, the animal crumples there at the doorway and lies perfectly still. Rupert, his breath now ragged and strained, observes as more dark blood gushes from the gaping holes he has opened in the dog’s body. He drops the knife and slowly approaches the creature where it has flopped on its side. Gently lifting the animal’s head from the ground to make certain it’s quite dead, Rupert is satisfied with his work. That satisfaction soon hardens to disgust, and he wonders if he’ll vomit at the sight of the poor dead creature spreadeagled in the middle of the house’s foyer. Just then, he does. Rupert doubles over in agony, retching and nearly screaming himself hoarse while the vomit empties, gushes out of him.

Once he’s finished throwing up and cleaning off the remnants dribbling from between his lips, he moves back over to the dog and kicks the thing’s hind legs. He wonders if he saw the poor animal twitch slightly out of the corner of his eye. But it cannot be true. The creature is unmistakably dead now, an inky black shadow spreading, creeping across the marble floored entryway like oil. He kneels beside the remains of the dead beast and then buries his face into the dog’s side, sobbing uncontrollably into its matted, gnarled fur.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so fucking sorry…”

The dead animal does not receive his kindness or his remorse at all. Instead, like all dead things, it lies there without movement, without compassion, without proper acknowledgment of Rupert’s useless guilt. Rupert wonders if the world is indifferent to all things—both corrupt and joyful.

Steadying himself, he rises from his knees and crosses over the lifeless dog until he’s standing at the very precipice of what separates the interior of End House from the exterior. He stands there for a moment, gazing out at the world beyond where the house’s lights reach. This is the moment he’s been waiting for—the end of his experimentation, the moment when he will determine if his sacrifice was worthy enough for momentary freedom.

Slowly, he eases his hand across the threshold and out into the starless dark. He grits his teeth, wincing and shutting his eyes—making every preparation for the unbearable, the excruciating pain. He waits for the discomfort, for the agony to claim him and rip his extremity apart.

But nothing happens.

He’s completely intact, entirely whole. Relaxing a little, Rupert tiptoes across the threshold and steps out onto the steps sweeping down toward the front drive. Assuming he would come undone entirely, he finds himself overjoyed at the prospect of being proven wrong. But at what cost? He turns back and gazes at the remains of the butchered dog crumpled there in the foyer. He swallows hard, wondering if he should search for Gladys and let her know that his theory was correct—all they needed was to kill something larger, more potent, filled with more blood.

Yes, blood, he thinks. I need to get rid of the evidence.

Rupert, recoiling a little, kneels and then grabs hold of the animal’s limp corpse. He slings the heavy thing over his shoulder, a stream of blood pouring all over him, then makes his way down the front steps to the garden. It feels strange to hold the dead animal so casually, almost like it were nothing more than a sack stuffed with rotting food. Locating a small bush beneath one of the boarded-shut parlor windows, Rupert dumps the animal’s lifeless body there. He figures he can come back later and dig a hole for the beast, provide the damn thing with a proper burial for its sacrifice, its reluctant offering.

*   *   *

After he cleans the dog’s blood and excrement gumming the floor of the entryway, and cleans himself, Rupert hastens back to the front door of End House. He figures he could waste time and look for Gladys to tell her the news. But he’s far too restless to be controlled, to be contained in this dreadful place any longer. He feels as though he might screech, might shriek at any moment if he is forced to stay another second inside this prison.

He wonders why he doesn’t feel more remorse, more debilitating sadness for murdering that poor one-eyed beast he had lured into his home. After all, he never thought he could bear the thought of murdering some poor, defenseless creature like a dog. Just then, he pauses and realizes something queer. Why had he so casually, so thoughtlessly referred to End House as his home? He’s never thought of the place before in such a way. Why now? Is he slowly coming to terms with the fact that this is his life now, that this will be his permanent tomb until he finally perishes?

Rupert’s body suddenly feels very alien to him, almost as though his very soul were dropped into another kind of life form and then forced to endure the ridicule, the scrutiny. He feels polluted, tainted almost. Perhaps this is what the faceless family of killers wanted from him all along—to become as monstrous, as vile as they were when they first arrived in town ten years ago. Perhaps this was their intention from the very beginning—to curse the residents of Burnt Sparrow with the excruciating knowledge that we are all capable of performing certain monstrosities for the sake of our own comfort, for the sake of our own deluded sense of self.

Realizing there will be no easy answers for him as long as he remains here, Rupert swallows again and makes the trek out through the front door and down the steps onto the driveway. The stones and pebbles feel sharp, cold against his feet. But he welcomes the momentary pain. It feels divine to be able to stand on gravel and feel the weight of the world pulsing beneath him.

Before he realizes it, his feet are already carrying him across the front lawn and down the driveway. He laughs a little, wind blowing through his hair as though he is flying. His nostrils fill with the intoxicating aroma of distant pine. For a moment, Rupert wonders if he can feel little, sharp threads of tears knitting in the corners of his eyes. If they are, they aren’t present for very long—the passing wind erasing them immediately, drying away all of his previous transgressions while Rupert sprints further and further into the unflinching maw of dark ahead.

*   *   *

While he drifts toward the small village of Burnt Sparrow, Rupert wonders if he should set his sights on locating a worthwhile sacrifice for Gladys. He figures the poor, bedeviled woman has already endured so much and has languished for countless years at End House without the hope of liberation. It doesn’t seem fair to Rupert that he’s already enjoyed freedom outside their eternal prison twice in the span of a week or so. Maybe he should try to find someone weak—someone naïve, someone easy enough to capture—and then spirit them back to End House for Gladys to have her way with them. But who could be his victim? The only people he can imagine seeing this late at night are the men who “preserve” the battered remains of those who were massacred so many years ago. It’s entirely possible he might find one of the Preservers to be worthy of slaughtering for the sake of Glady’s momentary freedom; however, Rupert still isn’t convinced.

I could locate an animal instead, he thinks. It would have to be an animal larger than a rat and just as emotionally exhausting as the poor dog he had slaughtered. He figures there are plenty of stray beasts in the town of Burnt Sparrow and any of them might be a decent option for Gladys’s sacrifice. He loathes the idea of being forced to select a viable offering every night, each time they wish to escape End House.

Eventually, he arrives at the town’s Main Street. There are a few men traipsing up and down the length of the two-lane roadway, weaving in and around the skeletal remains of the corpses where they had fallen so many years ago. In the distance, Rupert notices a large truck ambling down the lane toward him, edging around the lifeless remains and motoring along at an impossibly slow speed.

Since there are no police officers present, Rupert figures he might as well begin his stroll down the length of Main Street. He has his intentions—to find a suitable sacrifice for Gladys. But for now, he merely tries to remain calm and collected, drifting between the battered bodies scattered about the roadway and nodding along to the various people he passes.

Finally, Rupert comes upon a small bench overlooking the main drag of town. He reads a small, silver-plated plaque that’s been arranged on a slab of stone situated in front of the bench. The plaque reads: Dedicated to those who lost their lives on December 25, 2003. Rupert can scarcely believe it’s been ten years since the massacre that changed everything for him and others in the town of Burnt Sparrow. It seems so hard to believe that their poor, wretched lives had been forever altered because of one single moment nearly ten years ago when violence arrived at their doorstep.

Rupert sits on the bench and glances at the corpses littering Main Street, bits of tattered clothing pinned to the pavement with metal spikes and the fully eaten-away remains strewn across the narrow roadway. He finds himself especially unnerved at the sight of plant-life sprouting through cracks in the pavement, little threads of leprous and rotted-looking greenery weaving across the corpses forever mummified there.

Rupert is shocked to see how the world around them seems to carry on—the monotonous drone of humanity, the constant progression of nature—without a second thought to those who have fallen, those who have been murdered. But what exactly would Rupert prefer? Would he prefer it if nobody could ever move on from the trauma that claimed Burnt Sparrow so many years ago? Would he wish for things to rot in place, for sorrow to make its home here permanently and settle like an unforgiving blight, a cancer that can never be uprooted? Yes, perhaps that’s what Rupert wants. Perhaps he wants the town to remain haunted, to remain possessed by the spirits of those who arrived on Christmas Day in 2003 with such violence, such unforgiving brutality.

The horrible truth is that Burnt Sparrow is a rotted, haunted place.

The spirits of those who invited carnage to their sleepy little town remain threaded to the corpses littering the main causeway. Rupert wonders if the sorrow has dimmed since he was last present in town—if the mournfulness has faded from those who remain in the village—but he cannot be exactly certain. He wonders if those in the community have moved on—shops now open on Main Street, minimal traffic resuming on the roadway. But can a place ever truly move on from something so horrifying, so undeniably atrocious? Is it even conceivable?

After a while, Rupert is about to move further down the lane to look for a proper victim for Gladys. But something stops him from doing so. It’s a man—probably in his mid to late thirties—who is awkwardly limping toward where Rupert is sitting. Rupert squints, trying to study the man as he moves underneath the glow of a dimming streetlamp. The figure is tall and lean. His face is cratered with acne scars, and he wears glasses that look as though they’re a bit too small for the wideness of his face. Still, there’s something unquestionably charming about him. He’s clean-shaven, and even though Rupert doesn’t immediately find himself enraptured with men without facial hair, he figures he can make an exception for this one.

“Do you mind if I sit here for a moment?” the nervous-looking man asks Rupert, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and shoving one into the corner of his mouth.

Rupert nods, sliding across the bench to make more room for him.

The man strikes a match and holds it close to the end of the filter dangling from between his lips. He takes a few puffs and then exhales deeply.

“Would you like one?” the man asks Rupert.

But Rupert’s never cared much for smoking, so he waves the man off politely.

“I don’t see many people come by so late at night,” the man says, eyeing Rupert in his peripheral vision. “Most people stay away after sunset, actually… Like they’re going to turn to stone if they look at them—the bodies—for too long after dark.”

Rupert stammers, a little unsure what to say. “I just—wanted to clear my head…”

“I saw you the other night,” the man tells him. “I saw you near the end of the road… I wanted to say something.”

Rupert senses a tingle in his stomach. He finds himself excited at the thought of this peculiar-looking man being invested in him so unexpectedly.

“What’s your name?” Rupert asks him.

“Cormac,” he tells him. “What’s yours?”

“I’m Rupert.”

Rupert glances further down the roadway and suddenly notices the same man he saw last time he visited town—a tall, slender gentleman with perfectly groomed facial hair and dressed entirely in black tactical gear. Once more, the gentleman looks as though he’s holding court and addressing a small crowd of “Preservers” who have gathered around him.

“Who’s that?” Rupert asks Cormac.

Cormac’s attention follows to where Rupert is pointing, and he spots the small crowd of acolytes gathered around the strange-looking gentleman.

“He says his name is Jakes-something,” Cormac tells him. “I don’t know much about him… He likes to entertain, apparently. The others really like him. I don’t follow much of what he says…”

Just then, one of the foremen hollers at Cormac from across the street.

“Vale,” the foreman shouts. “Get your ass in gear. Smoke on your break.”

Cormac immediately tosses his cigarette on the ground and then squishes it.

“Fuck,” he says to Rupert. “Thought he couldn’t see me…”

Cormac awkwardly peels himself off the bench and starts to make his way across the street, limping with a sort of pained expression. He turns back and glares at Rupert.

“Rupert?”

Rupert turns, facing him.

“This is going to sound like a foolish question, but I must ask… You haven’t seen a little baby named Scythe, have you?”

Rupert’s heart plunges into his stomach. He senses all the color drain from his face. He can’t quite believe he’s heard Cormac correctly.

“A baby?” Rupert says, his voice shaking a little.

“He’s my son,” Cormac explains. “We’re looking for him, you see? Me and my husband…”

Rupert wonders if he might get sick, if he might vomit all over the sidewalk. He wonders if Cormac can tell that he’s feeling ill, if Cormac has already noticed how Rupert’s cheeks have gone from a healthy pink to a sickly jade green.

“I… haven’t seen anything,” Rupert tells him, chewing on the syllable of each word.

“If you hear of anything, you’ll promise to let me know?” Cormac asks him.

Rupert shudders a little.

“Yes,” he says.

Cormac flashes him a smile and then drifts further away, toward the foreman waiting on the other side of the roadway. Rupert sits in silence for a few moments, watching while Cormac moves further and further away from him, until he’s across the road and speaking directly with the foreman. Rupert can hardly believe he’s encountered the anonymous pen pal from the letters, the person responsible for abandoning Scythe in the grave out in the woods. Although he had once hoped he might come across the person one day, he can hardly believe their paths have crossed in such a way. Rupert feels foolish for becoming so timid, for clamming up so tight when Cormac asked about Scythe. After all, there’s so much to say. There’s so much to reveal to him. But everything seemed so impossible to confess in the moment when Rupert had felt cornered. Everything had felt so grim and unpleasant to share.

What’s more, Rupert finds himself intrigued by Cormac. He’s surprised at himself for even giving Cormac a second look, especially since he’s not very attractive to him by any means. Still, there’s something unquestionably charismatic about him—the way in which he carries himself, the way he walks and speaks. Rupert finds himself uneasy. So much of what he’s learned about attraction from the young men he meets in online chatrooms has been devoted solely to appearance. He’s become especially fond of well-toned male torsos, arm muscles bulging with spiderweb-like veins. But Cormac seems so much like a revocation of those horrible habits he’s learned in those anonymous, midnight chats. Cormac seems like the promise of something else entirely… Or perhaps it’s simply because Rupert is so starved of one-on-one attention. He’d give anything to hold someone, to have a lover in a way that cannot be expressed over webcams, over the anonymity of internet chatrooms. Instead, he craves warm flesh and blood.

Rupert wonders if he could take Cormac back to End House as a viable offering for Gladys to be freed. But how could he go through with such a thing? In the few minutes he’s known the man, he’s found himself filled with conflicted feelings about him. On one hand, he’s not completely interested in him because of his looks and how he compares to the faceless torsos he meets on webcams late at night. On the other hand, Cormac seems sweet and compassionate. There’s something inherently good-natured about the poor, bedeviled man. Rupert can immediately sense this. There’s also something very urgent about Cormac—as though he’s searching for someone, something, as though his mind is always preoccupied, and his thoughts are very much elsewhere.

Finally, in search of more worthwhile fresh meat he can lure into his trap, Rupert makes his way down the corpse-littered street and bears left at the end of the road, until he finds himself at the verge of the small park situated just in front of the local high school. The streetlamps flicker overhead. Rupert ambles toward a small bench just outside the park’s locked public restrooms and takes a seat there. He glances around; everything is so still and quiet surrounding him. For a moment, he forgets he’s momentarily escaped from the prison of End House.

After sitting for half an hour or so, Rupert wonders if he should head back to the estate and take the easy way out with Gladys. He can always find another dog for them to kill so she can taste her momentary freedom. But just as he’s about to rise from where he’s sitting, a dark figure appears at the end of the lane in front of him. The silhouette draws closer and closer. Eventually, the shape comes into the light and a breath escapes Rupert at the sight—a handsome young man around his own age. He’s dressed mostly in black and looks a little heavier set than Cormac was. Rupert thinks to move from where he’s sitting, almost out of instinct, to greet the young man. But he keeps his head lowered, waiting for the stranger to pass him. The young man doesn’t, however. He drifts toward the public bathroom door and finds a latch placed there.

“Fuck,” he says and then notices Rupert staring at him. “Gotta piss bad.”

Rupert doesn’t say anything. He sits motionless, wondering what he’ll do, wondering what he’ll say.

The young man is about to walk away when Rupert realizes this is his only chance.

“You could come back to my place,” he says.

The young man turns, eyeing Rupert with such suspicion.

“You looking?” the man asks him.

But before Rupert can respond, the young man steps closer and runs a finger along Rupert’s lower lip and down his chin.

“You’re pretty,” he tells him. “You a top or a bottom?”

Rupert swallows hard and tries to be as accommodating as possible with his answer.

“Vers,” he replies. “I like both.”

The young man smiles at him, patting him on the cheek. “I like that answer… Sure. I’ll check out your place… What’s your name?”

“Rupert… Yours—?”

“Foxtrot,” he replies, folding his arms.

Realizing he hasn’t moved from where he’s sitting, Rupert shoots off the bench and then begins making his way down the path.

It hasn’t occurred to Rupert yet that he’s leading this poor, defenseless man toward his demise, his inevitable destruction. For now, all Rupert can do is bask in the quiet drip, drip, drip of moonlight as it follows the two of them down the roadway toward home—the same way light seems to shine eventually on all sinners, all meticulous architects of human suffering.

*   *   *

While Rupert guides Foxtrot toward End House, he wonders why he even sought out a potential victim for Gladys. He had proved his theory unequivocally—that killing a larger animal permits you to abandon the prison of End House and experience momentary freedom. Gladys has never killed another living thing before. What if she’s unable to go through with it?

To him, that doesn’t matter.

Then Rupert recognizes the true reason why he’s been so adamant about finding another victim to use as a blood sacrifice—he desperately wants Gladys to experience the same thrill, the same unequivocal delight he felt when he murdered Pierce. Perhaps, more than anything, Rupert wants to be joined with Gladys as a sibling of a similar transgression. He wants her to experience all the rage, all the immutable passion of robbing another individual of their most precious commodity—life itself. Rupert cannot properly explain it. If he were tasked with articulating himself to a group of skeptics, he knows that he would fold, would shatter at once.

He cannot describe why exactly he feels this way, but he feels such a need, such a desire to train Gladys and poison her mind with the same lust for blood that he’s been touched with. Perhaps it will make him feel less alone. Perhaps that’s why Rupert does these senseless things sometimes. He knows that he can be impetuous and hot-tempered, but he’s come to realize that he acts this way simply because he feels as though he’s constantly trapped on a shrinking island.

As they walk along, Rupert doubts himself. All this could be avoided if I showed Gladys how to kill a larger beast, he thinks. Or even that sweet, little baby named Scythe. He could easily lose track of Foxtrot or merely send him on his way and tell him never to call upon him again. He’d be saving him. He’d be sparing him a cruel and unforgivable demise. Of course, Foxtrot wouldn’t realize that. But Rupert would be endowed with the knowledge that he had saved a young man, had pardoned a poor, hopeless soul of such agony, such torment.

But those thoughts don’t come so easily to Rupert. He hurls most of them away as soon as they appear in the private theatre of his mind. Especially the thought about murdering little Scythe. After all, he saved the child from certain demise in the woods, and what’s more, Scythe feels like a tether to the world outside the confines of End House. Yes, perhaps that’s why Rupert had brought the damn creature back to End House. He had wanted to feel ownership over another living thing. As much as he relishes this idea, he needs to come to terms with the sad, miserable fact that he abandoned the baby as soon as he delivered it to End House. Perhaps initially he had every intention of caring for the infant the same way he had attempted to care for that strange baby bird with the human face he had once found in the woods. Regardless, it seemed he was ill-equipped to care for anything, anyone, other than himself. The only thing he was eager to nurture was his desire, his unappeasable yearning for more carnage, more destruction. It’s at this moment that he truly realizes all he seems to care about are sex and death.

Even if Rupert reveled in the idea of his bloodlust—his sudden and horrible desire to hurt other living things—he knows he could never kill a child. That would be the ultimate transgression, the final threshold to cross from which you could never go back.

But he craves the sight of Gladys butchering Foxtrot. He finds himself becoming erect—the front of his pants tightening—while he thinks about Gladys slashing at the pathetic, defenseless man again and again until he’s nothing more than a livid wellspring of dark oil spraying all over her naked body, baptizing her. For a moment, he indulges in the attractive pleasantness of the thought.

Soon realizing that Foxtrot is eyeing him with a look of suspicion, Rupert covers himself and keeps moving forward. That’s all he knows how to do. Keep moving ahead. Keep moving ahead…

Out of the corner of his eye, Rupert watches Foxtrot while they drift along the roadway toward End House. He notices the thickness of the young man’s throat, his veins bulging while he walks. Rupert finds himself becoming excited again, delighted at the prospect of so much blood to clean when the task is completed.

Yes, he thinks. This one is going to bleed a lot.









GLADYS ESHERWOOD

[image: image] It’s early in the morning—the faintest rumor of sunlight threatening to trickle through the plywood-covered windows of her bedroom suite—when Gladys wakes, suddenly alarmed. She hears a loud commotion downstairs in the entryway—the sound of Rupert’s voice answering another voice that she does not recognize.

She climbs out of bed, throws on a robe she has draped over one of the chairs beside the pile of cushions on the floor where Scythe lies sleeping, and tiptoes out of her room until she’s at the top of the stairwell. She’s far too preoccupied with the sound of distant voices to realize that the small infant has stopped moving, has ceased stirring so much since she last glanced at him.

Peering down to the foyer, she spies Rupert guiding another young man—tall and a little heavyset—into the house. Rupert points to the drawing room and asks the young man to step inside and wait there. Once he does, Rupert closes the doors and fastens them shut. He’s about to scale the steps when his eyes finally catch sight of Gladys at the top of the stairs, gazing down at him.

“What are you doing?” she asks. “It’s late.”

“I brought something for you,” he tells her. “Someone.”

“Why?” she asks him.

Rupert gazes at her with a muted question. He looks as though he cannot believe her density, her stubborn refusal to realize why he’s brought a gentleman for her in the first place.

“As if you don’t know,” he says finally.

“How did you leave to find him?” Gladys asks him. “How did you escape?”

Rupert’s eyes lower, clearly upset that she’s asked. He must have anticipated the question.

“I killed a dog,” he tells her. “Stabbed it a few times and then watched it die…”

Gladys gasps a little, visibly shocked. “It worked?” she asks.

“The worm you squished was too small to count as an offering,” he says. “I was right. We needed to kill something bigger. Something worth more… More blood… More agony…”

Gladys feels a pain spreading in the center of her chest like a small valve tightening there.

“I could kill a worm, an insect,” she tells him. “But you expect me to kill a…”

Her voice then trails off, unsure.

“Unless you want to butcher the sleeping baby upstairs?” Rupert asks her.

But Gladys immediately shakes her head with force, with fury. “I can’t do it… I—can’t kill anyone… Why did you bring him here?”

Rupert looks off, distant, for a moment. He appears uncomfortable, his whole body shuddering with violent little tremors.

“I want you to know what it feels like,” he finally tells her. “I want you to feel the same things I felt.”

Gladys admits that she remains curious about it. It’s one thing to talk about taking the life of someone inferior, someone less powerful; however, it’s a different matter to actually go through with it. Once again, she feels as though she’s standing at a ledge—a precipice separating her from the knowledge of her true self. Does she dare surrender to that curiosity? Does she relinquish herself to these murderous thoughts and explore all the carnivorous passions that Rupert has instilled in her?

“What does it feel like?” she asks him.

Perhaps she’s being coy about her inability to slaughter another living thing, but she wants to know before she goes through with it. She doesn’t expect Rupert to be able to divulge too many of the secrets shared between murderer and victim. The moments shared between predator and prey are sacred—a communion unlike any other.

“It feels amazing,” he tells her.

Suddenly, Gladys wants to feel it, too. She can no longer pretend to be ignorant of such fantasies, such cravings.

“How will we go about it?” she asks, glancing nervously around the entryway.

“I’ll grab a knife from the kitchen,” Rupert tells her before slipping away.

He returns with the largest butcher knife he could possibly find. The reflective blade glistens in the dim lighting.

“We’ll go in there together,” he says. “Just follow my lead… He’s expecting to get lucky with me.”

For a moment, Gladys feels sad for the poor young man Rupert has lured here to End House. He probably just wanted to get his cock sucked and leave. How could he have possibly known that his libido would be the cause of his demise?

Rupert is too excited to contain himself. He’s at the doorway leading to the parlor in a matter of seconds, tucking the butcher knife into his pants to properly conceal it. When Gladys reaches him, Rupert twists the handle and pushes the door open.

There, standing in the center of the room, Gladys sees him. Clearer this time because he’s standing in the glimmer of the fire’s light.

“What’s this?” the young man asks, noticing Gladys by Rupert’s side.

“This is Gladys,” Rupert tells him. “It’s her house… Seemed polite to invite her…”

Gladys clears the catch in her throat, crossing over the threshold and moving further into the room. For the first time, she doesn’t feel so extraordinarily out of place. She finds herself bristling with the anticipation of the hunt—the sacred act of capturing this pitiable, young man and finally eviscerating him until he’s nothing more than a pile of human confetti.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Gladys says, offering her hand to him.

He takes it, studying her with a distinct carefulness.

“What do you think, Foxtrot?” Rupert asks, discreetly pulling the knife out from his pants and placing it on the nearby table.

Foxtrot smiles, whimpering a little and releasing Gladys’s hand.

“She’ll do fine, I suppose,” he says, shrugging. “It’s been a while since I’ve had good pussy.”

Without warning, Gladys clamps her lips down upon Foxtrot’s mouth and devours him. She grabs hold of his hands and forces them onto her breasts, his slim fingers circling her nipples while they stiffen until tough. Gladys is so lost in the passion of their kiss that she doesn’t realize Rupert has suddenly joined them, his hands frisking her and going beneath her nightdress and housecoat to touch the hairless place between her legs.

Clothing is peeled from each person bit by bit, mouths devouring one another, until all three of them are naked and pressing hard against each other’s firm bodies—a nest of vipers coiled there and thrashing with such fury, such passion. Gladys, taking full control of their lovemaking, pushes Foxtrot onto the sofa and then goes between his legs until she’s facing his cock. His manhood is swollen red and angry-looking, pointing directly at her. She takes him in her mouth, her tongue circling the tip and gliding up and down the length of his shaft. He whimpers softly, his mouth now gagged with the thickness of Rupert’s dick.

Once Gladys is finished tonguing Foxtrot’s manhood, she climbs on top of him and steers his throbbing cock inside her cunt until she swallows him there. Gladys releases a soft gasp, sensing him fill her all at once and thrust himself further up inside her again and again. While she rides him, Gladys glances at Rupert with a look of anticipation—as if wondering when the lovemaking will be spoiled by the violence they have planned.

Rupert snatches the butcher knife from the table. Foxtrot doesn’t seem to notice when he does this. The young man’s eyes are completely shut, his lips still locked around Rupert’s cock while he sucks furiously. Rupert passes the knife to Gladys and eyes her with such intensity. A look that seems to command her all at once: Do it.

Gladys takes hold of the knife’s handle, preparing to go about her work. She feels Foxtrot thrust inside her deeper and deeper, a pressure working its way further inside her body until there’s no other choice but to erupt. She admires the firmness of his chest, the tautness of his throat—the place where she’s going to stab him first. She doesn’t want him to be able to retaliate in any way. Gladys supposes that he’ll be astonished by the violence no matter what. It most likely doesn’t matter where she invites viciousness upon him at first. She knows she needs to go through with it. But can she actually do it?

Just as she’s about to lower the knife and talk herself out of it, her arm seems to make the decision for her. With a swift brush of her wrist, she slashes the edge of the knife across Foxtrot’s throat and watches the blood unravel there. A dark geyser breaks against her warm, bare flesh. Immediately, the young man’s erection wilts inside her. Climbing off him, Gladys watches as the poor, young thing begins to twitch and thrash involuntarily. He eyes her with a question he cannot properly articulate, cannot even bring himself to voice now, more fluid pumping from deep inside him and spraying her until she’s drenched all black and oily.

“Again!” Rupert screams at her. “Again!”

Gladys obeys, slashing at Foxtrot’s arms as soon as he brings them up to cover himself. He flails uncontrollably, tumbling off the sofa and then sliding onto the floor. But Gladys isn’t finished with him yet. She rolls him over so that he’s facing her once more and then pushes the knife into his chest, blood squirting at her and weeping gently from the winking slit of a wound she’s opened there. Foxtrot moans, the watery, rotted sound of blood gurgling deep in the bowl of his throat. Gladys raises the knife high and then stabs him again and again and again until the wretched thing is without movement, the carpet now glued reddish black with a torrent of his bleeding, his suffering.

Pleased with her cruelty, Gladys releases the knife from her grip and lets it clatter to the ground. She stands there, inert and watching Foxtrot’s corpse with such concentration, such diligence. Part of her wonders if he’ll snap awake and try to swipe the knife from where she’s dropped it. But that doesn’t happen. She’s killed him. She glances down at her blood-buttered fingers and notices how they web together—sticky and difficult to pull apart.

She ponders if Rupert will commend her for a job well done—a certain level of carnage he’s never witnessed before. But when she gazes at him, he looks empty. As though he’s seen this all before. Yes, perhaps nothing phases him now. He looks at her without emotion, without any sort of response. For the first time in a while, she’s frightened of him. Is this what he wanted her to experience? Did he want her to become numb to all this bloodshed as well?

Gladys peels herself from where she’s kneeling over Foxtrot’s body and begins to stagger out of the parlor.

“You’ll get rid of the body?” she asks Rupert, her voice trembling.

But Rupert doesn’t reply. Instead, he stands there, completely naked, gazing at Foxtrot’s lifeless body sprawled out against the blood-drenched carpet.

Gladys passes him and moves into the foyer. She makes her way toward the entrance without hesitation. Perhaps once she might have considered all options before flinging open the doors and passing across End House’s cursed threshold. Perhaps once she might have entertained all the horrible things that could happen to her if she isn’t totally careful. But those thoughts are not important to her now. Instead, she’s been baptized with a flood of butchery. She feels powerful. Indestructible, even. Nothing can harm her now.

She pulls open the door, and a blast of cool, nighttime air greets her. She looks up, the moon bearing down like a searchlight from heaven. Naked, she steps out into the chill of twilight. She does not come apart. She is intact. She is full. She is whole.

For a moment, she stands there on the front steps and savors what should be her birthright—the freedom to be, the openness to exist outside of the awful prison that she’s come to know for the past ten years. It isn’t long before her knees go weak, buckling, and she collapses there on the front steps. Burying her face in her hands, she sobs for what feels like hours. Rupert doesn’t come to her side. Why should he?

When Gladys is finished crying, she takes a few steps forward into the night, and then glances back to notice how a trail of Foxtrot’s blood scatters across the ground wherever she moves—an invisible cord tethering her to End House and reminding her of the pain and the misery she’s caused just to be able to stand freely here. Another discomfort spreads in the center of her chest—perhaps all women are fastened with the same invisible cord, a reminder of their willfulness, a testament to the horrors they must summon in order to simply be free in this world.

While Gladys stands outside End House, she wonders why she feels so indifferent. She just murdered an innocent man—slashed at his throat and watched the life drain out of him. Does she simply not care so much because she hardly knew him? That seems like such a cruel and loathsome thing to admit. Still, there might be some truth to the confession if she were brave enough to admit it.

When Gladys shifts slightly, her body feels strange—almost like she isn’t fully present, like she isn’t occupying every possible nook and cranny of the interior of her form. Her skin feels sticky and her hands web together from the dead man’s blood that’s already drying rusted brown. For the first time in many years, she feels hesitant to leave End House. It makes no sense to her. After years of pining for her freedom, after countless hours imagining the ways in which she’d savor her liberation—to finally be filled with such hesitation, such resistance to her fantasies and dreams. It nearly makes her sick to her stomach.

She doesn’t notice Rupert behind her at first, watching her and waiting for her to step further into the night.

“Well,” he says softly. “Are you going to go?”

Gladys turns, startled. She first notices how Rupert is soaked with the same blood, his naked body looking pudgy and plump in the faint glow of candlelight. Then she notices how he stands. She recalls how Rupert stood when he first arrived at End House. He had slouched forward, almost like some sort of invisible concrete pillar had been piled upon him and arranged there as a special penance for his youth, the very energy of his spirit. She figures all young people are burdened with the same sort of atonement, and normally she wouldn’t be opposed to witnessing them suffer for the transgression of their youthfulness, their joy. But Rupert had always been different to her than other young people. He had always been so meek, so unassuming, so kind. She had always felt it wasn’t fair what happened to him, what was continuing to happen to him. But finally, in the muted glow of foyer light, she notices how he seems to stand taller—as if he has forever unshackled himself from the invisible burden that once weighted him down. Perhaps that’s what freedom does to a person. Perhaps he is slowly and finally healing.

“I can’t stay out too long, can I?” she asks.

“Only until daylight,” he tells her. “Just in case… Unless you’re still determined to end things. Permanently, I mean.”

But Gladys shakes her head, a little embarrassed that she ever conceived of such a melodramatic idea in the first place. “No. I don’t think so… Not now…”

“You’d better get going if you want to enjoy any of it,” he says and she nods.

She takes a step forward, the night air bracing her and whispering all around her. But something feels queer. She finds herself unsettled, uncomfortable with the idea of going out there on her own. She turns quickly to face Rupert one final time before she makes her ultimate decision.

“You go enjoy,” Rupert says. “I’ll clean everything up… I’ll bury the body in the cellar…”

Part of Gladys wishes that he could join her. They could have sprinted across the grass together. They could have run naked through the forest, bare feet crunching over rocks and fallen branches. Eventually, they could have located a small grove and fallen into one another’s embrace before making love beneath the moonlight. But did Gladys actually want any of that? Perhaps not. Perhaps she wanted to be alone instead. Perhaps she wanted to rip herself from End House, sprint into the woods, and completely lose herself in some kind of alien world from which she could never escape.

Gladys tears herself from the front steps of End House and begins her jog across the front lawn. She had forgotten how freeing, how wonderful it feels to run with no destination in sight. She used to run on the treadmill she had ordered years ago, but it’s such a different sensation to run without limits, without barriers—to simply propel yourself into the night and wonder where your feet will take you.

The grass feels cool and prickly beneath her feet while she races across the lawn. For a moment, she wonders if she should stop and dig her little toes into the dirt—to luxuriate in the sensation of freedom, to fully enjoy her independence. But she cannot stop herself now. The dark woods ahead call to her.

Before she realizes it, she’s swallowed by the forest—branches and leaves whacking her body, swatting her in the face and slicing her skin with little cuts, bloody marks while she races ahead at full steam. To Gladys, it feels good to be naked—to be without inhibitions and to run as fast as she likes. She feels free, moonlight following her through the canopy of trees—a waterfall of cosmic light pursuing her with such conviction, such dedication. Gladys feels as though she’s fixed at the center of the universe, a bright dot cast adrift in an infinite sea. She wonders if a giant hand will pluck her from her place and fling her into some distant cosmic belt; a fitting punishment for her transgression. But until that happens—until that hate-filled deity seizes Gladys and sends her on her way toward the theatre of penance—she runs and runs and runs. Even though moonlight chases her, she’s much too quick. She’ll never be caught again.

Gladys comes upon a small thicket of trees nestled away in the darkest corner of the woods—an open area curtained with greenery and bathed in the blurry glow of moonlight. She ambles further into the grove, relaxing and relishing in the feeling of being so unabashedly naked. Perhaps she should be more embarrassed, more humiliated at the thought of being out in the open without any clothing. But what does it matter? She’s alone. For now, at least. Nobody could possibly find her here. She’s unequivocally and totally free.

She thinks she must resemble some sort of nightmare conjured by Picasso or Francis Bacon. Her glistening, blood-oiled skin, her eyes fixed in a distant sort of half-empty stare, her withered, trembling hands—all telltale signs of her unsavory transgression, her horrible act of violence against Foxtrot. She wonders if she should return to End House and help Rupert dispose of the body. But why should she abandon her freedom just yet? He had told her that he would take care of everything so that she could enjoy the last few hours of nighttime before sunrise. Every passing moment a precious gift, soon to be snatched away by the threat of daylight.

While Gladys stands there in the small grove of trees, she thinks of a quote from a book she recently read called A Woman in Berlin. The sentence fills her mind, rattling there like a pebble caught inside an empty tin can: And when the doll was so disfigured that she no longer looked like a human baby, only then did the girl begin to play with her. Gladys thinks about the gruesome quote over and over again. Why should she think of that? She finds it amusing how minds conjure the most random artifacts that we cannot possibly make sense of. But there must be some reason she thinks of the horrible quote.

It’s then that her mind turns to Rupert. She wonders if she’s thought of the quote because she’s treated Rupert so similarly. When Rupert first arrived at End House, she had wanted so little to do with him. But after years of suffering together, bearing witness to one another’s misfortune day after day, only then did she pursue a physical relationship with the boy. Is it simply because we’re inherently drawn to things that are broken, disintegrated, battered, and used? Perhaps we’re drawn to those things because we know we can trust them. Someone who’s suffered considerably knows the consequences, the values of human torment. Perhaps only then are they to be trusted. Perhaps only after all the suffering they’ve endured together has Gladys finally realized that Rupert is a reliable person. Again, she wishes she had remained at End House longer after she killed Foxtrot. The two of them—Rupert and Gladys—could have danced together, naked and sweating the warm dew of the dead man’s blood. Gladys now thinks she would have adored that—to press her naked flesh against Rupert’s, their blood-slick skin netting between them and then hardening like glue until they can never be pulled apart.

*   *   *

Hours pass and Gladys senses morning light trickling through the canopy of trees overhead. She can’t recall how far she’s wandered from End House, but she knows for certain she must return soon or else she’ll meet the same gruesome demise that her husband suffered so many years ago when he tempted fate. Veronica had suffered similarly, and it crumples Gladys’s heart into a twisted little knot when she thinks about her poor beloved enduring an agony that she didn’t quite deserve. Of course, it was obvious that she and Veronica had fallen out of love, had slowly drifted apart in the many years they were trapped together at End House; however, Gladys cannot help but feel a sense of pity for the dear woman, the lovely creature who had awakened such passion in her, had instilled within her a longing, a yearning to live, to see the world, to be as unfettered and free as humanly possible.

Just as she’s about to turn and walk out of the thicket of trees, she notices a man staring at her from a few hundred yards away. He’s tall and wears glasses that are too narrow for the wideness of his face. Gladys does a double take, and wonders if she’s truly seeing him crouch there and quietly observe her. She thinks to cover herself out of embarrassment, but what exactly is there to be humiliated for? She enjoys the idea of some perfect stranger watching her, waiting for her to notice him. Yes, perhaps that’s what he wanted all along.

She swallows and then begins to approach him. He does not move from where he’s crouching, perhaps thinking that if he stays motionless, perfectly still, she’ll leave him alone.

“What’s your name?” she asks him.

The man trembles slightly, clearing the uncertainty clogging deep in his throat. “Cormac… Vale.”

“Do I frighten you?” she asks him. “Do I look nightmarish?”

Cormac nods while he attempts to swallow his nervousness.

Gladys laughs, realizing how ridiculous she must look even under the spell of moonlight’s enchantment.

“I suppose I would frighten me too,” she says.

It’s then that she notices that Cormac is carrying a small burlap satchel slung over his shoulder.

“Heading somewhere?” she asks him. “Far away from here?”

Cormac tightens his grip around the satchel. “No. I’m just… looking for something… Someone…”

Gladys falters for a moment, feeling a sense of pity for the poor man.

“I wonder if you’ve already found it,” she tells him.

Gladys can hardly believe it. Has the universe really sent her a viable sacrifice for the next time darkness comes? She attempts to conceal her excitement. But she’s far too overwrought at the prospect of Cormac and his naiveté. He’d be the perfect victim. Perhaps he has no friends or family to come looking for him or cause a fuss when he inevitably goes missing. She’d have to question him to make certain. However, at first pass, he resembles a perfect sacrifice to make for the sake of her freedom.

“Follow me,” she says.

Drifting away from him, she turns back and realizes that he hasn’t moved. He looks as though he’s working everything over in his mind and deciding whether or not he can actually trust her.

“I won’t hurt you.”

Cormac nods, seeming to thaw a little, as though recognizing that she’s right.

When Gladys turns around again, she sees he’s following her like a small dog trailing after its owner. Yes, she owns him now. He’ll belong to her the same way that Foxtrot belongs to her—the dead man’s blood wetting her in some perverted baptism, some horrible form of rebirth that Gladys now wants to experience again and again until she’s properly sated. But she knows that she’ll never be satisfied. Instead, poor Cormac will exist in a long line of men to be consumed by her, to rot in the darkest recesses of her mottled black heart and languish there until she’s willing to pluck him free like a tiny feather and end the agony of his pathetic misery once and for all.









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] Dawn is about to break, and Rupert finds himself disturbed at the thought that Gladys might never return. There’s every possibility that she will; however, how could she return to a life so ordinary, so meaningless? He figures she must be circling the grounds of the estate, wandering there, and wondering what she should do—wondering if she should return to the safety of End House or if she should just end things permanently and forgo a lifetime of suffering. Rupert wouldn’t blame her for avoiding him and a lifetime stuck at End House. Gladys had already contemplated suicide, so it would make sense if she were to follow through with her decision eventually.

If not now, then when?

Quite suddenly, he’s filled with a horrible panicky desperation, worried that he’ll be the one left to care for sweet, innocent little Scythe. What exactly does he know about taking care of and tending to an infant? Gladys was the one who mashed potatoes for the child to eat, tried to give him milk from a makeshift bottle they had found in the cupboard. But without her, Rupert wonders if he’ll be competent enough to tend to the child. Perhaps Cormac was right in abandoning the baby where he had left him. Perhaps some things in this world are meant to wilt and perish.

After he’s finished cleaning the blood from the carpet and lugging the corpse down the cellar steps, dumping the thing like a sack of potatoes into a large hole he had recently dug, Rupert makes his way upstairs and into his bedroom. He thinks about lying in bed for a while, but he’s not tired. He’s too awake, far too alert to nap at a time like this. Besides, it seems rude to try to sleep when Gladys could be outside contemplating such perilous things. He wants to be awake in case she needs him, in case he finds her remains in the daylight—threads of her skin coiled in a small pile on the front lawn like fisherman’s rope or steaming there like the fresh excrement from a dog.

It’s then that his mind turns to his mother—how she might have once comforted him and told him a story to pass the early hours of the morning until daylight finally arrives. He opens the nightstand drawer beside his bed and pulls out the small black tape recorder he brought to End House so many years ago. He regards the device for a moment—the smallness of its shape, its grooves, its firm edges. He feels as though he’s suddenly about to cross an invisible threshold, only to realize he may never return. Then again, he feels this way most of the time whenever he becomes especially maudlin about his mother and thinks to play one of her recordings to ease some of his grief.

Rupert realizes suddenly that many of the stories his mother recorded for him on the tape recorder before she died have to do with the idea of crossing thresholds—starting in one place and then, by some sort of chance or miracle, crossing a line and becoming one’s true self. He’s surprised at himself for never realizing this before. How many times has he listened to the stories she recorded on these tapes?

He presses “play” on the device and lies down in bed, listening to the crinkle of the audio while it begins to play. Just then, his mother’s voice—song-like and saccharine sweet—fills the small room. Sometimes it feels peculiar to listen to her speak to him, knowing her body is rotting inside a casket somewhere in the local cemetery—wasting away, a puzzle of anatomy for worms and other eaters of carrion to now solve. He feels a dull, painful ache warming the pit of his stomach while she narrates the story to him. What might she say if she could see him now, if she could wrench him from the life that he’s been sentenced to at End House?

His mother speaks to him over the tape:


To say that Lorelei Pilcher was a firm believer in signs—inconvenient telegraphs sent from a distant, icy corner of the universe, impossible truths that had yet to be fully revealed—was a gross understatement of her character, her convictions, her creeds. After all, this was a woman who could establish even the most tenuous of connections between certain things—seemingly disparate events in her life often like soft pearls that she could string together and connect on some kind of invisible wire necklace that she’d wear proudly, if ever given the opportunity. She often simpered with amusement, charmed by the thought of the few signs she had interpreted correctly over the years. There was never any sense of fear in her convictions. There was never a sense of dread or an overwhelming thought of doom—a hopelessness that she had often endured during childhood. Instead, there was an undeniable resilience, an uncanny sort of piousness when faced with the problem she could just barely comprehend, the same way a mystic might interpret tea leaves in some cigar-smoke-filled salon.

She often thought of her convictions—the signs she had witnessed over the years and the things that had fully come to fruition because of those warnings, those indescribable and ever illusive omens. She thought of how she had once come upon a wet, crumpled newspaper piled on her front porch steps and immediately assessed the thing for what it was—a sign. One might think her peculiar for reacting so excitedly at the sight of a waterlogged newspaper on a front porch; however, Lorelei knew most certainly that something was wrong. After all, she hadn’t subscribed to any local paper, and she was more than certain that it hadn’t rained in a few days. Why shouldn’t she react in such a curious and excited manner? Perhaps her behavior was bizarre to others, but Lorelei became convinced that the soaked newspaper was some kind of omen to warn that something terrible was going to happen.

Lorelei had never felt as though she were in any sort of immediate danger; however, she took precautions when she could. Eventually, her suspicions were proved correct when she came upon the fishbowl situated on the kitchen counter and found her fish’s little corpse upside down and bobbing gently at the surface. Naturally, she mourned her pet and was devastated to dump the contents of the fishbowl into the toilet later that evening; however, there was always a decidedly noticeable improvement in her attitude, as if she were delighted to be correct in her assessment of the sign. She often wondered if she would ever be proven wrong—if, by some miracle or by some ridiculous chance of fate, she would assess a sign incorrectly and be met with the repercussions of such carelessness. She couldn’t linger on such a pernicious thought for too long. It would upset her too much.

She awoke one morning and noticed a small wound—a red slit, perhaps an inch or two in length—on her left thigh. The damn thing was the only blemish, the only fault on her faultless body, and she mourned her flawlessness for a moment before scurrying into the washroom and dousing the wound with peroxide. She winced at the horrible sting, the heat curling inside the exposed area of skin. As she brought her fingers closer to the small cut, she couldn’t help but notice how the edges seemed to shrink away at the unpleasantness of her touch—almost as if the grotesque thing were somehow aware of her and sentient beyond reason. But that couldn’t possibly be true. She leaned down, bringing her eyes closer, and it was then she noticed how the lips of the slit seemed to squirm gently and writhe, as if in fervent anticipation. Lorelei could hardly believe what she was seeing.

“What are you?” she quietly asked herself.

The wound began to open further, stretching another inch down the length of her thigh, its edges unfurling in a grotesque and unholy demonstration. Lorelei immediately felt the excruciating pain warming her body, the little slit growing in size and stretching her open further and further.

“What the fuck?” she murmured, her voice frail and shaking.

The wound seemed to respond immediately to her sound, its length stretching again until it resembled a bright scarlet ribbon stretching from her hip to her knee. Lorelei covered her mouth at once, plugging the horrible possibility of any other words leaking from between her lips. She gazed at the wound on her thigh, the strange thing’s edges curling and writhing like some sort of primordial insect—the monstrosity waiting for her to speak, anticipating her voice to conjure its true and final hideous form. It was then that Lorelei made the unfortunate realization—if she spoke, the wound would stretch further and further until it ripped her open completely, until she was threadbare and exposed obscenely like a flayed heretic convicted by the Inquisition.

Lorelei sat in silence for what felt like hours, days, weeks. She was afraid to stir from where she was sitting, fearful of making any sudden or unguarded movements that would upset the vile little slit and cause the damn thing to open any further than it already had. While she idled there under the fluorescent glow of the washroom lights, she thought of her girlfriend, Maggie. How could she explain this to her? Maggie wasn’t the temperamental kind; however, the poor woman would eventually become vexed at the prospect of a girlfriend who couldn’t speak because of some peculiar malady—some horrible omen that she’ll split apart like wet cotton if she uttered another single word.

Trying to avoid any thoughts of doom or hopelessness, Lorelei grabbed a bandage from the medicine cabinet and dressed her wound as best she could. Then she carefully lifted herself from the toilet seat and made her way into the bedroom. She thought of duct-taping her mouth shut, just out of an abundance of caution; however, she didn’t want to attract looks. Instead, she began to dress for work in silence—every creak, every titter of her apartment settling around her magnified ten times and seeming to mock her with unreserved glee. She felt sick to her stomach, wondering if she’d ever be able to speak again, wondering if she’d ever be able to tell Maggie that she truly and unequivocally loved her. She hadn’t had the opportunity to tell her yet, and the thought of going without revealing such a vital truth felt like a storm was brewing inside her frail body. Lorelei couldn’t help but wonder when her mouth would open—wind and rain pouring out from inside her, lightning flickering in her every labored breath, a benediction of thunder unthreading her bit by bit.



*   *   *


The only thing that was preferable about her current employment was that Lorelei regularly worked from home and didn’t have to interact much with others at her company. Even video conferences were relatively infrequent. Of course, as luck would have it, today was the sole day of the month that she was required to venture to the office located downtown. Fortunately, her commute was quiet and didn’t require her to speak; however, she dreaded the moment when she would pass through the front doors of the building and be greeted by a throng of colleagues waiting to speak to her. As Lorelei made her way through the entryway, she was surprised to find the foyer completely empty. She glanced further into the office and noticed how empty cubicles stretched in seemingly every direction. How could this be? she wondered to herself. Many of her colleagues worked from home, as she often did; however, she had anticipated a full house upon her arrival.

Not wanting to question her good fortune too much, she sat at her desk while her computer thrummed alive. She sat in silence for a few hours, occasionally wondering if she might be able to hum to herself as some sort of distraction. However, beneath her clothing, she sensed the angry lips of the wound threatening to unfurl like the petals of some exquisite carnivorous plant.

Her phone buzzed with a new text message notification from her beloved Maggie. Flicking her fingers across the screen, she opened the message and read: Are you still coming over for dinner tonight?

Shit, Lorelei thought to herself. Of course, she had forgotten about their dinner plans. As usual. It wasn’t that Lorelei didn’t care for Maggie. Quite the contrary, she was deeply in love with her. However, she often found herself scattered and preoccupied with the little mind games she played with herself about signs or omens whenever they made themselves known to her. Maggie was aware of her condition and often played along. However, there was a quiet, suspicious part of Lorelei that wondered if Maggie was merely humoring her, the same way a small child might humor an elderly loved one who was busy reminiscing about days they couldn’t possibly remember.

Because of her fascination with signs and omens, Lorelei often felt so misunderstood, so decidedly different from all in her life who claimed to love her. She couldn’t count how many times she had been wrong about omens that were telling her Maggie was going to break up with her. She thought of the time when she found a dead rat in the rear of her refrigerator and persuaded herself that it was a sign Maggie was going to abandon her. Then, there was the time when she became convinced that if she drank certain milk from the store, Maggie would be livid with her and would consequently break up with her. Lorelei was delighted to be proven wrong with such thoughts; however, there was always a cloying suspicion, settling in the rafters of her brain, that told her Maggie could leave at any moment.

Not wanting to upset Maggie and cause another episode of self-doubt about their relationship, Lorelei thumbed her way across the keyboard and typed: Yes. Of course. Can’t wait!

Although she was delighted at the prospect of seeing her sweet, lovely Maggie, she knew she would have to speak at dinner tonight. She couldn’t bear that agony, despite the encouragement of the little wound and how the edges seemed desperate to separate further and further like a velvet curtain being pulled back to reveal an empty stage. Lorelei had to think of something to tell Maggie, to explain that she was still excited to meet with her and yet unable to talk.

Thinking quickly, Lorelei typed: By the way, I woke up with a sore throat and can’t talk much. I hope that’s okay? I feel fine. I’m not sick. Just can’t really use my voice.

Then she waited in agony, dawdling there at her desk and wondering how Maggie might respond. Eventually, her phone hummed with a new notification. She read the text from Maggie: Oh no! I’m sorry to hear that, love. We don’t have to talk much. I just like being around you.

Lorelei felt a pang of guilt. After all, Maggie was so thoughtful and compassionate. Lorelei knew that Maggie would understand her conviction, as unstable and ludicrous as it may have sounded. Regardless, she didn’t want to test Maggie’s comfort. Just in case.

Lorelei went about the rest of her day, answering emails and looking over spreadsheets. Occasionally, she felt an itch running the length of her thigh—an unbearable, excruciating itch that seemed to tell her that she was wearing too much skin.



*   *   *


Lorelei sat across from Maggie at the small kitchen table in Maggie’s studio apartment. It had been a relatively pleasant evening—appetizers from the dumpling restaurant they often enjoyed ordering from, and a main course delivered from a sushi bar that Maggie and her friends frequented. Lorelei often glanced up from eating, observing Maggie and her stillness, her calmness. Lorelei marveled at how Maggie could be so perfect, so decidedly wonderful and understanding when it came to Lorelei’s issues. Still, there was something in the air that told Lorelei that Maggie was eager—perhaps almost fervent—to say something, to reveal some unspoken truth. Eventually, their eyes met, and Lorelei shrank instantly, a little embarrassed for staring.

“How’s the sushi?” Maggie asked her and then paused, as if suddenly remembering that Lorelei could not speak.

“Sorry,” she said, lowering her eyes and fiddling with her chopsticks like some nervous childish habit. “I forgot.”

There were things that Lorelei desperately wanted to tell Maggie—all the appreciation, the gratitude she felt for Maggie’s unwavering support and kindness over the past eleven months that they’d been dating. Those things were often unspoken, and Lorelei sometimes worried that Maggie might not realize how she appreciated her. Still, the threat remained from the cut in Lorelei’s thigh—the opening of exposed dark tissue threatening to spread open further and further. Lorelei knew in her mind that it made little sense, but she was utterly convinced that every word she spoke would unravel her more and more, until she was completely flayed. She couldn’t bear the thought of such agony. She had already come to the awful realization that she might need to remain silent for the rest of her life if she wanted to survive, if she wanted to keep herself in one piece.

Lorelei glanced at Maggie again and noticed that this time Maggie was staring at her.

“You know, I’m glad we’ve been so quiet tonight,” Maggie told her. “It’s given me more time to think about you and us.”

The thought of Maggie being left unattended with thoughts about their relationship frightened Lorelei and made her pale. She didn’t enjoy the prospect of where this conversation was heading, and found herself flinching involuntarily, as if she were being stung by a hive of invisible bees.

“Have you ever heard of the art of Kintsugi?” Maggie asked Lorelei. “You don’t have to answer. Just shake your head ‘yes’ or ‘no.’”

Lorelei thought for a moment and then shook her head “no.”

“It’s the process of repairing ceramics with a special kind of lacquer. You fill the lacquer in the places where the object has been broken and you’re left with a gold seam where the cracks once were,” Maggie explained.

Lorelei shifted in her chair. Perhaps she had once heard of this art form, but she couldn’t be entirely sure. Her heart was already beating too fast, her mind clouding with the dim haze of all sorts of venomous thoughts. In her self-imposed silence, Lorelei couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was approaching.

“I saw a program about it today and it made me think of you,” Maggie told her and then seemed to immediately recognize Lorelei’s bewilderment. “In a good way. I promise. You see, the shattered bowl or the broken teacup becomes something truly beautiful, decorated with little golden lines. I wish I could do that for you, my love.”

Lorelei tilted her head at Maggie, not fully comprehending what she was saying.

“I’m doing this all wrong. I’m not really good at this, I suppose,” Maggie said, plucking her napkin from her lap and setting it on the table. “I know you struggle, and I know your mind turns on you sometimes, plays tricks on you. You’ve said yourself that you feel broken. Like your mind has been shattered and you’re constantly picking up the pieces. Sometimes I wish I could glue them together for you.”

Lorelei sat in silence. She was grateful for Maggie’s encouragement and love. Despite this, she detested the pandering reminder of how she often felt broken, how she felt as though she would never truly love someone because of her strange convictions, the overall fragility of her mental health.

Then Maggie did something that surprised Lorelei. Maggie told hold of Lorelei’s hands and rubbed her fingers, each one. Lorelei wondered if Maggie could feel the little heartbeat thumping in every finger as Maggie squeezed each of them tight. Maggie looked at her with such longing, such sudden desperation that it shocked Lorelei and caused her to shrink away a little.

Finally, the words came pouring from Maggie. Three little words pushed their way into the tiny room, circling the area and settling over them like a mist: “I love you.”

Lorelei sat in silence, allowing Maggie’s confession to settle inside her and writhe there. She wondered what she could possibly do. She felt a sudden panic, an imaginary clock ticking away each moment that Lorelei wasn’t responding, wasn’t throwing herself across the table and into Maggie’s arms to tell her that she, too, loved her, and loved her in a way that totally defined her very soul. None of that happened. Instead, Lorelei sat across from Maggie, the wraith of Maggie’s words lingering in the air like a forgotten spirit and eventually dissipating like smoke from a distant fire.

“I love you, Lorelei,” Maggie said once more, eyeing her, no doubt hopeful that Lorelei might say something, might make a similar confession.

But when Lorelei opened her mouth to speak, no sound came out. Of course, speech was feasible. But the black tar of fear polluting her insides made it completely impossible. Lorelei could do nothing but sit there across from Maggie, mouth agape and eyes searching her for absolution or forgiveness for not saying anything. It was then that Lorelei noticed the joy in Maggie’s eyes beginning to dim, a candle forever snuffed out and little wisps of grey smoke lingering in its place.

Before another moment of hesitation, Lorelei leaped up from the kitchen table and flew away from Maggie and out of the apartment without grabbing her coat. She thought of turning around, stealing a moment to glance back at poor Maggie and see the bewildered, hurt expression making its home across her face. But Lorelei didn’t. She couldn’t bear the thought of looking at Maggie right now and recognizing the pain she had delivered upon her. As she ran, hastening down the stairwell and out into the street, Lorelei realized that she wasn’t exactly sure where she was headed. But she knew it was far away from any place where people might try to speak to her, any place where she might be loved and offered affection for the privilege of her company.



*   *   *


After aimlessly wandering around the small park just outside her condominium—going over all the things she could have said to poor Maggie, and gazing at the moon reflecting on the pond’s glassy surface—Lorelei made her way up the front porch steps and into her home. Everything was quiet and still. The small house she had lived in for the past several years suddenly felt so foreign to her, as if she were a kind of nocturnal trespasser. As she drifted by the empty coat rack, she realized she had left her jacket at Maggie’s apartment. She cursed her forgetfulness; she would now have to eventually return and somehow beg Maggie to open the door. But, of course, there was more to discuss than the matter of her missing coat. There was everything Lorelei had wanted to say but couldn’t for fear of finally coming apart. After all, Lorelei was still completely convinced that by uttering a single syllable, she would seal her fate and ensure her demise.

Lorelei chuckled at herself, suddenly curious why she was so afraid of death. She glanced at the mantle near the entryway and regarded the blurry photograph of her father standing outside the funeral home he owned. Death had always been presented to her as something natural and inevitable when she was younger. But why was she so frightened of the prospect now? Perhaps because she was afraid of being without her beloved Maggie—the fear of loneliness in the afterlife. If there even was such a thing, that is.

Lorelei’s attention drifted to the other photographs arranged on the mantle beside the framed picture of her now deceased father. She regarded each photograph and began to count how many pictures she had framed of Maggie. She counted: one, two, three, four. Could it be? she thought to herself. Lorelei didn’t recall framing so many photographs of Maggie over the past few months; however, it was unmistakable now that she had amassed a small collection of her longest relationship—a private gallery devoted to the art form known as their love, their passion for one another, their sympathy and tenderness.

Lorelei had a shocking revelation—she had completely lost herself in Maggie. She relied on her too heavily. She suddenly knew this to be true. It was evident in the way Lorelei often looked to Maggie for approval for small, insignificant things, or the way in which Lorelei couldn’t perform certain tasks without Maggie being present or, at the very least, aware that these certain tasks were occurring.

Yes, of course, Lorelei loved and cared deeply for sweet Maggie. But at what point was she going to realize that she could not rely solely on another person for the sake of her own mental health? At what point was she going to realize that Maggie’s approval or condemnation did not matter, and instead, Lorelei’s convictions and beliefs held the true weight? Even if those beliefs were misguided or incorrect, Lorelei knew that she had to trust her instincts and honor herself. If she didn’t, then there was no point to anything. She might as well be a sheet of cellophane, or an empty canvas littered with broken paintbrushes. There was no type of art that others could create for her that she couldn’t conjure of her own accord.

Lorelei knew in her heart what she needed to do. The thought frightened her. She knew what must be done. Not necessarily to rid herself of her affliction. She didn’t even consider the thoughts that possessed her to be a kind of ailment. In fact, she detested Maggie’s pandering and how she had compared her mind to shattered china. Regardless, she knew that she had to do something for the sake of herself, her integrity, her honor.

Stripping naked, Lorelei peeled off the bandage on her left thigh and noticed the slit wink at her—its blood-scabbed lips curling slightly almost as if it were excited, delighted by the prospect of what she was about to do. She moved toward the large floor-length mirror at the end of the hallway and gazed at the glass. She watched her reflection for a moment, noticing how she stood there with such determination, such resolve, such grit which she had never witnessed in herself before. Liking what she was seeing, and slowly becoming less and less guarded, Lorelei’s lips parted and eventually the three words came out in a whisper:

“I love you.”

She glanced down and noticed the slit stretch further, fanning open wider to expose the bone and sinew beneath. But she didn’t care. She had never said it to herself before, and she was determined to say it over and over again until her body possessed each single syllable of every word.

“I love you,” she told her reflection again.

The slit parted further, curtains of her flesh peeling back in an obscene display of pageantry. It was then that Lorelei felt herself starting to tear down the middle, a dull ache heating in her groin as the wound unseamed itself there and then zigzagged its way up her stomach and toward her throat. Lorelei felt more of herself coming undone, the two broken halves of her body splitting further and further apart like a wishbone.

Before indulging in the agony and allowing another moment of hesitation, Lorelei said it once more: “I love you.”

Snapping apart like kindling, a dark red flood opened from some secret river sourced deep inside her body and poured out with all the fury, all the vengeance of a fire hose. Lorelei found her spirit—brittle, thin, and shaking—lost on a livid current of her blood, floating away and eventually being poured into some endless cosmic basin. She wondered what would become of her and how she might put the parts of herself that she could find back together. Perhaps once she might have yearned for Maggie’s gentle guidance, her tenderness, her care. But not anymore. Lorelei knew that she was more than capable of gluing the bits of her broken self into place, every little crack forever filled with her blood.



*   *   *

All is quiet around Rupert. End House is so eerily still and calm. He feels unsettled, wondering why he doesn’t immediately feel better after listening to his mother’s voice. It felt as though some stranger had just told him a story. Not his mother. Not the woman who bore him, who had often inspired him to create, to tell his own stories. For once, after listening to his mother’s voice, Rupert feels distressed. He isn’t sure why he feels this way. He’s listened to her stories (that one in particular) time and time again. But for some inexplicable reason, this time had felt different. His mother’s voice had sounded distorted, warped—

almost unrecognizable.

He takes the black tape player from where he had placed it on the nightstand and shoves it inside the drawer, closing and locking it shut. Then he settles back into bed and lies there, his eyes fixed on the ceiling fan above him while it tirelessly spins and spins.

He wonders if there’s a way for people to change even after they’ve perished—if somehow the memory of them can be altered and reformed by frail, unsuspecting minds. Rupert has always assumed that the sweet, beloved memory of his mother would remain fixed there eternally. Or at least until he died and met her in whatever afterlife exists. Even though Rupert finds it upsetting to admit, he recognizes the horrible truth—the memory he holds of his mother is changing, softly and slowly over time. Perhaps the most painful and heartbreaking realization he’s made yet—there’s nothing he can do to prevent the incurable transformation from occurring. He wonders how long it will be before his mother’s memory dims to a vague silhouette, a livid effigy of her former self as see-through as cellophane, as tattered and threadbare as a hundred-year-old quilt.

While he lies in bed, he holds onto the memory he’s nurtured of his mother for the past ten years. He speculates if the time he’s spent here at End House has diminished her image to him—steadily and surely, the same way an ocean current smooths the edges of a broken glass bottle. Parts of her aren’t as clearly rendered in his mind as they once were. It frightens him to admit it, but there will likely come a day when there’s an empty space in his mind when he thinks of his mother—a widening void fixed there and devouring everything that’s thrown into it like some sort of black hole.

The thought unsettles him. To surrender to such a horrid outcome—there cannot be anything worse than that. He stirs in bed, wondering how he could possibly redeem himself, how he could possibly carve the memory of his mother into the sinew, the very muscle of his thoughts so that he’s never without her. If there’s a way to do it, Rupert knows he’ll find it. Still, he’s worried about what it might cost him.

*   *   *

Rupert peers into Gladys’s bedroom, knowing that she’s not there, that she might never return. There’s a peculiar kind of peace that comes with the admission that Gladys might never come back and Rupert, in turn, might be forced to care for the abandoned baby he recovered from the woods. He eases the door open and the hinges creak and groan, a deafening sigh filling the entirety of the large room. His eyes search the place on Gladys’s bed where he imagines she might have abandoned Scythe, might have left him before finally exiting End House and savoring the sweet release of the freedom of the outside world. But he finds the bed to be completely empty. No sign of the infant anywhere in sight.

He tiptoes further into the room, scanning every nook and cranny of the suite. He feels a desperation, a kind of urgency heating his innards. What if something has become of the child? What would he do? Where could he go? There’s certainly nothing he could do if the child was unwell. The poor thing would have to exist in agony, in utter torment until the illness passed. After all, he wouldn’t dare send for emergency services and call attention to End House, especially after all the lifeless bodies now littering the property—the evidence of their transgressions. They would see all the horror, the dreadful misfortune that has occurred here.

Just then, Rupert notices a small blanket-wrapped bundle lying on the floor on the opposite side of Gladys’s bed, beneath the plywood-covered window streaked with images and bits of iconography that Gladys had probably painted there late at night. He moves closer to the small shape abandoned there on the floor, thankful he has found what he’s been searching for. But that hopefulness, that fleeting sense of cheerfulness is short-lived once he realizes that the small bundle is lying perfectly still. Usually, Scythe would release little mewling noises like a disoriented kitten. He’d wriggle gently, even while he was dozing. But there’s no movement from the petite infant—no sound, no quivers, nothing. He swallows nervously, fearful of drawing too close, frightened of seeing something he might never be able to forget, no matter how much he attempts to scrub the imprint of the unpleasant memory from his mind.

He leans down and peels back the corners of the blanket to reveal the child’s face, and finds himself staring at the baby’s hideous death mask—the child’s eyes bulging somewhat, staring fixed at the ceiling, mouth uncrumpled and torn slightly, and thin lips crusted with what looks like lichen or frost.

Rupert recoils immediately at the vulgar, obscene sight—the grotesque visage of that sweet, innocent child, the very thing he had attempted to save now completely lost to him, forever snuffed out from the cruelty of the world. Perhaps he had once thought he might feel a sense of peace, of acceptance in knowing that the child had perished, that he was no longer assigned the role of serving as its caretaker; however, instead, there’s this intensely warm pressure building deep inside him, gnawing and shrieking at him that he’s vile, loathsome for neglecting the child so purposefully. Rupert swallows, realizing he could have done more to protect Scythe, to care for him.

After covering the baby’s face with the blanket, he ladles the infant’s corpse into his arms and makes his way out of Gladys’s bedroom and down the corridor, until he arrives at an empty room without much furniture except for a small mattress arranged in the center of the space and dressed in pink sheets. While he carries Scythe’s body in his arms, Rupert cannot help but notice how light, how impossibly frail and flimsy the child feels. All fragile things in this world are so easy to break, he thinks. There’s not much pleasure in breaking them.

He spreads Scythe’s little body out across the mattress. The blankets covering the child’s face uncurl slightly and reveal that unsavory-looking death mask once more. Rupert doubles over, wondering if he might vomit, if he might become too sick to his stomach to even carry on. Mercifully, he doesn’t.

For a moment, he gazes at the rigid, tiny body of Scythe lying there in the center of the bed. He thinks of the only other thing he had been tasked to care for in his lifetime—that small bird with the human face, the thing he had kept in a shoebox beneath his bed, the grotesque, loathsome creature that had dissolved to a mere stain not long after he had first arrived at End House. He closes his eyes, wondering why he’s remained so incapable of caring for other more vulnerable, precious living things. Besides, he’s ten years older now. He’s supposed to be thoughtful and caring. But so much of him feels stunted, as though he hasn’t been able to develop, to grow properly. The only problem is that now others are paying the price for his inability to care, his incapacity to nurture. Scythe died because of his negligence, his self-absorption. He could rationalize it any way he saw fit; however, the truth of the matter is that Rupert is poison to all those around him. He curls inward, sensing an intense feeling of loneliness spreading throughout his body. He worries that Gladys has forever abandoned him. Why shouldn’t she? He’s a cancer to all those around him. Yes, perhaps the very same cancer that robbed him of his sweet, lovely mother. Things would be so much different if his mother were still alive. In a way, he’s glad she didn’t live long enough to witness the cruelty he’d practice, the inhumanity he’d adopt for the sake of his own pathetic survival, his own measly existence.

His mind eventually turns to all the things he could have done to save the baby, to care for the child more earnestly. But for Rupert, it feels almost inevitable that something like this would happen. He invents excuse after excuse as to why the child perished. After all, End House feels like a furnace that continues to collect special little offerings, to consume all those who are unfortunate enough to enter. Perhaps this rotted, vile place requires a certain kind of toughness from its inhabitants, he thinks. Yes, perhaps the residents of End House must adapt, must transform into something more resilient, more malleable, or else they wither away. Rupert feels like he’s been touched by the same cancerous blight rooted here in this hellish prison. In the still of night, he wonders if he’s the same kind of incinerator—a devout consumer, a parasite, a lowly feeder…

*   *   *

While Cormac stands there at the front entrance of the manor, Rupert looks at him from the upstairs balcony and thinks how every person’s heart is a rotted, haunted place. Certain fantasies often possess the heart with such rapture, such fondness; however, it seems inevitable that these feelings change over time and we’re abandoned with the mere stains of particular memories, the ghostly remnants of what we once desired and held dear. That’s not to say that Rupert’s interest in Cormac is dissipating; however, he finds himself perturbed when he sees Gladys wrapping her arm around the man’s shoulder and guiding him into the foyer. Besides, Cormac is not necessarily a specimen of manhood, a paragon of masculinity. He seems like the sort of meek, mild, unassuming middle-aged male you’d find browsing the periodicals at the local library. It seems so strange for Gladys to care about a man like Cormac—a nervous, fidgety basket case with hardly any noticeably redeeming qualities for her to enjoy, for her to manipulate and use.

Rupert loathes watching her manhandle Cormac. There’s also something nightmarish, utterly dreamlike about the sight of her entirely naked, exposed and standing beside this fully clothed man. She and he resemble some kind of absurd painting that Rupert would prefer to forget. There’s no greater pain than watching him visibly settle into her guidance the way so many younger men find themselves nurtured, cared for, and eventually preyed on by older, more powerful women. To Rupert, Gladys seems like the type that would collect younger, more virile men. He cannot quite imagine why she had settled for her husband, but she must have been delighted when he was eventually killed. Now she’s free to stalk men of all ages—to capture them in her carefully spun web of silk, her impressive hideaway place that no one in the town of Burnt Sparrow ever seems to check. He thinks it’s unusual how the number of guests arriving at End House has dwindled considerably over the years since they were first cursed, but he cannot be bothered with such inquiries now.

Rupert wonders if Cormac will remember him from when they met earlier the same evening. Why shouldn’t he? Even though Rupert thinks of himself as completely and utterly forgettable, he figures he must be memorable on a basic human level. Even to a man as bewildering and strange as Cormac.

Gladys seems to notice Rupert loitering awkwardly at the top of the stairs as soon as she sets foot in the entryway with Cormac at her side. She slams the door shut and makes her way toward the stairwell.

“There you are,” she calls up the stairs to Rupert. “I brought company… Come down and say hello.”

Rupert obeys, coming down the stairwell and eventually arriving in front of Gladys and Cormac. His cheeks heat red when he notices how intensely Cormac is staring at him, trying to gauge whether or not he actually recognizes him. Finally, Cormac’s face appears to soften, and he looks as though he does indeed know him.

“This is Cormac,” Gladys tells Rupert. “Another babe lost in the woods…”

Cormac offers his hand. “Nice to meet you,” he says to him.

Rupert, at first startled by Cormac’s eagerness to play dumb, surrenders to the charade and shakes the man’s hand firmly.

“Cormac’s going to stay here for the remainder of the night,” Gladys explains. “He works in town as a Preserver… He’ll leave later today…”

Rupert nods. But then a thought pummels its way into his mind. What if Gladys has become possessed with the idea of murdering Cormac, sacrificing him for the sake of her nightly freedom? He cannot allow that to happen. He wishes he never brought Foxtrot back to End House for her to kill. He worries that she’s grown fond of such an unquenchable bloodlust—a penchant for slaughtering poor, unsuspecting souls for the mere reward of temporary freedom.

“Can I speak to you alone?” he asks her.

Gladys sighs deeply, rolling her eyes. Together, they drift into the nearby parlor room and close the door behind them until Cormac is out of earshot.

“You’re upset?” she asks him.

“What exactly do you plan to do with him?” he says.

Gladys laughs. “As if you don’t already know…”

“You’re going to kill him?”

Gladys titters a little, amused. “I thought he’d be a worthwhile sacrifice.”

“You’re so fond of the carnage now?”

Gladys crosses her arms, obviously incensed. “It’s not carnage. It’s my pathway toward freedom…”

“And he’s a doorway for you—?” Rupert asks her. “Haven’t you had your fill of spilling blood?”

He wonders if Gladys might say something, but she doesn’t. Instead, she merely stands there with her arms crossed, a distant and faraway look ebbing into the milky pearl-white of her eyes.

“The child is dead,” he tells her.

For a moment, he notices Gladys’s face soften.

“The baby?” she says, suddenly a little breathless.

“Yes,” Rupert replies. “He’s dead… Because of our negligence… Our monstrousness…”

Gladys shakes her head. “Speak for yourself…”

“You just brought the child’s father into our home,” Rupert tells her.

“That man I found in the woods is the father?” she asks.

“Yes. Do you have any idea what he’d do to us if he found out that the poor thing died because of our carelessness?”

“He won’t find out… Not unless you tell him,” Gladys says, eyeing him with an obvious look of distrust. “Is that what you’re going to do?”

“Don’t hurt him,” Rupert begs her. “Please. Promise me you won’t.”

“Why do you care so much?” she asks.

Rupert turns away, guarding himself from her as best he can. “We’re allowed to keep secrets from one another,” he whispers.

Gladys smiles. “Is that so—?”

Before uttering another word, Gladys pulls the door handle and passes into the hall. Cormac is still there and waiting for her.

“Come,” she says to Cormac. “You must be tired…”

Rupert watches while Gladys wraps her arm around Cormac’s shoulder and then ferries him up the stairwell until they disappear from sight. For a moment, Rupert thinks of chasing after them—of snatching Cormac away from Gladys and throwing him out of End House in a desperate attempt to save him, to spare him such a painful and unforgiving fate. But he does no such thing. Instead, he stands there with his hands shoved into his pockets and thinking about how he might be destined to eternally collect spirits, little apparitions of the people he cares for. Perhaps Rupert is meant to remain haunted, his diseased heart forever filled with the right kind of soil to grow the seeds of despair, hatred, and all the other pernicious things that eventually disintegrate a person from the inside out.

*   *   *

It’s later in the morning when Rupert wakes, hearing the sound of someone knocking on his bedroom door. He pulls the covers up to shield himself and then calls out to whoever’s on the other side of the door.

“Come in,” he says.

The door eases open slowly, and Cormac is revealed there at the entrance. He’s dressed only in a white shirt stained with ketchup and a pair of old, tattered shorts that Gladys probably offered him from her deceased husband’s wardrobe.

“Oh,” Rupert says, realizing and feeling himself pale a little. “Is something wrong—?”

“No,” Cormac replies, closing the door behind him. “She’s still sleeping…”

Rupert watches as Cormac tiptoes further and further into his bedroom, his eyes scanning the walls and seeming to look for something he can’t quite locate.

“What are you looking for?” Rupert finally asks him.

Cormac shakes his head. “I didn’t picture your room would be like this.”

Rupert swallows nervously, embarrassed at the mess he’s made here over the past ten years. “It doesn’t feel like my room sometimes… Feels like a temporary place. A spot just for right now…”

Cormac sits on the corner of Rupert’s bed, settling there.

“How do you know her?” he asks him. “Gladys…”

Rupert clears the catch in his throat, trying to think of something that might sound remotely believable. He certainly cannot tell Cormac the truth.

“My parents sent me to live here when I was little,” he explains. “They were family friends…”

Cormac continues to glance around the room. “Seems like a pretty interesting place to live…”

“If you don’t mind being lonely,” Rupert says.

It suddenly feels like all the air has been vacuumed out of the room with such an unpleasant, rotted confession. That’s exactly how Rupert feels. That said, it’s one thing to think something horrible; it’s an entirely different matter to give voice to it. Still, Cormac doesn’t seem to mind. He goes on to ask Rupert more questions about the house and when it was first built. Rupert doesn’t have all the answers, so, instead, he just pretends to be an expert. Even though he’s lying through his teeth, Cormac doesn’t seem to notice, and seems to enjoy simply sitting there at the edge of his bed and listening to him speak.

“There’s something I’ve been dreading telling you,” Rupert finally says.

Cormac looks visibly frightened with those impossibly wide pupils, that horribly ragged breathing. He’s perfectly still, perhaps worried that any sudden movement might surprise Rupert, might cause him to become irrational or violent.

“Yes?” he says gently.

“Those letters you sent,” Rupert tells him.

It’s then that Cormac’s face flushes with terror, a look of unequivocal horror as though he’s been caught, as though he’s been captured and there’s no hope nor escape from Rupert’s judgment.

“The letters,” Cormac says, appearing as though his mind has gone blank, as though he’s incapable of uttering anything else, of making any other confession.

“They were delivered to me,” Rupert explains, moving over to the small desk in the corner of the room and retrieving the stack of envelopes he has collected over the past several weeks. “I read all of them…”

Rupert spreads the pages across the bed in front of Cormac and suddenly the poor man cannot seem to do anything else but stare unblinkingly at the small mountain of documents, the confessions he’s made, the atrocities he’s conjured for the humiliating sake of his own fulfillment.

Cormac’s eyes seem to shimmer, sparkling wet, on the verge of tears—a valve beginning to unfasten somewhere deep inside him, a place not even he seems to know about until now, at this very moment.

“You know what I’ve done?” Cormac says, his voice brittle and quivering slightly. “The horrible thing I’ve done?”

Rupert bites his lower lip and then sighs. “Sometimes it’s easier to do something horrible than to do something decent and good…”

Cormac buries his face in his hands and begins to sob. “I keep looking for him,” he says. “I keep searching for him, to undo the awfulness I’ve done…”

Rupert wonders if he should let Cormac feel the agony, the true pain of what he’s done—to savor the man’s discomfort the same way he relished in Pierce’s demise, in Foxtrot’s too. But Rupert feels a sense of pity for Cormac. He’s nothing like how he had expected him to be from the letters. Instead, he’s gentler, less assertive, more reserved. Rupert admires that in a man to an extent.

He places a hand on Cormac’s shoulder. “There’s something I want to show you,” he tells him.

Cormac looks at him, bewildered, and goes on looking at him with the same expression of incomprehension while Rupert leads him to another room of the manor—a curtained-off entryway, a large door looming in front of them. Rupert pulls down on the handle and then guides Cormac into the suite with a small, single mattress arranged in the center of the room. He flicks on the light switch and it’s then that Cormac seems to notice a small blanket-wrapped bundle lying in the center of the bed dressed in stained pink sheets.

“What is this?” Cormac asks, slowly drawing closer and closer to the small shape lying on the mattress. “What have you—?” But the poor man’s voice trails off, breaking apart as soon as he recognizes the sweet, innocent face staring back at him. His delight, his astonishment is momentary once he makes the horrible realization that the small child is not moving—its little eyes are fixed permanently, gazing upward at the ceiling with a look of such shock, such amazement and horror.

“Scythe,” he whispers gently, kneeling beside the child’s body. He reaches out to touch the infant, but Rupert pulls his hand away almost immediately.

“He’s cold,” Rupert explains, his eyes flashing a look of regret. “He was cold when I first found him…”

Cormac draws in a labored breath, burying his face into the edge of the mattress. “I left him there,” he says gently, a pang of shame, of utter embarrassment and disgrace tapering his voice until it finally splits apart. “I should never have left him there…”

Then, in a movement that surprises Rupert, Cormac turns slightly and gazes at Rupert with a look of fury, of pure, unadulterated hatred.

“You were the one that took him?” he asks. “I watched you… It was you that I saw in the woods that night…”

Rupert swallows, sensing his throat sealing tight before he can issue the words to speak:

“I saved him,” he says. “I thought I was doing the right thing…”

Cormac turns away, unsatisfied. He crumples beside the bed, his hands careful to avoid disturbing Scythe’s little corpse as though he is fearful of waking him, of upsetting the boy’s peaceful permanent slumber.

Rupert notices how Cormac appears to tighten, fiercely holding onto his stomach as though feeling some sort of intense pressure or pain inside his lower abdomen.

“We tried to care for him as best we could,” Rupert explains. “There was only so much we could do… He would hardly eat… I’m afraid he was out there in the woods for too long…”

Cormac goes on sobbing, releasing these deeply intense guttural groans that shock and also numb Rupert completely. It’s the same sort of sobbing he once heard from his own father while he was being marched to the riverbank, to the place where the elders had unmercifully tortured and executed him. Once Cormac’s cries begin to dim, Rupert notices how the man pulls himself away from Scythe’s little corpse splayed out on the bed. He watches in silence while Cormac rises to his feet and moves away from the mattress.

“Where are you going?” Rupert asks.

“I’m a monster,” Cormac tells him, doubling over and clutching his stomach in pain. “I don’t deserve to live… I should’ve never joined that society, that horrible group… Sometimes it feels like they planted these thoughts within me. I wonder if they did… They kept pressuring me each time I submitted a letter. Asking me to reveal more confessions. More filthy, shameful secrets…”

Rupert is quiet, perfectly still. He thinks about what Cormac has said—the embedding of certain ideas, the inspiration of such brutality, such loss and sorrow. Although he knows that Cormac is enduring the most intense pain imaginable right now for any parent, Rupert wonders if that pain will make the man malleable, more obviously flexible to specific whims, certain ideas. Cormac now resembles something quite simple to sculpt, easy to fashion to his own preferences. Whether it’s the way his brow seems to furrow downward or the way his lips move with muted promises of vengeance, Rupert cannot be certain. Regardless, he knows this might very well be the only moment when he’s able to get exactly what he wants out of the man.

“I’ll bet you’d like to get back at the others in that group,” he tells him. “I’ll bet there are things you wish you could do to them to make them pay… For planting these hideous ideas deep inside your mind…”

“What’s the point?” Cormac says, shaking and then lowering his head. “Scythe is dead… There’s no point to anything anymore…”

Just as Cormac is about to move out of the room and down the narrow corridor, Rupert grabs hold of him and keeps him pinned there in the doorway.

“That’s not true,” he tells him. “There are people in town who are responsible for this… You might have acted out these fantasies, but there are people in Burnt Sparrow who are guilty of sewing these—disgusting—ideas into the fabric of your mind…”

“Who?” Cormac asks.

“The Perdido Society, to start… They sought you out, didn’t they?”

Cormac nods silently.

“Is there a courier you know from the organization?” Rupert asks, his breathing heavy, forced.

Cormac nods again.

“What’s his name?” Rupert asks.

“Lysander,” Cormac replies. “He never told me his last name…”

“You never met a man called Pierce?”

Cormac shakes his head. “I was told there were many couriers in the organization, a network of people responsible for sending and then delivering…”

“And your courier was named Lysander?” Rupert asks, just to confirm.

Cormac nods.

Rupert smiles. “Can you find a way to bring him here? To End House?”

Cormac gazes at Rupert, his mouth hanging open and waiting for an explanation. “Why would I want to do that?” he asks.

“To make him pay,” Rupert tells him. “He’s probably the first of many in Burnt Sparrow who are preying on the fragile minds of poor, innocent people like yourself…”

“Maybe these horrible thoughts were inside my mind long before I ever found out about The Perdido Society… I’m not sure.” Cormac sighs, shaking his head once more. “It won’t bring back my baby boy…”

Rupert trembles, worrying he’s losing Cormac’s interest, the man’s belief in the possibility of vengeance in the name of his dead child. “It might not… But it could make you feel better…”

“How could you know that?” Cormac asks, glaring at him.

Rupert grabs hold of Cormac’s hand and squeezes him tight. “Let me show you,” he says.









GLADYS ESHERWOOD

[image: image] Feeling unmoored and lost even in her own home, Gladys wanders the corridors of End House in search of something. She’s not quite sure what she’s looking for, but she figures she’ll know exactly what it is once she comes upon it. Perhaps she’s looking for a sign from Cormac that it’s time—that he’s a willing and eager sacrifice, waiting to be rendered gruesome thanks to her desire to free herself from the curse that has trapped her.

But can I actually go through with it? she wonders.

Why shouldn’t I?

She had easily dispatched Foxtrot in a matter of seconds, bathing in the nocturnal surf of his essence—his very life force, the tide of his spirit. She had enjoyed it. She had relished in his destruction, his downfall thanks to her cunning, her viciousness. But still, there’s something about Cormac. There’s something so remarkably unique about him. She cannot quite understand it. Perhaps it’s because she knows that Rupert is already so taken with him.

Gladys wonders how she could possibly do something to harm Cormac. In many ways, since last night, he’s become more human to her. She realizes that perhaps it was a mistake to bring him here to End House. There’s a reason that predators in the wild take down their prey with such skill and precision. Gladys should have killed him when she had the chance. She knows this. But now, how could she possibly murder him? Besides, it won’t be long before folks from town realize that something peculiar is going on at End House, and come looking for the young men who have already disappeared—Pierce and Foxtrot. It’s amusing to think how she and Rupert were trapped in solitude for years and nobody came searching for them. They were completely forgotten, abandoned by those who dwelled in the little town of Burnt Sparrow.

It seems especially unlikely to be forgotten when so many of the town folk seem determined to remember their trauma. There has always been something so uniquely strange about Burnt Sparrow. It is a town that many people outside of New Hampshire have never heard of. Even after the massacre on Christmas Day all those years ago, so many residents from neighboring communities moved on from the matter and turned their backs on those who remained to suffer here in the town of Burnt Sparrow.

Trauma doesn’t always bring people together. It sometimes pushes them further apart.

One might assume that suffering through the same horrible event would cause people to band together and love more fiercely, more powerfully. That doesn’t always happen. Instead, some retreat into themselves with no intention of ever fully returning. Others are fearful and act out of terror or distress. Gladys knows that human suffering makes equals out of all of us. Still, there’s a secret language shared among survivors that not all feel comfortable actually speaking.

Gladys sometimes wonders if that’s why she and Rupert have remained so distant from one another after all these years, even after they’ve ravaged one another’s bodies and indulged in their most primordial and obscene passions. The two of them never seemed destined to be the best of companions. However, it seems so unlikely that they would remain so distant, so unfeeling for one another after so long. Surely, things would have softened by now, trust should have been formed. But instead, the two of them remain so cold and calloused. Gladys feels unsettled at the thought of her uneven trajectory with Rupert—their constant ups and downs, their tumultuous ebbing and flowing. Perhaps once, things might have been easy, simple for the two of them. But that was before so much of this needless horror had occurred.

Inquisitive eyes from the various paintings of End House predecessors glare down upon Gladys while she traipses along the shadowy corridor to her bedroom door. She should feel comforted, knowing that others are watching her the same way immortal beings are said to gaze down upon their beloved relatives remaining on earth. But she’s filled with no such consolation. Instead, she feels sick to her stomach, like a large wound in her gut might finally rupture and spill out the slippery ropes of her intestines. Clutching herself, she ambles back into her room and locks the door. She doesn’t want to see Cormac right now. She wouldn’t let him into her bed even if he begged her, even if he pleaded with her and swore that he was in love with her. Gladys knows not to be fooled by such confessions.

There’s no such thing as love in this world. The corpse of that sweet, precious boy named Scythe proves that.









RUPERT CROMWELL

[image: image] It’s later the following night when Rupert and Gladys are startled by a loud knock at the front door of End House.

For the past several hours, Rupert has been busying himself with a large portrait he’s in the process of creating on one of the wooden planks covering the windows beside the front door. Gladys hovered near him for quite some time like a nervous stage mother, questioning him why he would commit such unpleasantness, such deceit to his makeshift canvas. Unfortunately, Rupert hadn’t prepared any reason, any motivation that would make sense to her. The truth was that he desperately wanted to remember Scythe as he was prior to his demise. Even worse, Rupert had realized that he was capable of manipulating the narrative, twisting the facts so that scholars, historians, anyone unfortunate enough to arrive here at End House and catalog the depravity on full display would know that he had not failed in his care of the small infant. Instead, he was a gentle steward, a perfect and loving caregiver for the sweet, precious boy. Gladys had shaken her head in disapproval at the sight of the portrait on the plywood: the saccharine image of Rupert bathed in a golden halo of light, carrying the small child out of the dark woods. Rupert had painted himself to resemble some sort of virgin martyr or handsome saint—heaven’s light eternally fixed upon him in the mural. In his peripheral vision, he had taken note of Gladys’s dissatisfaction—the way she had shaken her head and scowled horribly at the sight of the poor babe lying, smiling in his arms. It probably didn’t seem right to her that the child was commemorated to canvas as living, breathing, existing.

“You should’ve painted his burnt little corpse instead,” she had snarled at him.

Gladys had said this while peering inside the parlor’s fireplace and wincing, immediately seeming to notice how the dead child’s naked body appeared to be so much blacker—thin petals of flesh scorched, shining practically and dissolved away—than when she had last checked. Rupert had observed her staring without comment. After all, he still couldn’t quite bring himself to look at the little child’s corpse while it continued to burn and smolder there, its little charred black mouth permanently twisted open in an impish grin of what resembled both pure delight and excruciating torture. It had been Gladys’s idea to dispose of the infant’s remains in the fireplace—to burn the child’s body until nothing but bones and ash were left. The stench had been nearly unbearable, the foul odor of that poor child’s burning corpse wafting throughout the downstairs parlor and then filling the entire house with the noxious scent of burnt flesh. Cormac had already told them in no uncertain terms that he did not want to hold Scythe, did not want to be burdened with the unpleasant task of burying the child. It was too painful a reminder of what he had done. In a queer sort of way, Rupert had understood his reasoning.

But now that knock at the door startles them both, and distracts Gladys from the large mural of Rupert and his determination to rewrite history, to alter the truth of what had actually happened. Peering through the plywood-covered windows securing both sides of the main entryway, Rupert sees Cormac loitering there on the front steps, flanked by an unfamiliar-looking companion. The middle-aged man is shorter than Cormac and more neatly coiffed, far more pleasant in his appearance. He mills about on the front steps, adjusting his glasses on the rim of his nose and glancing around the area with all the attentiveness of a young child who’s just been summoned to the principal’s office. Rupert squints at him with a horrible idea—a gruesome prospect to be fulfilled, all the possibilities now squirming about in his mind and yelping at him like more precious canines about to be slaughtered.

“Who’s this?” Gladys asks Rupert, recoiling from the doorway.

“A new beginning for us,” he tells her. “I thought it might be best to surprise you…”

“Surprise me with what?” she asks, squinting at him with a very familiar-looking unsureness. The same kind of uncertainty that seems to have stalked Rupert all his life. Even though he knows he should be accustomed to it by now, he’s not.

“I found a way for us to leave this place regularly,” he tells her. “He’ll bring us our offerings… There are many couriers to pick from, apparently…”

Gladys shakes her head in disbelief. “He agreed to do this even after what happened to his poor child?”

“I’ve given him reason to think that this is a far better outcome,” Rupert informs her. “This is a way for him to atone—to seek vengeance on all those who planted these horrible ideas in his mind…”

“Who is this person with him?” Gladys asks, leaning closer to the window and peering through one of the slender cracks in the plywood.

“He probably knew your husband, I imagine,” Rupert says. “He’s… one of them… The Perdido Society, I mean… You don’t care for them, do you?”

Gladys swallows. “Never have,” she tells him.

“You know, I once came across a diary in the cellar that belonged to your husband,” Rupert says. “It contained a few entries about a—relationship—he had started with his older brother.”

Gladys closes her eyes, as if pained. “Yes,” she says. “I know that diary… I’ve read those entries… My husband founded The Perdido Society to confess things like that.”

“He was monstrous,” Rupert reminds her, somewhat surprised that maybe she has forgotten over the course of the past ten years. Is it somehow possible that she has misplaced all the memories of how he abused her, how he mistreated her? Yes, perhaps time does indeed soften all unpleasantness. Despite this, certain cruelties linger no matter how much a wound heals.

“Yes,” she sighs heavily. “If anyone is deserving of being cut off from God’s grace, it’s that man… Vile creature…”

“There are others like him in the town of Burnt Sparrow,” Rupert says, leaning closer to her. “Many others…”

“You think so—?”

“You’re so certain it’s not true?” Rupert laughs. “This town is full of monsters. We’d be doing the community a service by tracking them down and removing them… We’d be doing everyone a favor…”

Gladys falls silent for a moment. Perhaps she’s considering Rupert’s plan. Perhaps she’s coming up with ways to distract him from his bloodlust. Rupert isn’t entirely certain.

She closes her eyes for a moment and looks as though she’s lost somewhere deep in her thoughts. Rupert would give anything to split her head open, to watch in silence while all the filth, all the sludge stirring there in the drain fixed deep inside her mind comes spilling, tumbling out. After what feels like an eternity, she glances at Rupert with a look of finality, a look that seems to tell him: It’s time.

“Let them in,” she whispers to Rupert.

He’s more than delighted to oblige. After all, he has been rehearsing for this moment quietly, steadily over the last few weeks. Each and every unpleasantness seemed to call him finally to this place, this moment at this precise time. He unfastens the locks and drags the front door open, until both Cormac and the middle-aged man greet him and fill the entirety of the frame. They both appear to recoil at the sight of Rupert and Gladys standing there, waiting for the two of them.

“Cormac,” he says, sighing and greeting him immediately.

“I hope we’re not calling too late,” Cormac says, removing his hat and shifting there in the doorframe. “You had mentioned that you wanted to meet with me and Lysander…”

“Yes, of course,” Rupert says, glancing at the middle-aged man with a cheerful, pleasant look he has rehearsed in private. He notices how Lysander’s eyes seem to narrow, the man’s bushy eyebrows raising, as he glances at the strangeness of the plywood-covered windows, the moth-eaten drapes, the stained marble floor with—Is it? It must be—dried blood. “This is him?”

Lysander holds out his hand for Rupert to shake. “Very pleased to meet you,” he says, perhaps a little too uncertain for Rupert’s liking. “I understand you’re a devoted patron of our group…”

“Yes,” Rupert tells him, straightening and hoping to charm the poor man out of his suspicions, the same way he seems fully capable of enchanting the doubt from all those who question him now. “I was hoping we might be able to discuss the possibility of shifting my role slightly with the group… From receiver to sender. Only if possible, of course…”

Gladys clears her throat.

“Excuse me,” Rupert says, noticing the poor woman’s discomfort. “This is Gladys Esherwood… Have you met?”

Lysander offers Gladys his hand and he seems to blush immediately at the sight of her. “No. I think I’d remember that,” he says, stammering a little with an annoying kind of preoccupied expression.

This is going to be easy, Rupert thinks. To an extent, he laments the necessity for slaughtering this unsuspecting individual. However, there’s no other way to savor momentary freedom from this place. The curse the faceless family bestowed upon him all those years ago wasn’t isolation as he had once thought, but rather monstrousness. They turned him from a meek, unassuming child into a vile, loathsome adult—just as monstrous and as perverted as they were. Rupert shivers when he realizes this and just how inevitable everything seems. He could resist, could fight the circumstances. But what would be the point? He’s already crossed certain thresholds…

Rupert then notices how Lysander’s nose appears to crinkle somewhat and his expression sours, probably at the vile scent of Scythe’s burnt little corpse filtering throughout the house.

“What’s that smell?” Lysander asks Rupert and Gladys, covering his mouth slightly.

Rupert notices how Cormac suddenly glances at him, his imitation of joy slipping and now replaced with a dread-filled look of understanding, of knowing exactly what that horrible stench could be coming from the parlor.

Gladys swallows, obviously unsure what to do at first, but soon takes command of the situation with a polite, cheerful greeting to ease some of the initial discomfort.

“Welcome to End House, sir,” she says to Lysander, pulling him further inside. “Why don’t you both come this way? We can discuss everything in the library…”

Moving to one side of the entryway, Rupert observes in silence while Gladys guides both gentlemen into their home. It still feels strange to refer to End House as a “home,” and yet Rupert can’t quite seem to think of what else to call it. Over the years, he’s come to the wretched realization that this is likely the place where he’ll eventually perish. However, if there’s any opportunity to savor freedom—however fleeting, however limited—he’ll be more than glad to take it.

“You gentlemen get comfortable,” Gladys tells Cormac and Lysander, gesturing for them to move deeper into the library. “We’ll be right in…”

Both gentlemen swerve into the room before Gladys draws the door shut, entombing them inside for the time being. She turns to Rupert, who is already brandishing a small bread knife he has snatched from the kitchen. He swallows and then grits his teeth a little, preparing exactly how to use the knife, how he plans to go about the unfortunate and equally inevitable business at hand. That’s the problem with brutality, he thinks. Once you begin, it’s surprisingly difficult to stop.

“Ready?” he prompts her, perhaps a little hopeful that she might talk him out of it, that she might shake some sense into him and remind him of the innocence he’d be destroying for the sake of his own taste of freedom.

But none of that occurs.

Instead, Gladys reaches for the bread knife, about to swipe it from Rupert’s grasp. He pulls away from her and shakes his head.

“No. I want to do it this time,” he tells her. “It’s my turn…”

Gladys nods, appearing to realize that they’ll need to share the responsibilities of the sacrifices that Cormac transports to their doorstep, almost like a feline who has been hunting mice and then delivers the little corpses to its owner. Together, they open the door to the library and step inside, where both men are waiting for them. Lysander doesn’t seem to notice the bread knife Rupert is now holding, probably too caught up in the possibilities of more pleasantries to be exchanged, more formalities to be considered. The poor man doesn’t even seem to register at first when Rupert swings the edge of the blade across his throat with one rapid flick, one powerful thrust. It isn’t until Cormac begins to shriek horribly at the obscene, nightmarish sight of Lysander crumpling to his knees, blood gushing from the thin slit unraveling like a ribbon further and further across his neck, that Rupert slows a little and, for a moment, grieves the perfect life he could have known, the pleasantness he could have enjoyed if things had simply turned out differently.

Instead, all this senseless brutality.

Instead, all this vile gruesomeness.

He cringes, suddenly thinking of Mr. Esherwood while he stabs Lysander again, and just how proud that sadist, that bloodthirsty predator would be of the monster he’s become…









MISTER JAKES

[image: image] The red weed that’s been planted at the very heart of Burnt Sparrow creeps further and further, until all in town have been polluted, blighted in some way or another. It’s a long, slimy cord the length of a football field, and resembles a giant animal’s intestine.

Mister Jakes celebrates the poison he’s planted here, the darkness he’s sewed onto the shadow of every resident in town—the faint taste of metal and rust that he’s added to every poor, unsuspecting soul’s breath. When they breathe, their every inhalation and exhalation is for him. At any moment he could take everything away from them, could rob them of their pitiful misery, their exquisite suffering. But he’d sooner end his own life than pluck the rot from their frail, little bodies. He’s enjoying himself far too much. He’s enraptured in their agony, tethering himself permanently to their pain, their torment. He’s amazed at how little he’s done and how much misfortune he’s caused. It’s only natural for delicate, brittle things to become broken. Burnt Sparrow was such a thing, indeed—a fragile, flimsy artifact that needed to be pushed off the edge of the table so that it could finally shatter.

Mister Jakes is only too honored to be the hand that breaks apart the small town of Burnt Sparrow. It’s a village that no one will remember. Historians and scholars will not come to this place in search of the truth or in the pursuit of vague, formless answers. No. Instead, this quiet, little town will shrink further and further into oblivion—until the earth swallows it whole like some kind of celestial vacuum. The world takes pleasure in devouring small, feeble things that cannot fight back or retaliate. Burnt Sparrow is that kind of place—an easy mark, a simple thing to be snuffed out for all eternity. Soon the green hills will overcome the patchwork ruins of this pathetic little hamlet—a dark shroud of earth stretching its veined, gossamer hand over the remnants until they are no more.

Mister Jakes smirks, musing about the harm he’s done, the terror he’s invited to this place. It won’t be long now until Burnt Sparrow is a cancerous blot—an unsightly blemish repossessed by nature; a polluted ruin reclaimed by a bloodsucking ghoul of a planet.

He lights a cigarette and watches the streetlamps start to turn on as darkness settles over the main drag in town. Very soon these weather-battered corpses littering the roadway will be blanketed by a whisper of wilderness—nature’s jade-colored cape suffocating all this unpleasantness and, if it’s even remotely possible, sewing small perennials in its wake. Mister Jakes shakes his head. He will see to it that flowers never grow here ever again. One day, this place will be barren, empty, and he’ll be left to mindlessly idle here in the wreckage just as the God he serves had always intended.

End Of Book II
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