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Chloe stops midway down the long dark hallway, listening.

Midway. The beginning is behind her but catching up. The end is still a long way ahead, but not as far as it was. Both truths—past and future—creep toward the center, to her, where she waits, asking her questions. The answers are buried equally in that long-ago beginning and yet-to-be-known ending. She is what ties the two together. If she blinks or misses some relevant detail, the corridor will dissolve and she’ll be forever adrift in a limbo of ignorance and oblivion—a vacuous place where none of the previous pain mattered; where it will prove to have been misery for misery’s sake.

She can’t let that happen. She has to know why. There has to be atonement, and atonement can only come with understanding. Knowing is the only thing that matters.

Midway down the hall, in shadowed pause, breath held, the only sound the imagined whisper of blood sluicing through her arteries. That, and the person or monster or whatever it is behind her.

A glance over her shoulder. Still there, humming a tune with no discernible melody. Every few seconds it taps the hardwood floor in rapid little bursts. She feels as though she should know what the tapping means, as though it is some veiled message or Morse code. Whatever or whoever is back there stops when she stops, moves when she moves, breathes when she breathes—the only constant the brittle tapping.

The doorknob of the door on her left makes a small click, as if someone has laid a hand on it from the inside, preparing to turn the knob and yank open the door if she gets too close.

Not that room, she thinks. Not yet.

Chloe shuffles slowly down the hall, some unknown source of weak silvery light allowing her to see only a foot or two in front of her.

Behind her a deliberate inhale, a sliding of creaking limbs and raking of nails across the floor. And that lilting tune she almost recognizes as the melody takes on shape.

The next door on the right, closed like all the rest. She places her ear against the door, listens, tuning out the humming and tapping behind her. She rests a hand on the knob. Cold. Like ice. From within, a muffled cry of pain. Or maybe pleasure. Or both.

She pulls her hand away.

Not this one, either.

She chances another glance over her shoulder. Still there. Its form only slightly darker than shadow, swaying slightly in time to the tune. Somehow, though she feels she’s been walking and being followed for hours, the figure remains down at the far end of the hallway. But she knows it is following her, moving in time with her own halting steps, waiting for…

Waiting for what?

For a door to be opened. For the right door to be opened.

Squinting at the figure, she can almost make out a face; a gauzy, faintly flickering paleness in the center of the shifting shadow.

She turns, continuing forward. Another door, this one on her left, a faint sound of creaking bedsprings from within. She places her hand on the knob. The creaking stops, then one sharp creak and a shuffle of footsteps as someone approaches the door.

Is this the one?

A quick look behind her. The shadow. Crouching, swaying. Tapping clickety-clack.

Hand still on the knob, she strains to see more than the pale oval that might or might not be a face. “Who are you?” she whispers and immediately hears the question from the other side of the door, someone inside with their lips against the wood.

She jerks back from the door.

The voice. It is Chloe’s voice…and it isn’t.

And suddenly she knows: I’m dreaming. But this knowledge—if knowledge it is—brings no comfort.

She draws near again to the door, soundlessly, the shape down at the end of the hall suddenly motionless except for a single repetitive click-click-click on the floor, as if marking time.

She reaches for the knob, grips it. It begins to turn in her fist. She removes her hand and steps back. From beyond the door a soft giggle, echoed from the thing down the hall, as well as…from her own throat. She slaps a hand over her mouth and the giggle is immediately muffled.

From down the hall, once again in bright bursts of sound: clickety-clack, clickety-clack.

Chloe turns forward again, facing into the darkness.

Sometime later, impossible to tell how long in the dark unending hallway, she comes to a door that cracks open an inch as she reaches it.

From within, a voice sing-songing at the edge of laughter: “Dance for me, little girl.”

This is not the giggling voice, not the voice that is and is not her own. This is his voice.

She frowns in the darkness. His voice. The thought scares her—nearly terrifies her—yet she has no idea who he is.

No, that’s not true. It’s not that I don’t know who he is, it’s that I don’t know which he. That’s one of the things I have to figure out: Which he, which room…which me?

She shakes her head, suddenly dizzy.

I can’t be dizzy. People don’t get dizzy in dreams. The dizziness is just in my head.

She giggles, hears the echo from behind her and immediately stifles the sound by chomping down hard on her lower lip.

From the open door, the second word drawn out, rising and falling as though the speaker is calling Yoo-hoooo: “Little miss?”

Yes, his voice. Their voice. I can hear both of them, overlapping each other with every word, like two people speaking at once.

Dreaming. I’m dreaming.

She begins to back away, then stops when the dual voice says, “Come in. We want to show you something. This is the room you’re looking for.”

A small bark of laughter. Then: “They are all the rooms you’re looking for.”

Behind her doors begin to open, one by one, knobs turning, hinges creaking.

And the crouched thing…it has finally caught up with her, she can smell it now.

This is the past, or at least part of the past.

The smell of unwashed sex, the rancid odor of menstrual waste—a young girl’s soiled panties stuffed between the mattresses after her first period because she doesn’t know what has happened to her. Drawing near, this young soiled thing with the pale face and tapping fingers. The tune suddenly clear, a tune she knows. A tune she has always known.

The final door opens behind her even as the one before her swings wide and the voices begin to whisper in unison.

A child’s hand finds her fingers and grips them. The familiar sour reek—no smell in dreams, not possible—rises in intensity along with the humming.

And the unified whispers, from the door before her and every door behind. All with one simple question: “Who are you?”
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The child snaps awake at a dead run, lurching into consciousness out of a vast shadowy emptiness. From a pitch-black void into glaring illumination, she is thrust into a cacophonous now, running away from or toward something unknown.

She has no knowledge of what came before, only that she is here and she is running…and she is terrified. As her mind awakens it becomes clear that she has been running blind and deaf, sounds and sights and smells blossoming around her in flashing bursts of sensory information: the stinging slap of bare feet on slick pavement as her legs piston beneath ruffled skirts; a confusion of muted artificial light, tortured screams, and river-rot stench.

The world coalesces around her, odors sharpening, shapes defining. She begins to understand that while most of the attack on her senses is from outside herself, the screams are in her head, and they are many; she does not know if the screams are her own and does not care.

This is a kind of panicked birth. Dragged forth out of an unconscious nowhere into a foreign world, unprepared and unequipped to cope with the assault, the pure glut of information.

Inarticulate at first, the screams in her mind gradually clarify, taking on shape and horrible anguished meaning; although it is somehow a silent meaning, communicating more on an atavistic level than an intellectual one. As she runs, the agonized voices in her head continue to rage, their cries mutating into sentences, but in a language beyond her ability to understand. Probing, questioning, hissing and demanding with fury or fear or both:

“A’er b’ khalaloukh!”

“Mun ihtau shmokh?”

“Khahba!”

“Layko ozel at?”

“Jinda!”

“Daryana mila brishakh!”

Guttural ranting, each unintelligible cry overlapping the next. Meaningless or not, the ancient pain in those cries she knows, can almost taste, and this primal knowledge adds to her own terror.

The child squeezes her eyes shut, spraying tears of fear and frustration. Teeth grinding, she lowers her head and pounds her feet against the pavement, sprinting—away from the unseen, away from the awful shrieks—and collides full-speed into a pile of musty, foul-smelling clothes.

“Whoa, tiny thing, watch where you’re goin’.”

Rough hands grab her shoulders; rough, but not intending harm—she knows this, although she doesn’t know how she knows it.

She opens her eyes, slowly, a newborn squinting against fierce reality. Everything in shades of grayish black: the man’s clothes and lips and eyes, the oil-glistening pavement, the distorted metal buildings with gaping toothless doors and windows, the tilted lampposts and traffic signals sluggishly blinking their bilious light through a swirling gray fog.

The man kneels before her to be at her level, a smile on his cracked lips but not his eyes—those eyes flick left and right, never fully settling on her face, and maybe those eyes intend something his hands do not. But his gravelly voice is kind.

“What’cha runnin from?”

Her own voice, feeling rusty and unfamiliar, surprises her with its strength: “They’re after me. I have to hide.” This, too, is new information—she is running for a reason, though she has no idea who they are.

The man frowns and stands to his full height. She comes to just past his knees. I’m little, she thinks, and files this information away.

“Well, tiny thing, I don’t know who they are or why they’re after you, but ain’t nobody knows the back streets of The Village like old Mr. Junker.” He releases her shoulders and wraps her small hand in his grimy fingers. “Come on.”

She hesitates, unsure whether to follow or stay put. She awoke terrified, some inner intelligence instructing her to run even before her mind had a say in the matter. She knows—or thinks she knows—someone is after her, but she still doesn’t know who they are or in what form they might be. The voices are still with her, not as overpowering but still there, babbling incoherently.

And, perhaps the most insistent problem of all, bubbling up out of her subconscious and bearing its own cargo of dread:

Who are you?

From the hissing murmur in her mind one voice seems to press through the others, grating on her inner ear: “Mun ihtau shmokh?”

The man’s hand lightly grips her fingers. He frowns down at her; the weak light from the streetlamps is insufficient to tell if he is angry that she isn’t moving, or maybe just confused.

And why shouldn’t she follow? She opens her mouth to speak before there are any words to utter, and then her tongue is forming the syllables and she is aware of them only as she hears them break forth into existence in front of her lips:

“Are you going to hurt me?”

“Oh, hey now.” He crouches before her again, his smile stretching cracked and thin over stained teeth. “You got nothing to worry about with old Junker—that’s my name by the way. Mr. Junker. At least it’s what people call me.”

“That’s a funny name,” she says, not realizing it was funny until her words told her so. “Why are you called that?”

“Well…” His smile slips. For a moment he looks almost scared. “I…I guess I don’t really know why they call me that, it’s just the name I’ve always had.”

His eyes go blank, then he jerks slightly as if awakening from an unexpected doze. “Funny thing. Damned strange. For a minute there…I don’t know…Did you just…? No, silly, of course not…”

He releases her fingers and she holds her hands tightly to her chest, watching him, unsure if she should turn and run while he is confused and rambling. Something in his manner suggests he is sharing her experience of mental lethargy, of seeming to become aware of the next conscious thought a split second after the thought has already presented itself in words.

He looks at his empty hand, seems surprised to find it empty, and holds it forth, open and inviting. “I only mean you well. My place is just a few alleys away. I just wanna help you, sweetie.”

“Why do you want to help me?” Again, the words come into her understanding only as they are voiced, her mouth and tongue apparently activated by unseen forces, delivering her lines independent of her will. She doesn’t remember wanting to know why he is helping; it almost seems to her as though the question was uttered purely to give him something to respond to.

I’m improvising, she thinks, and then: No, someone is improvising for me. But who…and what does…

“Mr. Junker, what does improvising mean?”

He blinks several times. “What…?

Her mind quickens with understanding and she answers her own question with an example as she says, “I asked why you want to help me.”

His gray tongue scrapes across his lips, moistening nothing. His open hand begins to shake, from holding it out so long, or from confusion, or maybe some other unknown malady.

He clears his throat. “Well…what kind of question is that, silly? Because you need it. You say someone is chasing you and I want to get you safe before they find you.”

That makes sense, she thinks. And then, from somewhere slightly outside her own consciousness: It makes too much sense. His being here right when I need him; his being kindly and protective and having a nearby place to go.

She shakes her head as if to dislodge the other voice.

But was it another voice, or was it mine?

Who are you?

Then she tunes back into the ranting voices, the howling cries, still there, still in torment—

“Daryana mila brishakh!”

—and she remembers the sudden blossom of knowledge that she is being pursued. She looks around at the buildings, the darkened inhospitable geography of this new place. And finally nods. “Okay.”

Mr. Junker smiles. “Atta girl. Now we’ll go kinda slow, but we don’t wanna dawdle. Let’s get you to my safe place where nobody can get at you.”

Then they are moving, not quite running, each random alleyway a gritty copy of the one before. Grimy windows flit past, some with distorted, runny faces pressed tight to watch her pass by—faces she thinks she recognizes, or maybe that recognize her—and other windows empty of eyes, thin membranes between her and the gibbering laughter and screams and menace behind them: from beyond this window the crack of a hard slap and the resultant cry of pain; from behind another a shout—“Khahba!”—and the bright sound of breaking glass; from still another the sharp pop of a weapon being fired followed by a spray of dark droplets against the pane. None of the ashen light issuing from the windows does anything to illuminate their progress.

As they continue she sneaks glances over her shoulder, away from the windows and back toward whatever may be coming up fast, slinking in shadow along the soiled bricks, waiting for the opportune moment to snatch her from behind.

Nothing follows—nothing she can see—and she breathes a little easier, willing the internal voices into silence even as her understanding of their language sharpens and the razor edge of her fear begins to dull.

Into deepening night and darker gloom they press on through an endless loop of backstreets.

But no matter how many doorways they duck through, no matter how empty the alleyways behind, she feels invisible eyes tracking their progress.
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In the House of Broken Corridors

By Chloe Sender







 
  

Part One
He waits just outside my door.

In the long hallway that never ends. In the broken, smelly corridor that leads only to this room.

I come to this room on squeaky wheels. Sometimes on my own feet. Around corners and corners and more corners, until it feels like I’m going in circles.

Down intersecting dead ends and back again.

Sometimes I get lost, but I always find my room.

Or my room finds me. It wants me to be here.

Again and again. The long, twisting hallway always leads to this room.

My room.

He’s always here.

Sometimes I am here first.

Sometimes he is waiting.

But he always comes.

There are other rooms. I’ve seen them.

I’ve looked inside them, through the smeared windows.

I’ve seen the faces.

Faces of people who don’t know their own names. Maybe don’t even know they are supposed to have a name.

They watch me walk by, roll by, rush by, float by.

Something in them knows they’re different because they are inside and I am not.

It’s in their eyes. The confusion. The envy. The sparkle-glimmer that they might be someone too.

And all because they see me as I go by.

Sometimes on my own feet.

Sometimes by my own power and sometimes not.

Sometimes I wave to them, easy-breezy tra-la-la, my arms swinging free those times when they’re not strapped to my body in a dirty white coat.

Their mouths drool, moving with questions or maybe secret songs.

Maybe prayers.

Maybe not real words at all. It doesn’t matter.

Everything you need to know is right there in their eyes, shining through the dirty wire-glass. Even if they can’t say the words, they only have one question. They only want one answer. An answer that will help their broken minds understand why they are locked within and I am not.

Why I am free like Big Bird walking down Sesame Street; why I am free to come and go as I please.

One simple answer, to one simple question: Who are you?

And maybe a second question:

Can you tell me how to get to Sesame Street?

But that’s in the other rooms. The ones with windows. The ones with faces.

My room doesn’t have a window. My room is special.

I’m not like them, because I choose to be here. With my Dolly.

Not the first time. No Dolly back then. Just me.

Someone made me be here then.

But that’s when I found out.

That’s why I came back.

Maybe you’d come back too, if you knew what I knew.

Ha, I’m a poet and don’t know it.

Outside. In the hall.

He paces in front of my door, dragging his fingernails against the painted metal.

Scraping and then tapping.

Tap-tap-tap.

He’s restless. Humming a tune with a familiar melody. A melody that made me smile the first time I heard it.

Tap-tap-tap.

I pull the covers tight to my chin, tight to Dolly’s shiny chin.

I watch the thin line of light under the door.

The shadow moves from left to right, right to left. Then a pause in the middle as he stands before the door.

I hear him breathing.

Humming.

Tap-tap-tapping.

I wonder if the others—in the other rooms—are watching him. I wonder if they dare ask him the same question, or if they already know the answer: Who are you?

I wonder if he will visit them. And if he does…

Will they understand?

No. I don’t think so.

They won’t understand.

Can’t.

And he won’t visit them. Not like he visits me.

Tap-tap-tap.

I hold my breath, watching the doorknob, watching the shadow, waiting for either to move.

Hold.

Listening.

Watching.

Not breathing. Like Dolly doesn’t breathe.

My head pounds from not breathing. Fog from under the bed wraps around me. A throbbing fog, pulsing in time with the throbbing in my head, with my heart, dark spots pounding in my eyes.

Can you tell me how to get to Sesame Street?

The under-door shadow drifts toward the left.

Exhale.

I have to remind myself to take the next breath. Sometimes that happens. The breath leaks out, and out, and out. I become still.

It feels good. Like awake sleeping.

The room gets fuzzy with more fog and that’s when I remember to breathe in. It only takes a few ins and outs to get it going again on its own.

I’m sure it happens that way with lots of people.

Probably you do it too.

Do you like it?

Who are you?

Left to right, right to left, goes the shadow.

Tap-tap-tap go the fingers.

Hum-dum-dee-dum-dum-doo-dum-dee-doo goes his voice.

I can get out of this bed and open the door if I want. He can open it too.

It’s not locked.

It’s never locked.

Unless he’s inside.

But he wants me to open it.

I wonder if I want that, if I want him to come in again, to come all the way in and…

I know I will invite him again. It’s why I’m here.

I also know he’s not really out there and that I am not really in this bed.

The corridor is empty.

He’s not there.

I’m not here.

Dolly’s not here.

I’m somewhere else, awake-dreaming, not thinking these thoughts, not remembering.

Pretending I’m not here and never was here.

But I think I want to be here.

It would be easy enough to make myself be here again.

I just have to be brave enough to do the thing that makes me go back.

It hurts, this thing.

It makes me dizzy and tummy-whoopsy sick.

But it’s the only way.

The only way to get back to this room, back to Sesame Street.

Watching the shadow that isn’t there, I pull Dolly closer, pressing her cool porcelain face against my cheek.

I whisper, “What do I do?”

She doesn’t answer.

Tap-tap-tap.

She almost never answers.
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Chloe jerked awake, heart hammering, a scream clogging her throat. The sheets were sweat-drenched, twisted into tight knots in her fists. All around her lay an oppressive darkness and a silence disturbed only by her harsh breathing. She lay still for several minutes, a heavy sorrow pressing down on her. Waiting for her body to come back to her, for the dream to fade…

But what dream? Had she been dreaming? She released her grip on the sheets, reached for the nightstand lamp without looking and flipped the switch, simultaneously creating a host of shadows and sending them into the corners where they belonged.

No, it wasn’t a dream, it was a voice, like someone shouting in a giggling whisper up against her ear.

Which means it had to be a dream, because there’s no one else here. She frowned and shook her head. And people don’t shout in whispers.

She drew in a deep shuddery breath, felt a sudden sting of tears at the corners of her eyes.

And why do I feel like I might burst into tears any second?

An overwhelming sadness had followed her out of the dream, wrapping itself tightly around her chest and filling her throat. This sadness seemed to be comprised of equal parts fear and loss and…shame. But there was no memory or detail from the dream that could explain that feeling. It was just there, suffocating and total.

She closed her eyes against the inexplicable mix of emotions, held her breath, listening, desperate to prove to herself that there truly was no one else in the apartment. And to dispel that mournful feeling of near hopelessness.

Her pulse slow-thudded in her ears, a liquid thrum, but nothing else stirred.

A glance at the cobalt-blue numbers on the digital clock showed 1:27 a.m. She sat up, looked to her left at the expanse of empty bed—Dray was working late again—and threw back the covers.

Another held breath, listening, sensing. The loft lay quiet around her, a thousand square feet of rent-controlled silence. But…was it too quiet? Or was she being paranoid?

No, I am not being paranoid. It may just be sleep-fuzz, but this is more than normal middle of the night stillness. And this fucking melancholy feeling isn’t helping things. I feel like I have cotton stuffed in my ears, like I’m experiencing everything from another room.

…I feel like I’ve been locked out, locked in, listening for something that’s out there…something that is not here yet but that I know is coming and will shamble to the other side of the door at any—

Her breath caught, she stifled a gasp. She felt as though she had stumbled backward into a nightmare, or a memory, but someone else’s memory—like reliving some dark moment that did not belong to her.

Did I just nod off? Locked out? Locked in? Listening for what? I was listening to how quiet it was…and then I was listening for…what?

She shook her head again, realizing how little sense she was making, even to herself.

Even to myself? Of course it was just to myself, there’s no one else here. And there is no other room, just the bathroom—everything else is connected, all the same room.

Against her will her eyes moved to the bathroom door, the only other door in the loft that did not lead into the elevator vestibule outside. The door was pulled almost to, a vertical two-inch slice of darkness revealing nothing of what might be waiting inside.

“Shit,” she whispered, smacking herself lightly on the cheek. “Come on, wake up, girl.”

She deliberately looked away from the bathroom, brought a hand to her ear, snapped her fingers and heard it clearly, not muffled, not nightmare-muted or distorted. She breathed deep, decided maybe she was being a little paranoid and that her disquiet was simply a product of an overactive writer’s imagination combined with the nightmare dregs sticking to her, refusing to be sloughed off.

I need to wake all the way up, that’s all.

She stood and stretched to get some blood flowing. Nothing stirred or scuttled away as she moved.

She made herself look slowly around the loft, a long defiant stare at the bathroom door before allowing her gaze to move on, taking in the familiarity that was not a haunted landscape with crouching horrors waiting to catch her off-guard.

Dray’s canvases littered the eastern third of the loft, most of them nudes or semi-nudes of Chloe, all of these showing her hair straightened and reaching to the middle of her back, sometimes blond, sometimes beet-red or her natural carrot-orange. The slovenly condition of Dray’s workspace comforted her. Dray’s art seemed almost exclusively dedicated to creating tenderly erotic images of Chloe.

A distant despair tugged at her gut. I don’t want to lose you, baby. I can’t lose you.

Her breath caught again. Where did that come from? There was absolutely no reason to believe their relationship was in danger. Then why…?

The fucking dream.

She forced the feeling of loss down, actually swallowing with intent to cement the image of making it go away. Her eyes were still locked on Dray’s nudes of her, those adoration-and passion-soaked images of Chloe posing for her love.

None of the canvases showed her as she was now—hair jet-black and cropped spikey-short—because she’d made the change today, watching with panicky exhilaration as ten-inch-long sections of hair dropped onto the floor of the salon. She couldn’t say for sure why she’d made the drastic change, only that it felt right, a kind of purification akin to Spring cleaning. There was actually a brief moment where she had considered shaving her head completely. Sanity had returned just in time. The boyish crop felt right, different enough to make her feel new.

She’d returned home from the salon and done the color herself, accomplishing the deed naked to keep from ruining her clothes. After finishing, hands stained a deep blue-black, she’d stood before the full-length mirror, strangely excited by the pale, impish creature staring back at her.

Reliving the day’s normality calmed her nerves further so she allowed more to surface. Watching her new self in the mirror that afternoon—and imagining Dray’s response—she’d taken the opportunity to wax; by the time she was done the youthful black nest on her head was the only hair she had left.

Dray would like the new look and would pretend to be torn between the desire to paint her or make love to her. Chloe knew it would be both, just not the order. And it didn’t matter—both activities were sensual, and both were done with slow passion, each a form of foreplay for the other.

Emotion made Chloe’s breath come short, turned her view of the paintings into blurred blobs of color as tears threatened.

No. No. Nothing can touch us, baby. She blinked back the tears, turned away from those romanticized images of herself.

In contrast to Dray’s sprawling artistic expression, Chloe’s desk took up a tidy twenty-four square feet of the loft’s west corner. She padded barefoot across the maple floors to the open laptop. The screen was a dust magnet and she made it a rule to always close it when she was done. I must’ve really been tired, she thought and snapped it closed, the click of the latch louder than it should have been in the stillness, the sharp snap causing her to flinch.

At least my ears aren’t clogged anymore.

The feeling still lingered that she remained partially in the land of nightmare—sounds now a little too pronounced in the dead air instead of muted, light and shadows oddly inverted, her consciousness slightly outside herself, witnessing rather than experiencing.

She wandered through the loft, touching things to prove they could be felt, that they would not simply dissolve under her touch. She stopped before the floor-to-ceiling windows, the backlighting from the nightstand lamp showing only her half-naked reflection: silk boy-shorts and nothing else.

Yes, that’s what I had on when I went to bed, no surprises there.

As she gazed at her reflection she allowed her focus to shift, giving her peripheral vision a chance to catch any stealthy motion behind her. Nothing moved. The nightmare sense retreated a bit more.

Pressing herself against the tall glass allowed her to see out, four stories down to Grove Street, empty and quiet. New York may be the city that never sleeps but this section of Greenwich Village liked its rest. The deserted street was as it should be, the cars familiar, the shadows just shadows, none strangely elongated or moving while their physical counterparts remained still. Just a quiet street sleeping, unaware of itself or her or whatever had jarred her awake.

She stepped back from the glass, blurring the image of the street and bringing into focus her reflection. She turned, drifted to the kitchenette where everything was exactly where it was supposed to be, flicked the switch for the overhead stove light, and put on a pot of coffee, lifting herself onto the counter to sit while it dripped.

As always, the easy gurgle of coffee dripping into the pot soothed her. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply of the increasingly intense aroma, humming silently to herself.

I love coffee, I love tea. I love the java jive and it loves me.

She smiled, opened her eyes and looked around the loft again, the comfortable familiarity of their few possessions; the simple, understated furniture. Dray’s art to her left, their bed roughly in the middle, her own creative space to the right.

The laptop called to her but she wasn’t ready to dive back into the new book just yet, especially with a few threads of nightmare still clinging to her skin like cobwebs. A little caffeine would clear those last threads and maybe then she’d read over her last few pages and try to get a sense of where the thing was going.

She frowned, realizing that she couldn’t actually bring to memory where she’d left off in the narrative; in truth, she couldn’t remember much about the project at all, only how it made her feel.

That gloomy feeling. That’s where that came from—my story. Something in those words—my words—is making me feel this way. Then why can’t I remember what it is?

She shook her head. That’s just sleep-groggy talking. Get some caffeine in you and then take a peek at your pages and it’ll all come back. If nothing else, it’ll kill time until Dray gets home.

She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d come around to the new book, much less what it was actually about. It wasn’t remotely her kind of story, at least based on the unsettling feeling she had—no doubt her publisher would feel the same—but when your name was Chloe Sender, and you sold as many books as she, you had a little leeway. Her agent had even less a clue what she was working on, but what she didn’t know wouldn’t do her any significant damage. What Chloe knew for certain was that she couldn’t leave this new project alone. It unnerved her; it wouldn’t leave her alone.

And now she was having nightmares.

“But it wasn’t a nightmare,” she said to the empty room, “not really.”

And that much seemed to be true. There’d been no sense of disturbance in her sleep—just that voice brushing against her ears, dragging her up out of sleep into that awful sadness.

Who are you? the voice had insisted, and the voice had seemed to be her own.

 

. . . . .

 

Chloe shook out of a doze when the elevator whined into life and began its clanking ascent. She rubbed her eyes and blinked at the laptop screen. Caffeine-jittery, she’d still managed to fall asleep while writing.

She stood, did a few deep knee bends and wind-milled her arms to get the blood flowing.

“Okay, let’s see what kind of mess we’ve generated here.”

She sat back down, glanced over the last couple paragraphs without really reading them. It was fine. At least it looked okay at the moment, structurally cohesive anyway—tomorrow it might appear differently. The word count showed she’d added a little over a thousand words. The clock in the corner of the screen displayed 2:19 a.m.

A thousand words in under an hour—and I was asleep for part of that.

“Shit,” she whispered, “this story is getting out of hand.”

But she had never really had a grip on the story to begin with; it had grabbed her—possessed her—and wouldn’t let go. She wasn’t sure where the idea came from, or where it was going. She’d never been militant about outlining or needing to know exactly every twist and turn before it happened, and she’d always enjoyed the delicious chill when one of her characters did or said something unexpected.

But this…this was something else. Perhaps most disturbing of all was the undeniable truth that she really could not remember much of what was happening in the story when she was away from it. Just seconds ago she’d looked over what she wrote, decided the structure was good—but the content was not there; she could not bring to mind a single line of type. And yet she felt haunted by it. Her normal habit when starting a day’s writing session was to read over the previous session’s work, get back into the feel of the story and continue from there. She hadn’t been doing that with this book, at least not that she remembered. If pressed, she would have had difficulty even discussing the story or its characters—what they looked like or sounded like. She was only fully in the story when she was writing it, and that seemed to be taking place more and more in a kind of fugue state.

It was exciting on one level—showing up at the computer to see what would happen next, especially when she had little memory of what had gone before—but there was also an underlying sense that something was going on behind the lines, something of which she was completely unaware. Even that shouldn’t be as unnerving as it was, but whatever was going on beneath her words seemed to be a threat to her, which of course was ridiculous. But ridiculous or not it was there, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that every time she powered up the laptop she was like one of those brain-dead horror movie bitches who find it necessary to wander down into the basement in their undies to see what the noise was. Still, she couldn’t keep away from it, and she didn’t feel so much like she was writing the story as it was somehow writing her.

She rubbed her eyes, smiled.

God, Dr. Jon would have a field day with this. Stretch me out on the couch and fire up the yellow legal pad. See, Doc, I’m writing a story that scares the living crap out of me and…what’s it about? No idea, Doc. Not a single fucking clue. You may quote me.

The elevator stopped at her floor, then the rust-screech of the iron grating being thrown back. And a low voice, humming “A Change is Gonna Come,” slow and soft, grittier and more soulful than Sam Cooke’s version.

Chloe saved her work and powered down as a key scraped in the lock. She swiveled around in her chair to face the door, realizing only at that moment that she was still naked except for the boy-short panties. “Oops,” she said, then crossed her legs primly and smiled. With Dray’s schedule it had been awhile since they’d been, as Dray liked to call it, friendly. She thought about whipping off her panties as well, but there was no time.

Dray walked in, closed the door softly, and smiled at Chloe, as if knowing exactly where she would be and that she would be waiting. A long gaze at her sitting there half-naked, a soft moan and a shake of the head.

“Damn, baby.”

Dray bolted the door without looking, still humming, low and raspy. Six-feet tall, the full-length black leather coat as glossy as her shaved head and only slightly darker than her glistening black skin, Dray had a presence that made her something to see on the pole at the Rumpus Room. Men were sometimes too stunned to make the usual Neanderthal grunts and groans—they knew they were seeing something special, someone doing what she loved and was designed to do: perform, captivate, subdue. Those men usually sensed pretty quickly that Dray was not their conquest—she was capital-A Art to be witnessed, admired, and heavily tipped.

And she’s all mine, Chloe thought, willing away the earlier fear that she could somehow lose this one pure and good thing in her life.

Dray slipped out of her coat and tossed it on the counter. She wore torn jeans and a black wife-beater style tank top a couple sizes too small to fully contain her breasts.

Her smile was wide, reaching into large, impossibly green eyes, smoothing the tired lines from her forehead. “Not that I have a problem with walking through the door to find your tits pointing at me, but you’re up late, young lady.”

Chloe closed the laptop and stood, her eyes level with the swell of Dray’s cleavage. She laid her head against Dray’s breast, felt Dray’s long arms wrap her up, inhaled the slightly salty post-dance sweat-tang of her. “I’ve been writing.”

“Ah,” Dray said, and it was all she had to say, because she knew what it meant when Chloe was in the grip of a story.

She leaned down, kissed Chloe softly, her mouth covering her lips. Then she pulled back, folded her arms across her chest and smiled. “Now. Let’s talk about this hair.”
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In the House of Broken Corridors

By Chloe Sender







 
  

Part Two
Sissy’s funny.

She makes me laugh right out loud.

She was here before me. A whole year. Maybe more. Or maybe it was only a couple minutes.

I don’t know. Maybe she wasn’t born at all.

She was here when I came. I was somewhere else and then I was here.

Sissy’s always been here.

She’s not here anymore.

Sometimes I think I hear her out in the hallway, trying to find her room or something I guess.

Sometimes I still talk to her. Sometimes she answers.

Sometimes she doesn’t answer, but I know she’s here.

Even if she’s not here.

That makes me laugh. Sissy makes me laugh.

She’s here and she’s not here, maybe over there, oh where oh where is the girl with red hair?

Ha. I’m a poet and don’t know it.

That’s what Papa says.

Papa makes me laugh, too.

He used to make me laugh.

Not anymore.

Sometimes he laughs now. When he’s all alone and there’s nothing to laugh at.

Poor Papa.

Sissy has red hair like Mama.

She used to have red hair like Mama.

Maybe she still does.

Mama still has red hair. And green eyes.

Sissy used to look like her. A lot.

Then something else happened.

That’s when Sissy stopped looking like Sissy and started looking more like Mama.

Old like Mama. Tired like Mama.

It’s why Papa laughs at nothing now.

Poor Papa.

Poor Sissy.

Poor Dolly. She looks like Sissy too, and sometimes I think it’s Sissy talking to me but it’s really only Dolly.

Sometimes that makes me laugh.

But not always. Sometimes I don’t think it’s funny even a little bit.

Especially when I think it’s Dolly talking but it’s really Sissy.

That doesn’t make me laugh.

But Sissy loves me. She takes care of me.

She tells me to watch out for things that might hurt me. She doesn’t like Dolly.

Didn’t like her.

But all that was a long time ago and doesn’t matter anymore.

Because Papa is laughing again.








 
  




6

 

Dray had been too wound up to call it a night and the sight of Chloe sitting there as perky as a sixteen-year-old cheerleader did nothing to calm her nerves. It was a half hour since she’d walked through the door, and Chloe was still bare-chested. Nothing out of the ordinary about one or another of them walking around half-naked, but when Chloe was feeling feisty she had a way of holding herself that made it impossible to think about anything other than touching her.

Only Dray’s wired fatigue had kept her from throwing Chloe over her shoulder caveman-style and tossing her onto the bed...or the couch, or the kitchen counter or any damn place at all. She’d managed to keep her cool while assuring Chloe that she loved what she’d done to her hair, and no, she did not need to see what she’d done to the rest of her hair right now so keep those panties right where they are, thank you very much.

Chloe—easily one of the most brilliant people Dray had ever known—had stuck her tongue out and called Dray a big poo head. In the cuteness department, this was a little over the top for Chloe. Something was eating at her and she was compensating, whistling past the graveyard in an attempt either to pretend she was okay or to keep Dray from asking her what was wrong.

That was fine. She would talk when she was ready. Dray selfishly hoped she would hold off, at least until tomorrow. All she really wanted tonight was to unwind, have a drink or two, chat with her love, watch the little ticks and eye-glimmers Chloe had when she got animated, and pretend she wasn’t affected by the sight and sound and proximity of this precious bit of heaven.

Wine was poured—Chardonnay for Dray, Zinfandel for Chloe—they’d sliced some white cheddar, and Dray began to unload about her evening. It was a tried and true combination that rarely failed to take her adrenalin from a boil to a simmer.

Giving Chloe the highlights (few) and lowlights (many) of her evenings at the club was a ritual of sorts. Most men were okay, but a good percentage were still pigs, even at the best of times. And those who frequented a strip club in the middle of the week…well, these were generally not very happy people, and unhappy people tended to be miserable shits to both the servers and dancers.

Chloe was a good listener. Her eyes stayed locked on Dray’s as she nibbled and sipped, nodding and mmm—ing and hmmm—ing in all the right places.

“Flo punched a guy.”

Chloe’s mouth opened. “Wait. This isn’t Florent you’re talking about…?”

Dray nodded. Florent Degoode managed the Rumpus Room. He was a gentle although somewhat fastidious man, and if there was a sweeter soul on the planet it was news to Dray.

Chloe’s tongue played along her bottom lip for a moment, then she closed her eyes in concentration. “Nope. Sorry, there is no way I can even begin to picture him punching someone. Not possible.”

Dray could hear the wine in Chloe’s voice. When the alcohol began to hit her there was a huskiness in her voice, a drop in pitch. Her lips got a little loose and they tended to hang just a bit apart, moist and showing a hint of her delicate pink tongue that always seemed to be resting just at the edge of her plump bottom lip.

Chloe’s head tilted. “What?”

Dray tilted her head back at her, mimicking. “Just looking at you.”

“Oh, now you’re looking?”

“I never stopped. Just exercising self-control.”

Chloe sat up straighter, her breasts lifting. “The girls and I would like to hear the rest of this story, if you please. We three do not believe for a moment that delicato Florent could ever strike another person. Explain please.”

Dray shrugged. “Saw it myself. I was actually on stage at the time. This skinny little prick had his, ummm, prick out and he’s pointing it at me and at anyone who cared to look—and trust me, no one did—and Flo walks up behind him, taps him on the shoulder and says, ‘Excuse me, sir?’ At which point the little fucker turned and shot jizz on Flo’s pants. Timing is everything I guess.”

“Oh shit.”

“Shit is right. Flo looks down at his pants, back up at the guy and just sort of blinked at him for a few seconds. I mean, you know how Flo dresses and how much he spends on his clothes, right? Kenners was bouncing the door tonight and he sees what happened and launches his muscles across the room. Coke was tending bar and he sails his little self all ninja over the bar like ‘Hey, gravity, fuck you,’ and he and Kenners are coming at the guy from opposite sides of the room, very fast. I’m watching all this, thinking there’s one hell of a grief sandwich coming together when Flo—boink—pops the midget on the nose. Hard. Now the little squirt is leaking from two orifices and screaming like a little girl, still holding his dick, which had sucked itself back up in his fist like a bashful turtle. And you know what I did?”

Chloe sipped her wine. She lifted the left corner of her mouth into a delicious little almost-smile and said, “Kept right on dancin’.”

“Damn straight.”

“So how’d it end?”

“How it always ends. Authorities came. Flo apologized for inconveniencing them. They said it was all part of the job, both his and theirs, no harm, no foul. Jen was maître d’ tonight and she—”

“Jen is the one with—”

“Yeah, she of the triple D jugs. Makes me look like a ten-year-old boy. She bid New York’s finest a fond adieu by standing half in the exit. Made sure they had to graze a hunk of boob on their way out, don’cha know. Everybody happy as could be.”

“How ‘bout Florent?” Chloe had slumped a little and her eyes were beginning to droop.

“He stayed cool until we shut down and it was just me and him. Then he started to cry.”

Chloe frowned. “Poor thing. Did he hurt his hand?”

Dray upended her glass. “No. He felt bad for hurting the guy. And for losing his cool. You know how he is. Anyway, I hugged him, thanked him for being a little more butch than usual and waited with him until Henri came with a car to pick him up.”

Chloe’s head bobbed forward and then popped up and she looked around, a momentary look of surprise on her face. “Whoa.”

Dray nudged her with a foot. “You ready to call it?”

“Prolly should. Hey…how’s Cok—” she belched softly, shivered at the taste “—scuse me. God, that was nasty.”

“You’re adorable when you’re shit-faced.”

“Yeah, I know. What was I…? Oh. How’s Jesse doing?”

“Young Mr. Cokely is svelte as ever. Any fat on the boy’s body is very well hidden. Still sweet as can be and smarter than any one person has a right to be. Like you. In fact…” She looked at Chloe and nodded. “You know, I never really noticed it before, but the two of you could be brother and sister. He’s your size and overall paleness, same dark hair and eyes, and almost as pretty as you.”

“Ah, but my hair is not naturally dark.”

Dray nudged her playfully again with her foot. “Technicality.”

Chloe swayed to some internal melody. “He’s is cute, isn’t he? Those eyes and lips…”

“Easy there, oh lesbian partner of mine.”

Chloe finished her drink, spilled a little down her chin, set her glass down carefully and came over and sat in Dray’s lap, laying her head in the crook of her neck. She moaned a little as she nuzzled in. “Tell me another story, sweetie.”

“Have I ever told you the one about the exotic dancer who murdered the pretty-boy bartender when he caught the eye of said dancer’s sex-toy writer-girl?”

Chloe grinned into her neck. “Mmmm, one of my favorites. Tell me again.”

Dray pulled her in tight, drawing her all the way onto her lap. She waited, watched Chloe’s small toes wiggle, clench, and then relax. She laid her fingers lightly on the cream skin of her thigh.

Chloe mumbled something nonsensical, her lips a delicate tickle on Dray’s neck.

Dray closed her eyes and began to hum softly, resting her cheek against Chloe’s head, her fingers gently stroking her thigh.

In less than a minute Chloe was snoring.

 

. . . . .

 

Chloe opens her eyes in the darkness and sees Florent Degoode sitting at the end of the bed. His hands are in his lap, his head hanging forward in a posture of dejection.

Poor thing, she thinks. He’s ashamed of what he’s done.

“Florent,” she whispers. “It’s okay, honey, you were just protecting your girls.”

Florent’s voice is the airy whisper of a career smoker who’s had a lung removed; an operation that, in the process of saving his life two years before, nearly killed him. “That may be true,” he says, “but it’s not a justification of violence. But I did what I did. I can’t undo it, now can I?”

“Don’t beat yourself up over this, please. No one thinks less of you. You were a kind of hero, even Dray thinks that.”

He raises his head, looks at her. “I’m not really here,” he says.

“But…oh, I’m dreaming, aren’t I?”

He nods, smiles. She knows he is smiling even though it is too dark to see it.

Chloe waits, watching him watch her. Florent remains silent. She glances down, notices her breasts are showing and pulls the sheet up to cover herself.

I’m dreaming and he’s gay, what do I care if he sees my tits?

“Because if I actually were here,” he says, “you know it would make me uncomfortable to see you exposed. Your subconscious covered yourself for my sake. Such a sweet, tormented soul.”

“You’re reading my thoughts.”

“It’s your dream. You’re reading your own thoughts.” He chuckles.

“Well…why are you here? Or not here. I mean, why am I dreaming you?”

He shrugs. “I was just thinking about that time a few months ago at our place. Remember? When you and Dray came for the weekend? What a time we had. I was thinking about it earlier tonight after…after I hit that poor man. I felt so dirty, and something about wanting to not feel dirty made me think of the night we dined in such high style. And later, in the library. That, my dear, was sophistication. I thought you might want to remember, too.”

Chloe knows she is dreaming, but this feels so much like real conversation. Dray lies next to her, breathing easily. Everything in the room seems normal. Except for Dray’s boss, sitting at the foot of the bed, one hand resting now on her foot, the one that always ends up peeking out from under the covers.

He gives her foot a squeeze and says, “I knew Dray would tell you about my lapse in character—no secrets between lovers, yes?—and I guess my subconscious was bothered that anyone not there wouldn’t really understand how it was.” He chuckles again. “Only it isn’t my subconscious, is it? It’s yours. Maybe something in you needs to see me contrite, and to remember how I am when I’m not hitting people. I wasn’t myself. Something in you needed to hear me say that.”

“Oh honey, I understand. I never gave it a thought.” Chloe leans forward and the sheet falls away. “I have nothing but respect for you, you have to know that.”

He smiles again, and this time she thinks she can actually see it. It’s a warm smile, grateful and a little sad, the kind of smile one gives when they recognize a gentle lie on their behalf. His eyes drop to her naked breasts. “Lovely,” he says, his voice a sigh, in the way one might express appreciation for a particularly fine sunset.

He raises his eyes, squeezes her foot again, gives the toes a wiggle. “You’re a doll to say so. I’ll leave you to your rest, hon. Just do me a favor and remember that night. How it was, how we were. The bits we learned about one another. What high living that was and what fools we would be not to do it again.”

Then he is gone.

Chloe blinks, looks at her toes where Florent touched them, a shaft of early evening sun warming her bare foot where it rests on the seat across from her—

She is no longer in bed. She is on a train, forty minutes out of White Plains, swaying with the rhythm, dozing to the soporific hum and click of the wheels on the rails. Dray is next to her, reading a Larry McMurtry novel, eyes half-lidded, head drooping.

She’ll be asleep in a few minutes, Chloe thinks, and smiles to herself. We’re on our way, Florent. I’m remembering…

 

. . . . .

 

They were invited to spend the weekend with Florent and his partner, Henri Andrepont, at their sprawling Victorian home in White Plains. It was something of a coup to get invited to the boss’s place for the weekend, Dray told her. Chloe knew better. Dray was Florent’s favorite—his best dancer, best employee, and probably his closest female friend.

That first evening was one of luxurious indulgence. After a dinner that included beluga caviar and Bollinger Blanc champagne, Henri waved them away from table clean-up, urging Florent in broken English to “escort the ladies on the nickel tour.” Florent took to the task with gusto, revealing each nook and length of dentil molding with a flourish. Chloe found this to be not so much pretension as childlike excitement. His way of saying, Look at my new toy! Isn’t this neat? Isn’t that the coolest thing you ever saw?

At last, standing before a set of dark wood double-doors, he drew a deep breath and said, “And now, my dears, I give you the heartbeat of our home, the very nerve center of this humble abode.” Then he swung the doors open on a library that took Chloe’s breath away. At once gothic and oddly comforting, the room had the aura of a black-and-white movie set. With its overstuffed leather chairs, brass pipe stands, crystal decanters full of dark liquid, and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, it was like something out of an old horror film.

Chloe leaned into Dray and whispered, “I think I could stay in this room forever, at least until the ghosts started rattling around.”

Florent overheard and said, “Nothing but friendly spirits here.” He cocked an eyebrow and mimed puffing on a pipe. “I like to play landed gentleman,” he said, then pointed to what he called his favorite collection of literature. Displayed in a glass-fronted case, dimly lit, were several first-editions of Chloe’s own books, some that had done well and some that had vanished from print. The Wrath of Dragons, Juking the Jester, a half dozen others. There was even a slim volume of poetry Chloe barely remembered writing. She pulled the book out and ran her fingers across the cover. Flowers from a Sunless Garden.

“Talk about a blast from the past.” She laughed and slid the book back on the shelf. “Those are indeed first editions, but I hope you are not disappointed to learn that they are the only editions.”

Florent lowered his gaze at her, knowing her self-deprecation for the lie it was, and urged her to sign the books (“No generic ‘best wishes’ crap, my dear, I want it personalized ‘to my very good friend Florent, my fire and my muse’”). She had only met Florent recently, but signed them as requested, enjoying the act more than she ever had. She was capping the pen when she saw a large book with a gilded cover glinting from under a glass dome on a pedestal in the far corner.

Florent saw where she was looking and said, “Ah, that. Come closer.” They approached the pedestal with almost reverential slowness. Florent lifted the glass and set it aside carefully. He put a slender finger to his lips and said, “Don’t let Henri know I touched this. It’s his pride and joy; the one true relic from his professorship at Université de Paris. I think it may be the only thing in this world he loves more than me.”

The book was covered with symbols impossible for Chloe to decipher. “What language is that? Is it a language?”

Florent glanced toward the door, then said in a whisper: “It’s Akkadian. The language is extinct now, but it was the earliest Semitic language spoken in ancient Mesopotamia. They used a cuneiform writing system—that’s all those symbols, my dear—which was also used to write the Sumerian language. For centuries Akkadian was the lingua franca in Mesopotamia and the Ancient Near East.” He stopped, his pale skin blushing pink when he noticed Chloe glancing toward the door. “I’m boring you.”

“Not at all. I would just hate for Henri to catch you being naughty.” She reached toward the volume, then drew her hand back. “May I?”

Florent shook his head. “Best not, my dear. Here. Allow me.”

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and gingerly lifted the cover to reveal what served as a title page. There was a bold row of marks that looked like arrows or golf tees all connected and pointing in different directions, and underneath, in beautiful calligraphy, a string of words written in French: Le Codex des Savoirs Interdits.

Chloe laughed. “Wheels within wheels,” she said. “My French is pretty much nonexistent. I know what a codex is, but I can’t get the rest. I’m assuming that’s the translation of the line above?”

Florent nodded and gently closed the cover. “It is, or as close as they could get. The Codex of Forbidden Knowledge. Some think there’s a subtitle buried in the original cuneiform scribblings, suggesting that Forbidden Knowledge could also be translated as something like Things Known and Unknown, Things Seen and Unseen. Something along those lines. People who claim to know how to read Akkadian in cuneiform are few and far between, and none of them agree. The basic idea—and most scholars agree on this—is that these writings are about subjects and, uh, preoccupations that genteel folk had no business knowing or discussing.”

“So it’s ancient porn,” Dray said.

Chloe elbowed her and Florent slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh. “Not quite, my dear. This is serious stuff. Very dark, and full of the deeper superstitions and doings of a people just learning to exist in a civilized manner.” He laid a hand reverently on the cover. “This is extremely rare. As far as anyone knows, this is the oldest existing translation of The Codex of Forbidden Knowledge. The translation is believed to have been commissioned by Gilles de Montmorency-Laval, also known as baron Gilles de Rais. Baron de Rais, a Breton knight and companion-in-arms of Joan of Arc, is said to have been something of a student of the occult. He is best known by his reputation and conviction as a prolific serial killer of children.”

“Jesus,” Chloe said.

“Indeed. Assuming its rumored origin is correct, this volume dates back to the mid-15th century, which makes it practically showroom-fresh considering the original would’ve been compiled somewhere around 2,000 BC.”

Dray yawned theatrically. “So that would be roughly around the time we walked into this room.”

Florent laughed, replaced the dome, and then a bell sounded. “Ah. That will be Henri in the drawing room with the brandy and cigars. Ladies?”

Chloe’s mind remained in the library throughout the evening and the remainder of the weekend. She watched for an opportunity to revisit the room alone, but it never came. Even if the opportunity had presented itself, she wouldn’t have been able to invade their privacy so profoundly.

Before the weekend concluded, she managed to get Florent alone. “Any idea at all where I might find a copy of the codex? Something someone may have put together in English?”

Florent had eyed her with amused curiosity. “Dark subject matter, my dear. I can’t help but wonder as to the appeal.”

She’d shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s intriguing in and of itself of course, but also the type of thing that might bear consideration when I’m writing something about how modern society acts in very un-modern ways.”

He’d seemed impressed, and told her he thought he knew of someone who might at least have an inkling. “Young Cokely expressed the same interest a year or so back when he was visiting. He studied Ancient Languages and Mysticism under Henri in Paris, majoring in this very subject. He and his chick du jour joined us here for brunch last Spring. We had to almost literally pry him away from the library. Of course he knew about the book from his own studies but had never seen a copy. Not many have.”

“This is Jesse Cokely, the bartender at the Rumpus Room?”

Florent smiled. “Indeed. He’s a complex fellow. Like you, I’d say he is wise beyond his years. A fresh face can sometimes hide an old soul. His primary field of study now, when he’s not tending bar, is something called Chronic Mysticism.” He held up a hand and smiled again. “Please don’t ask because I’m not sure I could illuminate the subject. He could explain it better and may be able to provide more information on the codex. But I’d think long and hard before absorbing too much of that particular material, my dear. Very long and hard.”

Returning home, she found it virtually impossible to get the book out of her mind.

The Codex of Forbidden Knowledge. Things Known and Unknown, Things Seen and Unseen. The darkest thoughts of an ancient civilization. A translation commissioned by a wicked man with a reputation akin to that of Vlad the Impaler. Could there be anything more appealing to a writer concerned with the dark doings of modern society?

Unable to let it go—and not wanting to tip her hand to Dray should Jesse Cokely make mention of her interest—she went on an online hunt. She found a trove of convoluted information regarding the ancient Sumerians and their variant cousins the Assyrians and Babylonians, but zero information as to anyone who had taken the time to translate the codex into English.

That left Jesse. Florent had been right. Jesse not only knew of an English translation of the codex, he had one in the form of a PDF file that he claimed was as close to the original as one could get. He had translated it himself.

The phone call had been brief, Jesse immediately understanding her request for discretion. They exchanged emails and he sent her a copy of the PDF. Even in English there were whole passages that were nearly incomprehensible. More emails were exchanged, eventually leading to several quiet meetings over coffee. Jesse’s dark eyes sparkled at the subject, one he knew well and found endlessly fascinating. It was more than clear that he found Chloe fascinating as well. His delicate fingers would brush her hand a little more often than was likely by accident, and Chloe was aware that he was falling for her. She had explained how things were with Dray, a fact he already knew too well.

“You have a beautiful mind, Chloe,” he’d told her. “I guess I’m a bit infatuated with your brain.” Then he smiled and Chloe decided she was okay with the idea—intelligence was attractive, and he had more than his share. She found the notion of a gay woman being intellectually in love with a heterosexual man exciting; the sharing of ideas and passions that couldn’t lead to anything.

“So tell me about Chronic Mysticism.”

“Ah, I see Florent has been telling my secrets.” He’d hesitated, seeming almost embarrassed at first, then warming to the subject. “You won’t find C. M. on any curriculum. I coined the term to try to explain—to myself, I guess—how certain ideas or beliefs come to be. More than that, how they linger, you know? For instance, we’re all familiar with the standard idea that departed spirits leave an imprint, right? Whether through trauma at time of death, or unresolved issues, whatever. They supposedly leave a psychic imprint that hangs around and it’s what we think of as ghosts. That type of thing doesn’t really interest me. What C. M. questions is how the belief itself came to be; it investigates the hypothesis—my hypothesis—that long-held beliefs can actually create the thing or entity in question. Similar to the idea of a protracted belief a person holds of being ill actually making that person sick. We already know that thoughts are energy and have creative power. But can a chronic belief in, say, vampires actually make them real? We can scoff at the notion, but we don’t really know. Vampires, ghosts, demons. We’re talking many thousands of years of deep-seated fears. There is no stronger—and more creatively deadly—emotion than fear. In some ways it’s very simple. The proof of fearful creation is all around us. Hold fast to a paralyzing fear that you’re going to die of a heart attack and odds are you will.”

He’d smiled, shrugged. “Sorry, I get carried away with this stuff.”

She laid her fingers on his hand. “Don’t be sorry. It really is fascinating.”

Eyes fixed on her fingers on the back of his hand, he whispered, “‘By believing passionately in something that still does not exist, we create it. The nonexistent is whatever we have not sufficiently desired.’”

She drew her hand back, hearing something beneath his words.

He continued to stare at his hand where her fingers had been. Then his eyes raised to hers. “Sorry. Carried away again.”

She nodded, understanding more than she wanted to. “Was that Nietzsche?”

“Kafka.” He laughed softly. “Who would know better than Kafka?”

At their last meeting—Chloe made it clear they were pushing their luck—she handed Jesse a flash drive as a thank you.

“What’s this?”

“Some of my writings. Experimental stuff. Prose poems, stream of consciousness, stuff like that. Stuff I can’t really do anything with.” She laughed. “Basically shit that would give my agent hives. I honestly don’t know what all is on there. If you stumble on anything really embarrassing, keep it to yourself.”

He had looked at her, mouth open and eyes shining. For a second she thought he might cry. “I…you have no idea what this means to me.”

She did know, because she knew what his friendship meant to her. It was the only secret she had ever knowingly kept from Dray, and something in its clandestine nature made the friendship especially sweet. She nodded and waived off his appreciation. Then they stood and hugged and, without knowing she was going to do it, she took his face in her hands and kissed him long and soft and slow.

He was smiling and crying when she left, and that was the last she ever saw of him.

For the next few weeks she buried herself in the file, reading until her eyes could no longer remain open, taking millennia-old deprivations with her into sleep, night after night, demons and conjurings and…

 

. . . . .

 

…Chloe’s eyes open, but she is not awake and sees nothing of the apartment. She is elsewhere.

A dream-memory floats through her mind. Florent’s voice from the foot of the bed, leaking sadness: “Such a sweet, tormented soul.”

Why would he think that? Still asleep, her feet swing to the floor. He didn’t think that. I did.

She stands and approaches her laptop.
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The child sits on a filthy mattress in the corner of a cavernous space, a dark echo chamber of whispering drips and creaks, imagined sighs and groans that can only be the building settling, deteriorating walls swaying under a weight of years and decay. A deep, mournful moaning calls from far off, a sound some distant part of her recognizes as a ferry’s horn.

Mr. Junker is just outside the large room, in the hallway, cursing softly as he roots through one of the many piles of debris they had to stumble through on their way to this room.

Beyond Mr. Junker’s scrapes and mutters are numerous hallways and corridors, all seeming to stretch away from this central chamber—like the legs of a massive spider expanding out from its belly, where the child now sits, arms clasped around her knees.

Mr. Junker’s voice seems to come from everywhere as he says, “Ha, found you, you little bastard.” There is a quick scratching sound, then a hiss and a soft whump immediately followed by the glow from a small flame blossoming to life.

Mr. Junker steps through the doorway just ahead of a scatter of dancing shadows thrown by the propane lantern he holds out before him. As he approaches, the draft-tossed flame pitches flicker-shadows into the deep hollows of his face and eyes, making him appear ancient and haggard, devoid of compassion—

…like those who lit the fires...and worse still, that other leering and somehow sad face pressing through the widening crack of a doorway, a doorway that would never again be closed…

She squeezes her eyes shut. For a moment the other flickering faces are there with their dead eyes and darting tongues and vile intent, for the space of a breath only, and then they are gone. She doesn’t know what her eyes think they saw, what her mind showed her over or beneath this man’s face, but she knows they are not from here, not from now.

Although…it feels like they are part of why I am here now…

Her eyes open to slits, then all the way. Mr. Junker’s face is merely a face, worn and grizzled and wearing only a mask of bristly whiskers.

Just a man…but so were the others, especially that last…

Mr. Junker sits before her with a grunt, placing the lantern between his knees. He looks at her steadily for several moments. He seems to be waiting for her to do something but she doesn’t know what.

Since leaving the labyrinth of alleys and entering this building he seems more sure of himself, more there.

This is his special place. He knows these gloomy corners and this crumbling wreckage like it’s a part of him. Maybe it is. Maybe this is all he knows; maybe he was as surprised to find himself outside as you were; maybe…

She grits her teeth until her jaws begin to ache—anything to still that voice that she knows is not completely hers. That voice that belongs to someone who knows things, someone addressing her as I in one mental breath and You in the next. She hugs her knees tighter.

“My feet hurt,” she says, realizing only in that moment that she feels pain, that her feet have been throbbing since she collapsed onto the mattress.

Mr. Junker nods. “I’ll just bet they do. You remember where you lost your shoes?”

“I don’t remember anything. Just running…to get away.”

And that is only partly true—she doesn’t know why she was running, or from whom, but she remembers more and more every second, even if she doesn’t know what it is she remembers or what any of it means. She is steadily regaining a host of what feels like memories—flashing images and sounds and smells—none of which make the least bit of sense.

Since first coming awake her fogged-out awareness continues to come into sharper focus, connections being made between what is happening now and some earlier knowledge from…before.

She does know things. Or maybe her body knows things, or is being told things. Whatever it is, there is that constant inner voice informing her. This voice is different from the now stilled howling voices, those tortured shrieks of rage and despair, each overlapping the other until her head swam from the blaring discordant choir. Unlike those jarring voices, this internal voice quietly suggests, whispering silent encouragement like a patient mother teaching a child to take its first steps.

Mr. Junker stands and walks to the far end of the chamber, footsteps echoing. He begins to rummage through a huge mound of trash, whistling a tune she almost recognizes.

His voice echoes off the high ceiling. “Who’re you runnin’ from?”

She straightens her legs and pulls the ruffled lace skirts over her knees. “I don’t remember.”

She realizes the inaccuracy of this even as the words leave her lips—she doesn’t remember because she never knew. With this thought another doorway in her mind cracks open and it becomes clear that she is not actually being pursued, she is being watched, observed. She shakes her head as that mental door cracks wider and her mind continues to illuminate.

No, not observed…manipulated.

If I wasn’t running from someone, then why was I running? And the nonsensical answer, seeming to come from outside her awareness but spoken in what she has begun to think of as her own voice: Because there was nothing else I could do...I had to run. Being still no longer worked. Being apart—being separate—was no longer necessary. Her breath quickens. I had to run toward the very thing I was running away from in the first place…a long time ago. It’s what I was born doing, this time.

Being apart? This time?

Something in this last revelation feels…overlapped. One string of thought expressing two epiphanies, separate but somehow linked.

She tries not to show how disoriented she is beginning to feel as Mr. Junker shuffles back to the mattress. “All dressed up like a little baby-doll, running from ghosties with no shoes to protect your little baby-doll footsies.” He holds out his find. “Here, try these. I guess they’re just sort of galoshes but they’ll do the job.”

She pulls on the plastic boots, dingy yellow with peeling green flowers.

These aren’t mine, she thinks, he brought me the wrong shoes.

She flicks the thought away with a toss of her head.

He sits beside her on the mattress, one grime-caked hand resting next to her knee. “So. You know my name. What’s yours?”

My name. I have a name.

He raises his eyebrows at her hesitation. “Do you remember your name?”

“Yes,” she says, the name suddenly there, unfolding in script behind her eyes, letter by letter. The word is there and she almost utters it aloud…until it begins to evaporate and another name takes its place.

She does not look up from her knees. He is sitting too close but she doesn’t want to show how it frightens her—and this thought prompts another bit of new information:

I am afraid…is that the right word? Yes, I think so…afraid…but not of what he might do to me. Not anymore.

She frowns, shakes her head again to clear the unbidden thoughts.

Mr. Junker pokes her knee with a finger. “Anybody in there? Anybody with a name maybe?” His mouth is the only thing smiling.

Like someone whispering from just over her shoulder, she hears—or senses—the words, You smile back.

Her lips twitch in what she hopes serves the unfamiliar function. “I’m here. My name is…Kimberlina.”

That’s one of my names. The other one…the other one went away. Maybe that was someone else’s name, or the name of another…me.

“Baby-doll name for a baby-doll cutie.” He stands. “Well, Miss Kimberlina, I s’pose…” He clears his throat and rubs a hand through his oily hair. “I, uh, guess we oughtta figure out what to do with you.”

His voice has taken on an edge, a strained sound that makes Kimberlina’s skin prickle, not with fear but with some distant recognition, some faint and long-ago wisp of memory.

In her mind, she hears a door open; rubber shoes squeak across a polished floor as the door closes and a latch is turned. These simple sounds clog her throat with an abrupt and nearly blinding terror.

Those sounds are not here with me, not now. They are from before. They can’t hurt me, not anymore.

She blinks, looks around the room. Those things were never a threat, not to me. I’ve never actually been here before. Her head swims with the final impossible revelation: You’re not really here now.

And in this here and now, in the central chamber where her eyes have become accustomed to the gloom, she begins to look around again, taking in the detail. The sink along the nearest wall; the small bowl that might have once been a toilet; the rusted frame supporting the mattress on which some version of her now sits, and the frayed remnant of a strap dangling from the rail just to her left, lantern-light glinting dully off its tarnished buckle.

These are all things that meant something before. Not something you need to be concerned with at this moment. Right now—

The low horn moans again, far off, and her stomach suddenly lurches.

Seasickness…that’s what this feeling is. Yes, but again, it’s a borrowed feeling, not yours at all—

Mr. Junker lays a trembling hand on her shoulder and squeezes. “Miss Kimberlina?”

Something in her mind shifts and clarifies, snapping her back to the immediate present. That inner voice again that is not solely hers, this time cautioning that Mr. Junker is a menace, but only a potential menace. This Mr. Junker—this time—she can tip one way or another, depending on what she does, what she says, how she acts. What this lower knowledge tells her is that he is dangerous, but he doesn’t know it yet.

Doesn’t know it? Or doesn’t remember? No…doesn’t want to remember. Or, is not allowed to remember until—

She shakes her head back and forth, tries without success to disrupt the internal chatter. The voice—shifting between the other’s and the one she thinks of as her own—continues to inform, bringing into focus what seconds before had been nothing more than intuition.

Whether past tense or future, something in him is getting closer to that unknown or deliberately forgotten or withheld knowledge. In his world (this bed, the straps?) there is only himself, his needs—and his desires. He has no one and has long since decided no one wants him. Anything coming into his circle of experience is either fuel or delight, and delight is a rare commodity.

But he was someone before.

His voice has softened. “You okay, missy?”

Head lowered, she turns her eyes up and looks at him.

Yes, he was someone before. Another someone who no more belongs in this room than you.

He wasn’t born this hollowed-out person in this burned out building. He’d been…yes, a long time ago he’d had his own…

Kimberlina’s pulse accelerates. How do I know these things? And the answer, coming from someplace else—some when else:

It doesn’t matter. But you can appeal to the one aspect of Mr. Junker’s character that will sway him from desire to protection...at least for now.

She lifts her chin and looks at him straight on, the tears brimming in her eyes only partially contrived, her words feeling almost like her own. “Thank you for helping me, Mr. Junker. You could have left me out there, but you didn’t. You treated me…you took care of me like I was your own little girl.”

Mr. Junker’s eyes widen. He opens his mouth, closes it again into a deep frown. Tears shine in his eyes as he releases a held breath in a whistling sigh. He nods, his lips twitch in a pained smiled as he clears his throat again, and then he turns and walks away.

 

. . . . .

 

Junker sits in quiet stillness, watching the girl by lantern light as she fidgets in her sleep. She’s dreaming, maybe still running from her pursuers, or maybe something else altogether. He doesn’t know, and he doesn’t care.

Something not right about this one. Something…off.

And it isn’t just how she seemed to see into him, through him and back to someone he used to be. There is something else. Something in her voice—no, not the voice, the words. He searches through his memory for the correct term.

Diction. Yes, her diction is too crisp for a child of her apparent age, almost as though she is reading lines off a page, but lines she has never seen before, that she is just at that moment reading. Yes, and that’s another thing—it is as though every moment for her is a discovery, every expressed thought only then becoming clear to her.

A chill washes over him as he remembers how it was for him earlier, trying to tell her what his name meant, and how his brain had seized up, his mind shutting down as though he were a thief trying to pry open a door to a restricted area.

He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes and thinks: My name is Junker. I’ve always been Junker.

He smiles and opens his eyes. No problem so far.

Everyone calls me Junker because…

And now the fog rolls in, thick and heavy. And not just over his efforts to remember how he came to be called by that name; no, this time he realizes he can’t think of a single person who has ever called him Junker; can’t, in fact, remember interacting with anyone, ever. He knows he has acquaintances outside this building, but no matter how hard he tries he can’t bring a single face to mind; this void in his recollection causes his heart to pound, his breath to come short.

Beads of icy sweat pop through the pores of his forehead and neck, trickling down, as his vision begins to tunnel his view of the chamber to a shrinking circle with Kimberlina at its center.

I’m having an anxiety attack. I’ve always been prone to those, haven’t I? Yes, now there’s something I remember about myself. Okay. Just breathe, in and out, nice and slow. It’s her. She’s doing something to me. Laying there with her cream skin and perfect cheeks, so round and…

She mumbles something in her sleep, a mischievous smile twitching on her tiny cupid’s-bow lips.

Junker listens for a few more moments as his heartbeat decelerates, eavesdropping on her internal struggle, watching and listening for anything that might give him a clue as to who she is, where she came from, and how much trouble he might be in.

Her dream-scuffling has caused the lace skirts to ride higher, flickering lantern-light making a flashing peepshow of her baby-doll legs, upper thighs so small he is almost certain he could encircle them with one hand.

A spark of dull light off the dangling strap buckle and—

His pulse again quickens, his breath beginning to hitch, and he grasps his head between his hands, clamping down tight, attempting to press the thoughts away.

I was just trying to be helpful, get her off the streets and away from whatever hell she’d escaped.

Yes, that’s all. A small child in trouble, a tender little...girl. He shudders. Soft and unspoiled and dropped almost literally into my lap…

A cramp of hot nausea twists at his gut and he doubles over, moaning softly.

“No…” he whispers, “I really just wanted to help her. She was scared and needed my help. That’s all, I swear. I don’t want it to happen.”

But why was I out there in the first place? How did I get out there? What was I doing before?

And spoken in his own voice, from his own lips, but seeming to come from somewhere out in the hall: How did I get here? What is this place?

It’s where he used to…no. It’s where I did…something. So many, many times.

For a moment, like a cheap double exposure, he sees himself from above, in two places at once: Junker on the floor, lantern between his legs; and Junker in the hallway, standing motionless, something in his stance making him appear taller and thinner.

Anxiety swarms back into his head and chest like a swirling cloud of dark hornets and he wraps his arms around himself, as if attempting to keep his intestines from spilling out, the nausea swelling in measure with the anxiety and awful self-realization.

Which one? Which…it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t fucking matter.

Tears well and spill over as the wall he built through years of denial crumbles, denial of the one truly horrible thing he is, that thing that he knows will always surface, and always in the presence of one who needs him most.

This one thing I can now remember clearly—this one shameful thing about myself is perfectly, sickeningly clear. I can’t let him in—the one out in the hall—please, God, don’t let him come all the way in. I know now, I know what he’s capable of. But…why am I Junker? What kind of name is Junker, and why is that knowledge hidden from me?

“Jesus,” he whispers through gritted teeth, “help me.”

He holds himself, rocking slowly, not daring to look at Kimberlina’s sleeping form until the tremors subside.

And slowly, leaving behind a residue of self-loathing, the ugliness drifts away, and it is just Junker and Kimberlina in a dark spacious limbo of dirt and waste and loneliness. This child who ran in fear, straight into a man living in fear—an unconscious fear of the day his demons would find him cowering in his hiding place, and find their old dwelling swept clean and ready once again to be inhabited.

He allows himself a glance at her prone body, feeling only a wretched emptiness.

She is quiet, still clearly experiencing something behind her trembling eyelids, but with nothing more to say.

Until later, when he himself is on the verge of sleep, at the very threshold of dreams. Then one mumbled word escapes her lips, dragging him back up into wakefulness…and with the word, he can almost hear a smile. The word is nothing more than a soft exhale:

“Atonement…”
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In the House of Broken Corridors

By Chloe Sender







 
  

Part Three
Papa likes taking us to the park.

He used to like it.

Before he started laughing at nothing.

But I like remembering it how it was. I pretend it’s like that now.

Will you come with me? To see how it was? None of the other ghosts will notice if you stay quiet.

See us? Just over there, under that big tree. I’m the little one on the left side. That’s Sissy on the right with all that hair. Sissy is harder to see. All ghosts are harder to see. You have to really want to see her. You just have to imagine her green eyes and red hair. See her now?

Papa’s in the middle. See how he smiles at us?

He takes us to feed the pigeons. And to throw coins in Washington Square fountain.

Sometimes we throw coins at the pigeons. See how they flap and jump?

Papa doesn’t like that.

That was a long time ago. Before the Bad Man came.

Before the Bad Thing happened.

But we’re pretending it’s now. I forgot. I’m sorry.

Papa likes Washington Square Park. Listen to him: “It’s small,” Papa says. “Not like that big lumbering monstrosity, Central Park. Hell, you could lose your way in there, wander in and never be heard from again. No, Washington Square is the real deal, a park for daddies and their precious little girls. A park for lonely ghosts and not-so-lonely lovers. It’s got a scruffy little city charm that just makes you wanna grab your honey—” (Or maybe somebody else’s honey, he says with a wink) “—and pinch her bottom until she’s red in the face from giggling, telling you to stop even though you know she liked it and would be just as pleased as punch if you gave the old tushy one last little tweak.”

Then he laughs. See how he laughs? Can you hear it? It’s a nice sound, isn’t it?

Big Papa-laughs from his belly.

Then he settles down and tosses the last of his peanuts to whatever pigeons weren’t scared away by his laughter. He looks at us and says: “What would this daddy do without his girls? What would he do without a park like this to come home to? He wouldn’t know what to do, he’d be so blue.”

He laughs again.

He looks at us kind of sideways and says: “What am I?”

“You’re a poet and don’t know it!” we say. And we clap our hands and laugh right along with him.

Then he sighs real big and pulls us close.

“I got it all and more,” he says. “All and more than ever I deserved.”

Papa used to talk like that. He used to pinch Mama’s bottom to make her giggle. He didn’t know we were watching.

Or maybe he did.

But that was before.

When we still liked him.

When he still liked himself.

Before the Bad Man came and started breaking everything.

All the precious things that mattered.

No more pinches on the bottom. Broken.

No more giggles. Broken.

No more smiles and no more winks. All slashed and wasted and broken.

A long time ago.

Before the Bad Man.

Before the Tall Man.

Before the laughter that is Papa’s voice but isn’t Papa.

Before I got my Dolly. Before I needed my Dolly. Before Dolly started telling me things, awful not-Dolly kinds of things.

Long before I walked past scary rooms with scarier faces on the way to my windowless room at the end of the broken passageway.
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Chloe stepped out of the shower to the smell of freshly brewed coffee. She stood naked just outside the bathroom door, enjoying the loft’s cool morning air on her damp skin. In front of the tall windows Dray was also nude, working through a late-morning Vinyasa yoga, undoubtedly creating a traffic snarl on the street below.

As she stood, wordlessly admiring every silken curve of Dray’s body, Chloe realized the sadness from last night was completely gone. She felt scrubbed clean—from the shower, from a few hours of uninterrupted sleep with Dray next to her in her bed, spooned against her back, cradling, protecting.

She knew she had dreamed—about Florent, and their weekend retreat—but there was nothing disturbing in the dream.

Feeling an almost euphoric contentment, she watched silently as Dray greeted the day with her sun salutation, reaching long, muscled arms high, then bending at the waist in a forward bend, placing her hands flat on the floor.

And this is where Chloe’s breath always caught: folded at the waist in a perfect jackknife, Dray’s upper arm muscles tense as she shifts her weight from feet to hands, rises onto her toes, and in delicious slow-motion begins to lift her feet off the ground. Her body sways as she adjusts for balance, lean-muscled legs bending slightly as they lift, rising further, until she is in a full-length handstand, virtually motionless.

These were the times Chloe wished she could paint, to try to capture this seemingly effortless shrugging off of gravity. Dray’s strength and beauty were mesmerizing at the least of times, but when she did yoga…

She’s epic, Chloe thought, knowing she would never utter the tired phrase aloud, but also knowing it was closer to the truth than any other combination of words.

She watched for another minute, feeling the easy lull of a Saturday with no agenda. She thought she might even be able to stay away from her laptop today. She usually did not allow herself a day off when she was in the middle of a project, but she needed the break from this particular project; needed to let whatever this thing was mellow a bit, maybe ease its hold on her.

She glanced across the loft to her writing space, feeling a ridiculous flush of guilt at considering taking the day off.

The laptop was open. She frowned. I know I closed that last night, right after Dray walked in. Her frown eased and then dissipated as the evening’s images came back to her. Dray’s throaty voice recounting her own evening’s events, and the impossibility of Florent striking another person. And then I fell asleep in her lap. Later I dreamed, a nice memory, nothing more.

“Quit looking at that thing, you’ll go blind,” Dray said. She stood silhouetted against the morning light coming through the windows, her body covered in a light sheen of perspiration.

Chloe hoped there was no frown lingering on her lips. She smiled and turned to the kitchenette to pour them both a cup of coffee. “I just saw that it was open. I could’ve sworn I closed it when you got home.”

Dray wrapped a towel around her waist and followed her, taking the steaming cup of coffee in both hands. “You probably did, but you opened it again around five-o’clock this morning.” She sipped her coffee and moaned with pleasure. “Goodness, I do make a damn good pot of coffee.”

Chloe gripped her cup. “Wait…I don’t remember getting up after we went to bed.”

Did I?

“What, did I just get up and open the laptop and go back to bed?”

Dray looked at her, a small smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Ummm, no. Five, maybe ten minutes after I carried you to bed you were sawing some very thick logs—I mean you were out, girl. Then around five you suddenly sat up—woke my ass up, thanks for that—then you mumbled something about closing the door, stumbled out of bed and over to your desk. You opened the laptop, turned it on and then sat staring at it for about fifteen minutes. I thought maybe you were sleepwalking and was about to get up and bring you back to bed. Then all of a sudden you started rapid-fire typing in these quick bursts, like a little clickety-clack Uzi, brrriippp-brrriippp-brrriippp. You did that for about twenty minutes, then you sat back and in less than a minute you were snoring again.”

“I don’t snore,” Chloe said, hoping the twinge of fear she felt didn’t show.

“Well, you know, that cute little bunny-snore thing you do. Anyway, I got up and shut your computer off and carried you back to bed. So I guess I left the thing open. You don’t remember any of that?”

Chloe shook her head and sipped her coffee. It was good, it was always good. “So weird. Did I say anything?”

“Just that bit about the dream door that needed closing.”

What door? Sleep mumbo-jumbo, that’s all.

“So weird,” she repeated, and started for the computer. “I guess I’d better see what my subconscious thought was so important.”

Dray caught her by the wrist and gently pulled her off course. “No you don’t. You sit down in front of that thing and I won’t see you for the rest of the day.”

Chloe allowed herself to be drawn into a one-armed embrace, a kind of gentle choke hold. Her tension immediately began to fade. She sighed into the embrace. “You’re warm.”

“Exercise will do that.”

“I like it.”

Chloe liked everything about Dray, and maybe what she liked most was that she kept her sane. Her stories sometimes took vicious hold; except for Dray’s nudges she would likely not surface to do much more than use the bathroom and occasionally sleep. And with this story, she couldn’t even count on sleep to lessen its grip.

Dray rubbed a hand down Chloe’s back, her long fingers resting just at the rise of her ass. She pulled her closer, until their noses touched and her breath warmed Chloe’s cheeks.

“No books and no paintings today, baby. We’ll pretend you are not a writer and I am not a painter moonlighting as an exotic dancer—”

Chloe pressed her lips against Dray’s, stopping her words. And through the kiss said, “I thought you were a dancer moonlighting as an exotic painter.”

Dray smiled and nipped at Chloe’s nose. “Be that as it may, let’s just be a couple of hotties around town today who are not obsessed with their art. For now, we’ve got coffee and we’ve got bagels and we have a toaster. We have cream cheese and some sort of marmalade?”

Chloe smiled. “Yes, I believe we do. Some sort or another.”

Dray nibbled Chloe’s bottom lip, pretended to savor the taste. “I do believe breakfast is set then, yes? Later, when we damn well feel like it, we’ll shop and see a movie, we’ll hit Il Buco for lunch, and then come back here and see what kind of friendly mischief we can get up to before a nice dinner somewhere fancy. Okay?”

Chloe placed her cup on the counter and took Dray’s face in both hands, the cream white of her slender fingers a perfect counterpoint to the ebony velvet of Dray’s skin. “That only sounds perfect, but I think we can make it work.” She kissed her again, long and soft and slow. “Thank you,” she whispered.

 

. . . . .

 

Breakfast took most of the morning.

Neither thought of putting on clothes until long after the bagels were finished and the coffee pot dry and cool. There was a period of several minutes where they simply stared at one another, caressing the other’s body with their eyes, each basking in the scrutiny of the other as they adored each other’s bodies from a few feet away.

Chloe became mesmerized by Dray’s long, elegant toes, the curve of her ankle, the muscles of her legs as they parted slightly in response to her traveling gaze. Feeling a delicious flush she raised her eyes to meet Dray’s…but Dray’s eyes were elsewhere, traveling downward over Chloe’s body, a small contented smile at her lips, and Chloe felt her own legs begin to part.

Somehow, in those long slow moments, they did not touch each other.

And later, they dressed each other in silence, Dray cocking an eyebrow when Chloe took the panties from her hand and put them back in the drawer, and Chloe feeling that she would lose her last bit of control when Dray’s fingertips grazed her nipples while adjusting the sundress lower on her chest.

Finally, dressed and breathing heavily, they stood before the mirror.

“Two hotties,” Chloe said.

Dray sighed. “Two hotties who are not, at this very moment, wearing any underwear.”

Chloe laughed. “We’d better get the hell out of here now or we never will.”

Dray grabbed her then, crushed their bodies and lips together, grinding against her, then abruptly pulled away. “Okay, baby, let’s go get some lunch.”

It was nearly a full minute before Chloe’s breath slowed and she followed Dray to the door. “Woman, you are going to pay for that.”








 
  




10

 

Hidden at the tangled edge of a tainted forest, it drifts in stillness, invisible behind mutant trees, watching the cottage a mile away across snow-covered ground. Ancient eyes watch the woman step out of the cottage. Bundled against the cold, wild red tresses making her head appear to be aflame, the pale woman’s asthmatic breath is a white cloud of exertion as she gathers firewood from the pile. From within the forest gloom its sharpened gaze sees the necklace around the woman’s neck: woven hemp strung with garlic.

Vampyres, it thinks. Dear woman, you’re fearful of the wrong fairy tales. Deep inside itself something like a smile blooms briefly then withers.

Now, at the speed of poisonous inspiration, it covers the distance between woods and cottage, insinuating itself into the woman, too swiftly to be immediately noticed, and far too deep to be dislodged.

The woman finishes gathering, downcast emerald eyes averted from the dark forest. As she elbows the cottage door open she feels the caress of an icy exhalation on her neck, whispering beneath the skin, across and under her breasts, rummaging through her organs, between her legs, learning, familiarizing, violating. She knows those questing tendrils of breath are not there—can’t possibly be there—but she also somehow knows they have the power to halt her own breath at the slightest provocation. She cries out in terror and disgust as her bladder lets go in a rush of steaming fluid: “Sareetha!” Then: “Mun ihtau shmokh? Mun ihtau shmokh!”

For a moment only, the thing is halted by the ancient language. Mild surprise, nothing more. Then it sees through the woman’s eyes as the words seem to float in the air in front of her, translating themselves, given physical mass as a result of the passion with which they were spoken: Dirty female! Who are you?

In its own mind the answer forms, even as an unfamiliar sensation begins to grow. Now surprise has become shock, but again, for only the briefest of moments. As it has for millennia, it adapts. This sensation—this new thing—is self-awareness, a simple understanding of itself as I.

I…am, it thinks. Testing the words, seeing again the answer to the woman’s question in its mind. Yes. I. Am.

Working the woman’s jaws, it asks the question again, from its own perspective this time, straining the words through unwilling vocal cords: “Who am I?”

And as the woman begins to tremble with the effort to regain control, it provides the answer through her lips with a guttural hiss: “Lilitu. I am Lilitu.”

Unable to move, barely able to draw breath, the woman’s jaws are a throb of agony, muscles clenched to keep her mouth from unwillingly opening again.

Lilitu, the woman thinks. Nothing more than legend. Such as she does not exist. But somehow she has come. And if the legends are true…

Her terrified eyes flick immediately to the corner by the small stone fireplace, to the cradle where her wee one sleeps. With a creak, and of its own accord, the cradle gently begins to rock.

“No,” the woman whispers through clenched teeth, “please.”

And in her mind this time, she hears the thing’s—Lilitu’s—true voice; a scraping, dissonant voice, sounding as though the souls of thousands of tortured children are speaking at once; all of them somehow ancient, and utterly devoid of humanity: “Be careful what you wish for, Mommyyyy.”

“I only wanted her to stop crying, to give me a moment’s rest.” This kind of prayer is not supposed to come true! “Please…my baby.” And in frustrated panic: “Sareetha! A’er b’ khalaloukh!”

A long undulating sigh turns to laughter in her head, and that voice of the tormented legion chides: “No, Mommy. Fuck that which created you.”

And in the space between breaths the woman feels the thing suddenly vacate her body. Her body has been so tensed against the violation that the sudden withdrawal causes her bowels to let go.

From the rocking cradle her baby begins to whimper, then to wail.

In the condensation of the single window over her child’s cradle shaky letters begin to form, drawn as if by an invisible child’s finger, and she can almost feel the word rasping against her brain in that same merciless voice even as her eyes make sense of it: Atonement.

 

. . . . .

 

In the darkness, Kimberlina opens her eyes wide, her breath coming in quick, shallow bursts. A few feet away Mr. Junker snores softly. The lantern is dead, the only light a sickly arc lamp glow from the grimy window set high in the chamber wall. Around her she hears rats stumbling through the debris.

I was dreaming.

But such a dream. A dream full of dread, but also of power. A dream rich with aromas and sensations: the bite of the forest cold and the way it felt as her bare feet almost—but not quite—touched the snowy ground. And the sharp perfume of the woman’s piss leaving her body; that aroma of terror, submission. Then that final ripe stench of evacuation.

Revulsion swells through Kimberlina’s body, replaced almost instantly with a flush of pleasure.

Then…oh, and then. The dizzying sensation of displacement as her mind—no, her essence—crossed space in less than a heartbeat and became enmeshed in the woman, traveling enigmatic pathways under her skin, actually hearing the rush of blood like a crazed river through the terrified woman’s arteries.

She shivers.

On one level she knows these things should scare her, repulse her—the dream was not pleasant—but there is no fear, only that delicious ripple of gooseflesh over her little body.

Was that the real me? That other voice—the one that is me and isn’t me—does it belong to the forest me? That Other that thrust itself into that poor woman…maybe it has done the same to me.

“Lilitu. I am Lilitu.”

For a moment she can almost see the name behind her eyes, there and gone, like earlier when Mr. Junker asked her name. A word had appeared and immediately faded. Lilitu. That’s the name she saw. Wasn’t it?

“I am Lilitu.”

It was a dream. A nightmare about a demon. A demon with the voice of a thousand—ten thousand—slaughtered children.

She shivers again, shakes loose the unpleasant thoughts and closes her eyes, wondering if the dream will come back, or if maybe it is still here, if she has brought it out with her…or if, perhaps, that frozen forest is the real world, and this rat-and Mr. Junker-infested room is the dream.

Yes, maybe the one in the forest—Lilitu, the one with the power—is the real me, and maybe the forest me is dreaming this me.

The circular, nonsensical image makes her dizzy.

She knows the forest and the cottage are only a dream, but is still unsure why these dream images do not frighten her, and why they seem so much more like memory than dream.

Her tongue darts across her child’s lips and she savors the phantom taste of blood, relishes the crunch of bone.

There was no blood in my dream, she thinks. And how would I recognize that taste anyway, unless…?

Now she does feel a gossamer thread of fear, as mental memory becomes sense memory.

I know the taste of blood, the snap of small bones between my teeth, and…another shiver…I like it. And maybe the blood was there in my dream; maybe…I woke up too soon. And maybe I am both versions of me…

This small suggestion of dread lasts for less than the time it takes her to blink it away.

Dreams. Silly nonsense dreams. Impossible to feel the icy cold on bare feet that weren’t there. I—she, Lilitu—did not even have form until she became one with the woman, so how could she feel cold on feet that didn’t exist? Just a dream, with a dream’s absence of logic.

It occurs to her now that she must still be dreaming—is still dreaming. Only a dream self could possibly find appealing the idea of blood and bone as delicacy.

Then a voice—Her voice? The other? Lilitu’s?—whispers Atonement in her mind and her eyelids flutter closed.

And she smiles.
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Dray pulled the book from the bargain table and flipped it open. The flyleaf carried a lot of hyperbole about the author’s “…brilliance in dissecting and then obliterating an entire generation’s sense of self-importance.” The embellishment went on with the urgency of italicized caps to hail this author’s debut outing as the “VOICE OF REASON IN A DARK AND DYING WORLD.”

She shook her head. “Too bad the author couldn’t do anything to speed the passing of heavy-handed reviewers.”

Not that the book wasn’t a masterpiece. Dray had a signed copy at home and had highlighted the shit out of it. Every other sentence sang with pure, almost naïve honesty. It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact she was sleeping with the author—she’d fallen in love with this particular book before ever meeting Chloe. In fact, it was at a signing for this very title that they met, two weeks before Christmas of 2008.

There’d been no line of author-struck fans, no Stephen King throng waiting to share the air with a legend. Just Chloe, sitting at a table in a back corner of The Oscar Wilde Bookshop, a small stack of books on her right and left, and not a single person within ten yards. There Chloe sat, smiling enigmatically—a smile Dray had later come to recognize as her I’m ten seconds from nodding off smile—and looking pointedly at the clock on the wall. Dray walked forward slowly, her copy of the book in hand, and stood in front of the lonely table until Chloe looked up. Her gaze sharpened and her smile ratcheted up a notch. She’d asked if Dray were lost. Dray had laughed and in a flash of intuition said, “I was. I’m not anymore.”

And that had been that. Simple, improbable, Hollywood-style meet-cute kind of thing. Cynics be damned, she thought, that shit still happens.

Now she closed the book and carried it to the counter where a smitten sales clerk was busy feeding Chloe a load of shit as to the imminent demise of the printed word. His crystal-blue eyes damn near sparkled as an overly rapt Chloe seemed to hang on every word, chin planted in her palm, pinky toying with her bottom lip.

The young stud—nametag ratting him out as Bryce—leaned closer, his voice dropping into as low a register as a teenage boy’s voice can manage, what he probably thought of as his sultry tone. “I’ve been in this biz a long time, babe, and I’m telling you, books are on the way out. Hardback, paperback, you name it. Gone—” a snap of the fingers “—sayonara, right? It’s all about your Kindle, ya know? Even Nook to a lesser degree, but between you and me the Nook’s days are numbered, okay? The future is written on the cyber walls in pixelated black and white, you know what I’m sayin’?”

Chloe placed a hand to her breast, her mouth slightly parted in mock dismay.

Dray figured she was maybe fifteen seconds away from tossing a hand to her forehead before fanning herself and becoming overcome by a case of the vapors. She loved this side of Chloe; it was a rare side, especially when she was at work on a book.

It had been a long time since the two of them messed with someone; it was something they used to enjoy doing their first year together. A little mean perhaps, but all in good fun. Chloe was a master at improvisation, with the ability to assume the traits of almost any character at the drop of a dime.

That was before Chloe’s sales began to skyrocket and she became less playful and more stressed. Her books were dense things, full of honest-to-God ideas; books that challenged her readership, but so honestly and poetically structured they never failed to connect. What bothered Dray was how much the books seemed to challenge Chloe. They left her drained, and her research into the less savory side of mankind made her jaded. Maybe she was this generation’s Upton Sinclair, maybe not. For it to matter one way or another she’d have to survive her own intellect, or at least find a way to keep her art from driving her to an early grave.

Chloe was still quick with a smile but it was an adult smile, a sophisticated smile. Nothing wrong with that, but Dray sometimes missed their early days together. And now here she was, toying with this boy like an addlebrained but sex-savvy cheerleader.

Dray stepped in and held up the bargain-bin hardback between them, nudging Bryce’s attention away from Chloe’s breasts. She allowed her own voice to drop in register, dredging up what she hoped was a cultured British accent.

“Excuse me, my good man, but can you tell me if this is any good?”

The boy frowned at Dray, then flashed a toothy grin at Chloe. Here was another chance to impress the lady. He snatched the book from Dray’s hand, gave it a quick glance and dismissed it with a sneer, plopping the book on the counter and wiping his soiled fingers on his shirt.

“There’s a reason it’s in the bargain bin, don’t ya think? And what kind of title is The Wrath of Dragons? Maybe if it was, like, I don’t know, actually about dragons, right? My advice? Don’t waste the $2.99, that’s my advice.” He turned the power of his charm back to Chloe. “Sorry about that. Did you say something?”

Chloe actually batted her eyelashes. “I said, it’s from King Lear.”

“Who?”

Dray laid a hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “Allow me, my dear.” She cleared her throat. “If I may. In which King Lear doth warn young Kent in the strictest of terms: ‘Come not between a dragon and his wrath.’ Therein lies the genesis of the title, young Bryce. As you have so astutely observed, the book is not about dragons, but about the challenge to authority by one of lesser station.”

“What?”

Chloe smiled and looked at Dray. “You know a lot about Shakespeare for a black person.”

Bryce held up his hands and backed away from the counter. “Ummm, whoa…”

Dray picked up the book, opened it to the author photo on the back flap, her voice switching to a deep South caricature. “I am but a lowly negro, and I don’t know nuthin’ ‘bout shakin’ no spears, but I done been banging this here author lady for a lot of years now…she sometimes hollers out that poetry shit in the throes of passion.”

Head snapping left and right between them, Bryce continued to back away, then saw the author photo as Dray turned it in his direction. A glossy black-and-white of Chloe, Mona Lisa-smiling back at him.

Dray flipped the cover photo back, gazed at it for a moment. “Tell me, Ms. Sender, when this photo was taken…were you wearing panties?”

Chloe winked at Bryce, turned and lowered her gaze at Dray. “I was…then.”

Dray’s hand went to her mouth. “Do you mean that now…?”

Chloe looked to Bryce, winked again and placed a finger to her lips as if to say, Don’t tell anyone.

Then she snatched the book and tossed it back on the counter. “You’re right, Bryce, that book is shit. A lot of people thought it was the shit, but what do readers know, am I right? You throw Shakespeare at them in the guise of social commentary—or vice versa—and they’re all, like, Wait…what???”

Bryce started to say what again, caught himself and clamped his mouth shut.

Chloe turned to Dray, any hint of whimsy gone now from her eyes. She reached out a hand and stroked her cheek, and said, “She’s beautiful, and therefore to be wooed; She is woman, and therefore to be won.”

Dray stepped in close and said, “I love you more than words can wield the matter, Dearer than eyesight, space and liberty.” Then, gently and while still gazing deep into Chloe’s eyes, she reached over and placed a finger under Bryce’s chin, closed his mouth, and said, “Shakespeare, young Bryce. Shake-fucking-speare.”
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In the House of Broken Corridors

By Chloe Sender







 
  

Part Four
Sissy got her boobies before me.

They make Mama mad.

I think that’s funny.

Sitting in the kitchen after our bath. Me and Sissy with the tiger box of cereal. Sissy’s hair all drippy still. The water makes it look like blood.

Mama hollers for Sissy to cover up her boobies before Papa can see them.

And then she calls Papa in to look at how brazen Sissy is.

Brazen is a funny word. Like brassiere. The thing girls are supposed to use to cover up their boobies when they get too big. Brassieres to cover up Sissy’s brazen boobies.

Ha.

“Come here and look at the way she’s showing the world her titties,” Mama says. “Just you come here and look.”

I think something is wrong with Mama.

She calls Sissy a fudging whore.

Fudge is candy. That’s not the word Mama uses.

She uses the Bad Word.

I don’t know what a whore is. I didn’t know then. I know now. Like I know what a brassiere is. And what not-fudge is.

Boobies and bras and brazen poets who don’t know it.

Funny. Fudging funny.

Ha.

I think Mama got broken too.

Maybe Papa broke her, or maybe Mama broke Papa.

Maybe…no, this isn’t funny at all. But…maybe I broke them both.

I think too much. Pish-posh. That’s what Papa used to say. It means I’m being silly.

How could one so little break someone else?

I’ll have to ask Dolly. She’s knows about these things.

Maybe later. Right now we’re in the kitchen and I don’t have Dolly yet. I’m eating cereal and trying to ignore how Sissy is being a fudging whore, pointing her boobies at anyone who wants to look.

That’s what Mama says.

Papa comes in and smiles at me. He looks deeper at Sissy and smiles real hard at her. It’s a funny smile, different than the one he gave to me.

He tells Mama to leave Sissy alone. Says she’s just a little girl. Then he pinches Mama’s bottom.

Mama doesn’t giggle.

I wonder why?

I can feel how Sissy’s face gets all red like her hair when Mama talks out loud to Papa about her boobies.

Mama slaps Papa’s hand when he tries to pinch her again, then slaps Sissy’s face.

Fast slaps for Papa and Sissy, one-two, slap-slap.

Then she says something funny to Papa: “If you’re gonna grab my ass like that, at least try to look at my own tits while you’re doing it instead of hers.”

What’s funny is how Papa looks when Mama says that.

His face gets all red like Mama’s hair.

Like Sissy’s.

Sissy stopped walking around in her nothings after that.

I didn’t understand why.

Not then.

I understand now.
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Chloe sipped her chardonnay slowly, deliberately, inhaling through the golden liquid, swishing, and finally swallowing.

Outside Il Buco the sun rested easy on her bare shoulders. She closed her eyes, allowing her senses to enlighten her: easy laughter and conversation from the al fresco tables around her, the murmurs of urbane Villagers drifting past, the smells of grilled sausage, roasted baby eggplant and ricotta bruschetta on the table next to her. She opened her eyes just enough to allow the sun in, prismatic shimmers through her eyelashes.

Across the table Dray lounged in her chair, nearly drowsing with the combined effects of sun, wine, and rich food. She’d pulled the stretchy collar of her sun dress down around her shoulders; the already short skirt inched farther up her long thighs as she slid lower in the chair, legs stretched nearly onto to the sidewalk and into the flow of foot traffic. No one seemed to mind.

Chloe smiled, sat up and selected a small piece of bruschetta. She sipped more wine, took another bite, then drained the glass. She picked up the bottle. Empty.

“Do we dare?” Dray said. Her eyes were half open and she was looking at Chloe with a sleepy smile.

Chloe shrugged, slid an uncooperative spaghetti strap back onto her shoulder. “We have nibbles left and nowhere to be, it would be a shame not to.”

Dray lifted a hand and made a swirling gesture with her index finger.

Chloe looked around for their waiter, saw instead the delectable Sammi working the tables on the other side of the street window and caught her attention. Sammi smiled and held up a finger.

“Refreshment is in the offing,” Chloe said.

Dray picked a sausage off the plate without looking. “The what?”

“Ah, my vocabularily challenged friend. The offing, as in imminent. Our refreshment is imminent, coming soon to those who wait, that type of thing, dahling.”

Dray shook her head. “You did not just say vocabularily.”

“It’s the wine talking, dahling.”

“Hey, lovely ladies, how it’s going today with sweet Andrea and Chloe?”

Sammi was a dark-skinned exotic blend of French, Greek and ghetto, and was the only person who still called Dray by her given name. And she had an accent they inevitably spent the next few hours after an encounter with her trying to imitate.

“Hey, girlie-girl,” Chloe said, half-standing to plant a light kiss on her cheek.

Dray stayed seated and kissed the air in her direction. “Our bottle seems to have leaked copiously from the top.”

“What that is you drinking?” Sammi lifted the bottle, squinted at the label. “La Crema Chardonnay. Fucking California wine. You dudes want more of this stuff?”

“Yes,” Dray said, “we dudes would like some more fucking awesome California wine.” She dropped her gaze and looked straight at Chloe. “Indeed, some of that righteous California fucking wine.”

Sammi snapped her fingers and pointed at them both. “Word, my niggas, coming at you.” She turned and swished through the tables and back to the bar inside.

“God, look at that ass,” Chloe said, following her departure. “I just love her. She’s kinda scrumptious.”

“As scrumptious as bookseller Bryce?”

Chloe pretended to consider the question. “Ummm, scrumptiouser.”

Dray sucked the sausage juice from her fingers, one noisy, deliberate slurp at a time. “Scrumptious like I’m scrumptious?”

Chloe cocked an eyebrow. “Hardly. But she calls me her nigga one more time and she might have trouble holding me off.”

“Yeah,” Dray deadpanned, “that is a turn-on, but I think she’s straight.”

Chloe speared a piece of eggplant. “Straight can be bent if you know what you’re doing.”

She chewed for a second, gazing at Dray, taking her in, feeling a pull to be in the space she occupied. “So, California fucking wine, huh?”

Dray leaned back and closed her eyes. “Seems worth considering. Or is it just me?”

“No…it is very much not just you. I’m still not sure how we got out of the loft intact.”

“Intact? My cherry exploded a looong time ago, my dear.”

Chloe looked at her. “Is that so? Are we talking the literal fruit of your womanhood or figurative?”

“I was speaking in the literal sense, miss nosey.”

“I see. And just how long ago are we talking here?”

“Well,” Dray said, “I know Clinton was in office.”

“So this would’ve been roughly around the time of the infamous cigar that was not a cigar?”

She glanced at Chloe. “This kind of talk turn you on?”

“You turn me on. That’s never been very hard for you to do. I was just curious how a woman of your, uh, persuasion goes about having her cherry busted.”

“You think it’s harder for black folk than whites? Damn, that’s brutal, girl.”

Chloe could do this all day long. It was she and Dray being them, and she loved it more than almost anything else about their relationship. “My dear, I think you know that to which I am referring.”

“Ah,” Dray said. “You mean the lesbo thing. Yeah, unless one were curious or a late bloomer that does eliminate certain traditional cherry busting methods. But we must not rule out toys and appliances. Tools of our trade, don’cha know.”

Chloe laughed. “I can’t help but picture you at like ten years old, getting a little too carried away with your mommy’s vibrator.”

“I was thirteen.”

Chloe laughed again, easy at heart and sipping the moments as consciously as she had sipped her wine.

Dray sighed. “Anyway, I forget how we got on my cherry…so to speak.”

“You were talking about wine for the love making—”

“Actually what I said was fucking.”

“Indeed. And I was saying how I was somewhat amazed that we got out of the loft intact, which led you, in the natural course of things, to mention the busted nature of your cherry.”

“Ah yes. Busted. Gone the way of the Edsel. So your reference to either one of us being intact was erroneous.”

“That may be, but busted maraschino or not, your final cute move before we left the apartment had you about two seconds away from experiencing some aftershock.”

Dray shook her head. “Nah, you’re thinking about an earthquake. Earthquakes have aftershocks. Busted cherries have…” She looked at Chloe. “What do busted cherries have?”

Chloe lowered her gaze. “They have me, bitch.”

Dray laughed. “Well played, very well played.”

“Two bottles of California fucking wine, though. Could be a little sloppy.”

Dray slid back down in her chair, the rise of her skirt now perilously close to revealing the fact that she was not wearing underwear. “Good thing neither one of us has to get it up.”

Chloe watched her, the unselfconscious grace of this long lithe woman stretched nearly full length in her chair, as much a part of the sun and breeze and food and wine as she was her own skin.

“Yes,” Chloe said, “that’s a very good thing.”

Then she turned to watch Sammi as she hip-swayed her way back to their table with two fresh glasses and the bottle in an ice bucket.

Chloe’s eyes glanced past Sammi to the slowly closing door she had just passed through, to the darkened interior of Il Buco, and to the couple standing in the doorway—only it wasn’t a couple exactly, it was an impossibly tall man and either a dwarf or a child, standing as if posed for a picture, both seeming to look in Chloe’s direction, even though the man did not appear to have a face at all, his features a blurred, melted-wax smear. The dwarf was female, with ruffled skirts and long ringlet curls lifting and floating around her head in a nimbus as though she were standing in a draft; except that she wasn’t actually standing—her feet were several inches off the ground.

Chloe saw all this in a hazy flash, like a grainy snapshot superimposed over reality, and it had to be a trick of sun or the wine or her overtired imagination, because they couldn’t be positioned where they were or Sammi would have walked right into them—through them—and what Chloe’s mind couldn’t accept is that she is almost sure that’s what just happened.

She was no longer warm, despite the sun, despite the alcohol. The pair were framed in the doorway like a sepia photograph, but shimmery, not wholly there. And somehow she felt that she knew them, that they were there for her, waiting for her to see them.

“Baby?” Dray was sitting up, eyes fully open.

Sammi stood next to her, holding the bottle for her inspection, a frown on her pouty lips. “This not the good fucking stuff?”

Chloe blinked. There was no one in the doorway. Of course there never had been, what she imagined she’d seen was impossible. Her mind was stressed from too little sleep and too much nocturnal rambling. Her brain had been active lately while it was supposed to be sleeping and now it was trying to drift back into a distorted dream world while it was supposed to be awake. Simple as that—her patterns of consciousness were becoming inverted.

“I’m sorry, I was daydreaming.” She took a deep breath, glanced at the bottle and tapped it with a fingernail. “That is indeed the good fucking stuff, girlie. You may pour away.”

When Sammi had gone Chloe pulled hard at her wine, inhaled deeply and forced a smile. “Just as good as the last.”

Dray hadn’t touched her wine. “You okay?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Chloe closed her eyes. “I saw something that may have been my imagination.” She sighed, shook her head and smiled. “No, not ‘may have been,’ definitely was my imagination because I couldn’t have seen what I thought I saw.”

She explained in detail, leaving out only the feeling that the strange pair was familiar.

Dray exaggerated a shiver. “Holy hell, baby, that’s some creepy shit.”

Chloe laughed in spite of herself. It felt good. Dray was here and she had made it all seem a little less real with one simple statement.

“Yeah, it was creepy, but it had to have been a trick of the light, the way the sun bounced off the window or something, and it was just some dad with his little girl waiting for a table and all of it started messing with how tired my brain is from not sleeping.”

“Okay.” Dray’s voice still held concern. “You wanna cork this bottle and head back? Get out of the sun?”

“No, I really don’t. I want very much to usurp this table as long as we damn well please. I want to suck down every last drop of this California fucking wine. Then, and only then, do I want to leave and go back home. We have plans for each other, dahling, and a couple imagined ghosts shall not deter me from my plans of debauchery. Drink up, bitch.”

The lines eased from Dray’s forehead. “Girl, you are making some big promises.”

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, my nigga.”

Dray giggled, and that, more than anything, eased Chloe’s heart.

 

. . . . .

 

Dray waited until Chloe’s attention returned to her wine before allowing the smile to fade from her lips.

Whatever Chloe saw, or thought she saw, had scared her a lot more than she was letting on. The description of the couple was plenty creepy, certainly creepy enough to give Dray’s heart a run for its money.

But Chloe’s reaction was more than a brief shock. For a fleeting moment Chloe had been truly terrified. Dray saw it as plain as the sheen of perspiration on Chloe’s forehead—real terror.

Then Chloe had shrugged it off. And that was maybe most disturbing of all. As scared as she was of the thing itself, she’d been more scared of Dray finding out about it. At least that was how it seemed.

It was what it was, and there wasn’t a damn thing Dray could do until Chloe offered up more explanation as to what it really was that had caused her already pale skin to go paper-white.

And that was fine for now. If diversion was what Chloe needed Dray could offer that. She could drift through another bottle of wine, make small talk and torment book clerks. She could toss innuendo back and forth all day long.

Those things were pure delight. Watching Chloe get loose and release her inhibitions was foreplay in and of itself.

All that was fine and good. But something was not right—she’d seen subtle changes over the past several weeks. Forced distraction—even the welcome banter in the bookstore—was becoming the norm and it was not the Chloe that Dray had come to love.

Dray sipped her wine. Chloe gulped hers, sliding down in her chair.

A feeling of protectiveness overwhelmed Dray. There was no one and nothing in this wide world she loved as much.

“Slow down, baby. You keep sucking it down like that and sloppy will rapidly degenerate into incapable.”

Chloe smiled and it appeared very nearly without strain. “Did you just call me a degenerate?”

Dray laughed, sipped her wine.

And watched.
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Junker stirs within his dream. Swimming in the center of an impossibly huge bed, floating under a down comforter, lighter than air. There are no players in this dream, only Junker and cool plush dreamy rest. It is a place without danger, without temptation—and most of all, a lovely everlasting moment free of judgment. He’s been here before, many times, but never outside of dreams. Only his dreams are free of condemnation.

Soft fingers brush his cheeks.

“Mr. Junker…”

He tucks his knees in close to his chest, drawing deeper into himself, holding on to the softness as long as he can, because outside of dreams—outside of this dream—there is no gentleness to be had, no tenderness, from him or for him.

Those fingers, now trailing lightly through his hair, and the soft lips brushing delicately against his ears, causing his skin to tingle with a sensation so far removed from recent experience it is almost foreign.

“Mr. Junker…wake up…”

And then he is fully awake, but squeezing his eyes shut, wanting only to remain somewhere other than where he knows he is, where he feels like he has always been although he knows there was something before all this dirt and grime and hopelessness…and a name for himself other than Junker.

He lies still, feeling the little thing—Kimberlina—standing next to him, whispering his name to draw him out of sleep, his only safe and quiet and clean place.

She is there. He can feel her presence.

She is just a child. He wants to believe that, but he is nervous—he won’t say scared, won’t admit to that yet. Because of what she has awoken within him…maybe just that. But maybe something else, something about her that seems to defy childhood, making a mockery of its simplicity and innocence. And if she is not a child…then what?

She’s the antithesis of a child, he thinks, a split second before he realizes he has never used that word and has no idea what it means. He tries to conjure the word again, see it in his mind. I must know what it means; I’m the one who thought it. Wasn’t I?

He takes a long deep breath as a chill of anxiety washes over him, like the night before when he tried to summon the origins of his name, and when he saw the other...

“Mr. Junker…”

His eyes open, finally, and he turns toward her.

She’s not there.

He grunts himself into a sitting position, squints up at the high, oil-streaked chicken-wire windows, gray morning light making the chamber’s gloom seem somehow hazier than full dark.

And then, at the shadowy far end of the space, he sees a darker form standing motionless, shifting slightly as if in a breeze, facing him, watching him, causing his already dry mouth to fill with dust, his pulse to quicken and his skin to tighten into gooseflesh. It doesn’t matter that he can’t see its face or whether it’s real or not, he senses it is staring at him, waiting for him to move.

“Mr. Junker?”

He shakes his head, rubs his eyes. Just little Kimberlina, walking toward him. But…she seems taller.

Impossible. Get a grip, Junk, you’re still groggy from the dream.

“I have different clothes,” she says, holding out her arms and looking down at herself.

And maybe that’s the difference. She found some jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt—the loss of the baby-doll dress makes her look taller.

That’s all it is.

The t-shirt is pink, with horizontal rust-colored stripes. The jeans are ripped but otherwise in good shape. And she’s found a pair of black-and-white sneakers. All of it fits her perfectly.

Junker clears his throat. “Where’d you find the clothes?”

She shrugs. “I had them on when I woke up.”

He looks at her, trying to determine what she’s up to. “You went to sleep in a dress and woke up in jeans and a t-shirt and different shoes. That seems unlikely.”

She shrugs again but says nothing.

Something about the clothes pings at Junker’s memory. “Tell me where you got the clothes, Kimberlina.”

She crosses her arms, defiant. “I don’t know, Mr. Junker. I told you, I had them on when I woke up. Maybe you put them on me.”

Her voice has changed, deepened—it’s like she’s aged five years overnight.

He watches her for a moment, this child who is seeming less and less like a child; who, the night before, seemed to know who and what he was, everything he’d left behind, and had used it to work him. He is without sufficient pride to deny what he’d been thinking last night, to even pretend for a second that the bad thing hadn’t come rushing back out of a past he’d come close to forgetting. He knows it was wrong, horrible, sick, and that the same bad thing had ruined everything a long time ago and was the exact reason he was here now.

Well, look at that, Junk, you’re starting to remember shit. Apparently that’s all you know about yourself: shit. A feeling of despair welled within him. Maybe that’s all there is to know.

She hadn’t actually said much of anything last night, but she knew; he felt it in his gut the second she looked at him and told him how nice he’d been to help her. She saw it coming before he did and knew exactly how to diffuse him, because somehow she knew things she shouldn’t know—couldn’t know—things even he was just starting to remember.

It was that bit about treating her like she was my own little girl…that’s the part that really turned the trick, isn’t it? Maybe I don’t want to remember any more about myself; maybe ignorance truly is bliss.

He thinks for a second about asking her how she knew those things. But he bites off the question, because he is afraid she might actually tell him.

“I didn’t go anywhere near you last night,” he says.

She smiles without warmth. “I know that. I would’ve known.”

She’s playing with me…but why?

She didn’t simply awaken with different clothes on, so she had to have gotten up in the middle of the night and…and what? Took a walk outside? A stroll down by the night-blackened Hudson river and found the clothes lying on a dock somewhere in the Meatpacking District?

Of course not, she wouldn’t have been able to find her way there or back, even if The District’s night inhabitants would’ve let her come back.

Where then? Junker knows his own space and he doesn’t remember ever seeing those clothes.

But there is something familiar about them, isn’t there?

Yes, no denying that. Something about that shirt in particular—his fingers seem to remember the texture of the material, the way it feels when gripped, the sound the fabric might make when stretched beyond its capacity and begins to tear along a seam, exposing skin…

He jerks, shrugs, flicks the image away like a bug that has landed on his skin.

Doesn’t matter, they’re just generic kids’ clothes, I’ve probably seen a shirt like that a hundred times, shoes like those at least a thousand.

What does matter is the fact of their existence on her body. They came from somewhere. Or someone.

Gooseflesh ripples along his skin.

Someone else is here…or was here. That’s the only real explanation.

Kimberlina appears bored by his sudden silence and turns her back on him, skipping away, humming lightly under her breath.

Junker takes in what he can see in the gloom, the orderly mounds of trash, the twisting trails he has created amidst the heaps of garbage. It seems impossible that someone could find their way through his maze in the dark and…and change Kimberlina’s clothes without her knowing it?

No, she knew. She knows.

For reasons beyond Junker’s ability to comprehend she is toying with him…and it seems she is not alone.

He watches her capering and dancing, the weak light from the high window casting the faintest of shadows beneath her—he starts, feeling a sudden pressure in his chest.

Her shadow…

No, that’s my imagination. I was thinking about her clothes and…

Sweat beads on his forehead and drips into his eyes. Because for a moment—a brief, dull flash—her faint silhouette was full and triangular, a shadow-dress wafting as she danced.

He desperately needs a drink. His pockets hold a few dollars, and that’s more than enough to take off the edge, to quiet these ridiculous ideas.

He stands, stretches his limbs with a series of loud cracks. As she skips back in his direction he says, “We need to get you home.”

She stops, head tilted to one side. “I don’t know where that is.”

Sure you don’t.

“What do you know?”

“More than I knew yesterday,” she says in a sing-song, then turns and prances away.

“Kimberlina, we need to figure out what to do with you.”

And whoever else you brought with you.

She gives no response as she continues into the shadows, her prance becoming a hop and bounce, every bit the little girl out for a stroll through a blighted landscape of castoff debris.

Castoff junk, he thinks. I preside over all this junk…so I am Junker, simple as that, no great mystery here, just Junker and his fucking piles of junk. Come here, little girl, and let me show you my junk— He flinches suddenly, that last thought seeming to be shouted from within his head. And the accompanying image—let me show you my junk—of reaching into his pants, gripping and then exposing his— I’m going crazy. This little tramp is fucking with my head. Skipping and tra-la-la-ing like it’s a bright sunny day at the beach.

“Shit,” he mutters, turns his back on her, and lifts his gaze to the high windows and the gauzy light.

Just let her go away, I was doing fine before I ran into her—before she ran into me. There’s something not right about this kid, if she really is a kid, and if she’s got someone else with her…what if it’s another little girl? A couple urchins out to have a little fun with the resident junk man.

(Let me show you my junk) Two girls…a girl with a baby-doll dress, and now a slightly older version in jeans and t-shirt…

Ridiculous.

He closes his eyes, opens them again.

Why does she bother me so much? Last night I was ready to…

He clenches his eyes shut and his mind lights up with how she looked last night, her doe eyes blinking at him, full of perfect innocence, accusing him—and then later, in the lantern light.

He grits his teeth, grinding them until his head begins to ache.

Still facing the windows, he says, “Are they still watching you?”

Her voice is small, distant, a whisper from the far corner of the dark space and he hears more the echo of her words than the words themselves. “Yes, but I’m not scared anymore.”

He turns and she is standing less than two feet away from him. He stumbles back, trips over his feet and lands hard on his backside. “Fuck!…how did you…who are you?”

She steps toward him as she stuffs her baby-doll hands into the jean pockets. With the light from the high window behind throwing her into silhouette he can’t see her face clearly, but he can hear the smile. Her voice is soft, a conspiratorial hiss. “I’m Lilitu.”

“Lili…what?”

She hesitates, the smile slipping from her words. “I’m…Kimberlina, silly.”

“That’s not what you said.”

The smile is back in her voice, too there, making her words strained. “I was playing with you. It’s me, Mr. Junker. Kimberlina. Who else would I be?”

In his mind he hears: “Leave it alone.” These words feel more like instruction than thought and that brief sensation of another’s presence within him makes him feel faint.

What the fuck is happening to me?

He clears his throat, opens his mouth and lets out a dry croak. He swallows and tries again. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make your voice sound like it was on the other side of the room when you were standing right behind me.”

She yawns, theatrical and fake. Ignoring his question she places a hand on her belly. “I think I’m hungry.”

Watching her carefully, he stands slowly to his feet. He wants to turn and run but a part of him wonders how far he would get.

She’s just a kid. That’s all, I’m just letting my mind run riot. Shit, she’s less than half my size, nothing to be afraid of. Just a kid.

He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly, wanting more than anything to get out into the light.

She wants to eat—fine, that will get us out where I can see. And it will make it harder for her little friend to hide.

“Okay, plenty of places to grab a bite. What are you hungry for?”

She bares her teeth and pulls her hands from her pockets, crouches and scuttles toward him, fingers curling into claws. “You, Mr. Junker, I wanna eat you.”

He cries out and stumbles back, feet tangling and nearly sending him down again.

Kimberlina doubles over in a fit of giggling.

“That wasn’t funny.” Junker’s bowels have gone loose and he figures he is lucky he hasn’t soiled himself.

Her giggles become snorts as she gradually controls herself. “Oh…oh, Mr. Junker, you sh-shoulda seen your face!”

Every impulse makes him want to grab her and shake her, wrench her body left and right until her eyes roll back, pound her into the bed until her neck snaps and— Christ, what’s happening to me. Please let me just get away, out of here, out into the light and away from what she’s doing to my head.

He turns, walks drunkenly into the hallway and turns right toward the exit, a tilted rectangle of murky light a hundred yards too far away. “You’re getting a fucking hot dog, missy.”

She is still laughing, now a child’s derisive laughter, cruel, taunting.

I saw her walk away. I heard her voice from the far end of the chamber when she was standing right behind me. But…maybe it wasn’t her voice I heard. She snuck back while I was facing the other way, stood behind me, and her accomplice—Lili-something?—is who I heard speaking. Yes, it’s the only thing that makes sense.

Behind him, as if a switch has been thrown, Kimberlina’s laughter abruptly cuts off.

He quickens his step.
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Part Five
Sissy is afraid of Papa.

I don’t like remembering this part. I don’t like pretending it’s happening right now.

Maybe you don’t want to see this part.

I don’t want to see it either, but I can’t help it. I see it all and I hear it all even though I wasn’t there. But I know I was there, like I’m there now, like you’re here with me.

It’s all in my head like a movie on the television that keeps right on playing no matter how much I want to change the channel.

Because this part is before I knew what I know now. The worst part about this TV show is that I remember how it felt. Later, I didn’t care so much. Because I felt different about it all.

About Papa and Mama and Sissy and Dolly.

But that was later and this was then and I don’t like it.

Maybe you won’t like it either.

Dolly thinks it’s funny.

I don’t.

Sissy is afraid of Papa.

She was afraid.

She’s not anymore.

She’s not here anymore.

She told me—this was after Mama talked about her boobies—that Papa started looking at her funny.

He still smiled. But it was a funny smile.

Like when he pinched Sissy’s bottom.

He said he was just trying to give her a little pinch.

On the bottom.

It was her fault that she turned around and got pinched in the front.

She should be more careful.

That’s what Papa told her.

Dolly thinks that’s funny. Dolly thinks we all should have been more careful.

The bathroom door doesn’t have a lock.

I didn’t know that until Sissy told me.

She didn’t know that until she was in the bath and Papa peeked in.

She said they stared at each other for a few minutes. Both of them with red faces like Mama’s hair. Like Sissy’s hair.

Sissy’s hands covered her boobies.

But she couldn’t cover the rest.

“Papa’s eyes were bulging out,” she said. “He was breathing funny.”

And Mama was whispering behind him.

“Get a good look,” Mama said. “Then come to bed and tell me what you saw. Tell me all of it.”

Sissy said Mama’s voice sounded funny too. Like all the Mama sound was gone from her and what was left sounded like a wicked witch from a fairytale, all thin and dry and crackly.

“Papa?” Sissy said. “I’m taking a bath.”

Papa nodded.

He was crying.

She said he looked like he was going to be sick.

Mama’s voice again, whispering: “You like it? Come on to bed now and touch it. I’ll be her. You want to see what she’s like, just come on now.”

Dolly giggled when I told her that part.

Sissy was confused.

I was confused.

I’m not confused anymore.
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Kimberlina stumbles along behind Mr. Junker. She is unsure what just happened. It is as though she has just awakened from another dream, a dream of herself and her other self, somehow...playing together. She feels limp and deflated, as though the substance that had filled her up—making her dance around for Mr. Junker, poking and jabbing at him to get a response—has leaked out. Something mean-spirited, lifting her feet, moving her lips, someone making her— Lilitu. He asked who I was and I answered, “Lilitu.” But that wasn’t me. It was like before, when words were coming out of my mouth before I knew what they were. But that was different—that was me speaking, my mouth just ahead of my brain. When I told him I was Lilitu…that was someone else speaking for me. The forest me?

She clenches her fists, digging her nails into her palms. No, no, no. That was a dream. Stupid dream. There’s only me and Mr. Junker, here in this awful building. I was on the street before this, and before that…somewhere else I don’t know about yet. But it’s only me.

And, for a moment, she can almost believe it…except for the clothes. Where did the clothes come from, and why do they feel so much more like…hers? She remembers sitting on the mattress the night before, and feeling that the shoes Junker brought her belonged to someone else— (These aren’t mine…he brought me the wrong shoes) Then coming awake this morning, looking down and seeing the striped shirt on her body, the torn jeans and ragged sneakers, and feeling somehow calmer because her clothes were right. The fact of their existence was simply that: a fact. They were there, on her body; they fit, they were comfortable, and she didn’t question their reality. She looked around her for the dress, not expecting to find it, very nearly unable to remember what it looked like. And in her mind, like words on a chalkboard, the disjointed thought: The dress was only partly mine.

Following Mr. Junker toward the rectangle of light, watching her feet to keep from stumbling over the scattered debris, she notices the tear in her left sneaker from which her pinky toe peeks out with every step.

I remember when that tear happened. I remember climbing a fence and catching my shoe as I was going over the top…

Then the fleeting memory is snatched away and she senses—almost hears—that inner voice whisper: (Not yet.) This time—although she can’t say why she thinks this—the voice seems to be speaking not to her, but…to itself.

Memory, in feeling only, clarifies. She was a little girl once. Yes. She used to run and jump and play. Until— (Not. Yet.) Is she still a little girl?

No, not like I was. Certainly not today. Something else is going on today. It started with waking in these clothes…and then waking Mr. Junker…

Like the dream of the forest—the wraith she became, thrusting herself into the poor woman—she suddenly felt herself as a thing of power, here one second, flashing elsewhere the next. And all of it seemed contrived to terrify Mr. Junker.

Why would I do that? Or…maybe it really wasn’t me. No, it was…that other. Not the dream self—not Lilitu—but that inner voice, the one filling my mouth with words before I knew I had any words to speak. That’s what is happening here.

And then: Maybe it’s not another, maybe it really is me. Maybe they’re all me…but maybe I am not just me.

Nonsensical and dizzying, this last thought nevertheless awakens a memory, some familiar nudge.

Maybe…I am more than me.
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“I’m so sorry.”

Chloe sat cross-legged on the bed; naked, feeling ridiculous, her clothes in a heap on the floor where she’d dropped them during an impromptu striptease that was supposed to lead to something more.

The remainder of their time at Il Buco had been idyllic, the wine and subsequent Irish coffees casting a gauzy net over conversation, softening the city’s rough edges and diminishing gravity’s pull, allowing Chloe to drift, untethered from anxiety.

No more phantoms, no wax-faced giants and floating children. Of course, there never had been. With every sip Chloe came closer to assuring herself of their nonexistence.

Nothing but overstressed brain cells. They were never there.

But there or not, they somehow followed her home, another grainy snapshot of the pair briefly lighting up her mind like the mental imprint left by a subliminal image inserted into a single frame of film.

Her slow dance came to an abrupt halt, the seduction ended before it began. And this time, in that momentary mental flash, the giant’s smeared features seemed to be smiling, leering at her as she danced.

“You never need to apologize to me, girl,” Dray said.

“Yes, I do. I was looking forward to this. I wanted it to be good. For both of us.”

“It’s always good, baby. And we’ve never yet had to force it.”

Still clothed, Dray sat in the leather reading chair across from her, legs tucked beneath her, watching Chloe carefully, as though she were an expensive vase sitting a little too close to the edge of the table. “You wanna talk about it?”

Chloe hesitated. She did want to talk about it, and she didn’t. Dray was her confidant, the only person who had ever come close to understanding her writer’s sometimes bipolar temperament—but there was so much she herself did not know. She felt helpless how to even approach what she’d been experiencing. The last thing she wanted or needed was to come across to Dray as weak or scatterbrained.

But keeping it close—keeping it hidden—seemed only to have intensified the bleak feeling of helplessness.

And now she was seeing things. This time the specters had been in her mind. But what difference did that make? Wasn’t it all in her mind? The hallucinations had been just that: hallucinations.

They weren’t actually there at Il Buco either, but it doesn’t fucking matter. I saw them. Twice. If I saw them and they weren’t there, I’m crazy. If they were really there…

She shuddered. She was starting to forget what normal felt like. Something inside her was beginning to fray, to unravel.

“I really don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “I’ve never wanted so badly to not talk about something. But I have to. I…whatever this is, I’m pretty sure it’s connected to the new book.”

I know it’s connected to the book. Everything lately seems connected to this fucking book.

Dray sighed. “And you won’t talk about it if it’s even remotely connected to what you’re working on.”

That was and always had been her rule. She did not discuss a work-in-progress. Ever. She tried not to even think about it too much unless she was actually sitting in front of the keyboard, typing, moving the story further along. But this story was not playing by the rules—she wasn’t sure she could speak coherently on the subject even if she’d wanted to.

“I can’t talk about the specifics of the story. Not yet.”

Way to stick to your principles, Chloe. Commendable, considering you don’t even know what the specifics are.

She paused for breath, for some kind of idea how to proceed. “I don’t know for absolute certain that it’s related. It’s just…since I started this book…I don’t know. Something’s off. With me.”

“I’m not following you, baby. Help me.”

Of course you’re not following me. I’m not even following me.

Chloe pressed her palms against her eyes, then harder until she began to see swirls of gray and white behind the lids. Anything to still the chattering editorial voice in her head so she could organize her thoughts, find some way to say I think I’m losing my mind without actually saying the words.

“I’m scared, Dray.”

She suddenly felt exposed. Not naked—she was used to living and moving in the apartment in her bare skin—but now she felt as though she were laid open for all the world to see, stretched wide, spread-eagled and vulnerable. Any semblance of self-confidence or self-assurance had fled.

“I saw them again.”

Dray frowned. “Them?”

Chloe looked at her, not ready to say more, not until Dray acknowledged the fact of her hallucination.

Dray nodded slowly, taking in a breath before replying. “The creepy couple.”

Chloe looked at her fingers, the fingers that typed her words, translating the language of her thoughts into words and images. “Yes. Just a few minutes ago. They weren’t actually here, I know that, but I saw them again in my mind, like before.”

Not exactly like before though, was it? No. This time, head tilted in what looked like curiosity, the man was smiling. Liked what he saw. And did his lips part, his tongue start to protrude?

(Dance for me, little girl.)

Dray sat up quickly. “Baby, you’re white as a sheet. Talk to me. Breathe.”

Chloe took in as much air as she could, trying to dispel the tainted mirage, bring some oxygen back into her blood.

What’s happening to me. Christ, where is this coming from? I didn’t actually see any of that…did I?

And then she was hyperventilating, her vision beginning to tunnel, Dray’s look of concern fading because Dray was fading…

Dray moved quickly, snatching up a corner of the blanket and covering Chloe’s mouth and nose. “Slow it down, baby. Just breathe easy into the blanket. No big thing, just a little too much carbon dioxide, that’s all. Calm breaths now through your nose, listen to my voice, easy breaths, slow breaths.” She eased next to her on the bed and held her, her voice dropping to a near whisper, the pitch rising and falling in a melodic lilt. “Om shanti, shanti, shanti. Peace, peace, peace.”

Dray continued to chant softly, taking Chloe’s hand and applying pressure to her index finger in the space between the first and second knuckles.

And as quickly as it came on, the wave of dizziness receded, taking with it the deluge of anxiety and leaving behind only a faint nausea.

“I’m okay, I’m okay. I…just got to thinking about too much all at once.”

(Dance for me, little girl.)

No. NO. That didn’t mean anything. Some disjointed memory, or maybe something from a movie that picked that moment to pop into my head.

Her voice trembled. “God, Dray, I’m so scared.”

“I can see that, baby. I’m a little shaky myself. But you gotta help me understand what’s happening. I’m feeling a little useless.”

“I know, I’m sorry.”

Stop being sorry and talk to her. And keep your eyes open—that fucking nonexistent ghost is just waiting for you to close them again.

But there were two ghosts. The little one was floating—why doesn’t that bother me? Why is it the other that frightens me so much?

(Dance for me…)

“Chloe…? Come on, baby, stay with me.”

“I’m here. I’m okay. God. Dr. Jon had names for all this shit.”

Dray frowned. “That freaky jazz dude from New Orleans?”

Chloe smiled. “No, this was a therapist I saw when I was a kid. I told you about him, didn’t I? I called him Dr. Jon, no ‘h’, because I couldn’t pronounce his name. Some Belgian name with too many consonants in a row, that type of thing. Anyway, he knew all the technical terms that somehow made stuff like this sound less scary. He would’ve called my hallucination a ‘sensory perception that has the compelling sense of reality.’” She closed her eyes. “I guess that’s not much better, is it?”

Chloe paused, opened her eyes and looked at Dray, long and hard. “I love you so much.”

Dray’s lips thinned, stretching into something that wanted to be a smile. “I love you too, sweetie, you know I do. I just want to help you. Help me do that, okay?”

“Okay…okay.”

Forget scary man and his floating minion for a minute. Just get the rest out, puke it up and get it all out in the open.

Chloe stood, stretched, and sat down in the reading chair facing Dray. “Okay. The new book. Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that the new story is at the center of this…whatever this is. My gut tells me that’s the case. The problem is…Jesus, how do I say this without sounding loony. The fucking problem is the story. I don’t even know what it is, Dray, or where it came from. It’s different than anything I’ve done before. I can live with that. But…God, how do I explain this?”

Dray sat, motionless on the edge of the bed, her expression one of simple invitation that seemed to say: Take as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere.

Chloe closed her eyes and continued. “I feel somehow taken over. Possessed. It’s not even the subject matter of the story. I mean, it’s an odd story, or at least it seems so to me because it’s not my type of thing, not even the type of thing I would normally read. But even that is only based on the feeling I have about the story, not the actual content. And it’s like there’s this underlying something going on beneath the words. Something…dangerous.”

She paused again. Say it, Chloe. There’s no one you trust more in this world. Tell her.

She looked at Dray, looked hard through a gathering shimmer of tears. “I’m afraid you’ll think I’m crazy.”

Dray frowned. “I can’t decide if that’s funny or offensive. This is me, girl. Your Dray. You’ve been a lot of things and you are everything good in my world, but one thing you are not is crazy. And I hope this far down our road that you know better than to think I could ever think that of you.”

So Chloe told her. Not the details of the story, because she didn’t know them. The more she wanted to speak of it the further any already-vague details receded, like the filmy threads of a barely remembered dream that become more faint the harder one tries to remember.

She kept her voice level as she attempted to explain the inexplicable, how she was apparently writing a story subconsciously—even unconsciously—and how this story she could not remember kept drawing her back, like a drug that eclipsed memory but nonetheless kept her crawling back for more.

Chloe pulled a tissue from the nightstand and dabbed at her nose. “I feel almost like I’m being instructed on some deeper level what to write. Shit, that’s pussyfooting around the truth. I am being instructed, even if I am the instructor, some deeper me that has a story to tell, I guess. It’s the only way this can be working because I am not fully present when I’m writing. I’m not sure I’m actually conscious half the time.”

Dray was quiet, seemed fully composed but with one hand over her mouth. It was a mannerism Chloe knew well.

She’s scared. I’m scaring her, which is exactly what I didn’t want to do. Fuck it, I’m scared too, and way too far down the rabbit hole to stop now.

She covered her eyes, at once hiding behind her hands and pressing away the tears. “I have this heavy sense as I’m writing; none of the good buzz of a story taking off—and this bitch is really taking off, at least as far as I can tell by the growing word count—and that heavy vibe is with me all the time. If I hear a noise at night, no matter how normal a sound it might be, or see something out of the corner of my eye, my mind connects it to this underlying menace of the story, makes it darkly significant.”

She dropped her hands and the tears she’d been holding back fell. “I know none of that makes any sense, and I think that’s what makes me feel like I’m going a little bit crazy. I’m scared, Dray, really fucking scared, and I don’t even know why.”

She swiped a hand across her cheeks, angry at her own tears. “No. That’s not true. Of course I know why. I’m writing a story and I can’t remember much of it—I actually can’t focus on any details, only the feeling of the story. How can I be so fucking afraid of something I can’t even remember? And how can I be writing something at all and not remember what it is? If I can’t remember it, why does it keep drawing me back?”

Dray folded her hands in her lap, took a long slow deep breath. “The not knowing is exactly what scares you, baby, the feeling of not being in control. It would scare me too.”

“I don’t know. Yeah, not knowing scares me, but then I feel like maybe I do know what it’s about on some level, just not any level I can access. How is that not crazy? And my new friends? The creepy fucking couple? I swear I feel like I know them, or maybe they know me.”

He knows me…at least he wants to.

(Dance for me, little girl.)

“And it feels somehow related to my story, to that dark, heavy feeling. Not so much the story itself, but it’s more like they’re some kind of manifestation of the dread I’ve been feeling.”

“Are they in your story? Or someone like them?”

“God, Dray, that’s the thing—I don’t know. They could be the main characters for all I can remember. I just don’t know.”

“The hell with it,” Dray said, “power up the laptop and read the damn thing right now. Out loud, with both of us awake.”

Chloe shook her head, hiding her eyes behind her hands. “No.”

Dray took a breath. “I know we agreed never to talk about this, but—”

“No, Dray, not everything is connected to what my dad did.”

“He did some pretty horrendous shit, baby. You don’t live through that without being affected. No one does. Shit like that can surface, and no one knows what form it might take.”

You don’t know the half of what old Pop was capable of. And it wasn’t just him, was it? No, I won’t open that door. Not now, not ever.

Chloe swiped briskly at her eyes again. “It’s not that. I’d know, okay? It’s the story. Everything I’m feeling started shortly after I started writing this bitch.”

“And it’s not at all possible that your subconscious could be trying to get your attention through this story? A story you admit that you can’t even remember and are too afraid to read in the light of day?”

Dray paused, choosing her words carefully. “A story that may or may not be connected to a vision you had—twice—of a tall scary man and a child? I’m no psychologist, baby, but—”

Chloe leveled a gaze that said, We’re done; we will not talk about that anymore.

Dray stood. “Fine, it’s just this fucking story. Leave it alone then. The world won’t end if you stop writing this thing.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Won’t do it.”

“Okay, won’t. I’ve never abandoned a project because it was hard.” She shook her head. “God, I’m getting up in the middle of the night and sleep-writing. This thing is trying to tell me something, I just have to figure out what it is.”

And what if your two visitors are part of the story? What then? How far will they go to get your attention?

“Okay. You don’t wanna read it, then take a walk and let me read it.”

Chloe’s pulse jumped. “You know I can’t let you do that.”

“Why not? You broke your cardinal rule by trying to tell me about it, but your own mind doesn’t even have that information to share, at least not your conscious mind. Let me read it with you gone, then after I’ve seen what there is to see I’ll read it to you and then we’ll both know what it’s all about.”

Chloe felt faint for a moment, then overcome with a mounting anger. Her jaws clenched and blood suffused her face, the sudden rush of indignation making white spots bloom in her vision. Somehow it felt like a suggestion of rape, to ask her to show her most secret self, a self so secret even she didn’t know what it was.

Khahba! How dare she even suggest—

“Baby?” Dray sat back down and leaned forward, concern a living thing on her face.

Chloe blinked, the blood draining immediately away and leaving her feeling dizzy.

My God, what was I thinking? Oh, Dray, forgive me. Even though I will never tell you what just crossed my mind, I beg your forgiveness.

In truth, she didn’t actually know what she had been thinking—just that immediate sense of near rage at Dray’s suggestion that she read her work.

What was that word? Was it even a real word or just gibberish? Her vision began to blur as she heard the echoed utterance in her mind: Khahba!

She swallowed nothing as more tears fell. Yes, it’s a word. It means bitch. But how do I know that? And what language was it? Oh God, help me…

“Baby? Chloe? Come on now, talk to me.”

Chloe forced herself to take a long slow breath. “I’m okay, I just—I don’t know, I guess it’s more of the same. All the wine and stress and everything. And then you asking if you could read my work. You know how I feel about that and I guess it threw me off that you would even ask. I’m sorry, I’m just not myself right now.”

Dray’s face made it clear she wasn’t buying it, not all of it. But she was willing to go along, at least for now.

“Okay, maybe I’m pushing too hard. But I don’t have to read it to know something’s gotta give soon. Consider it an offer: Anytime you’re ready I’d be happy to look at it for you. To help you, not to invade your privacy.”

“I appreciate that, I do,” Chloe said, managing to keep the tremor out of her voice. “But…no. I need to go this alone, at least for a while longer.”

“What about your new friends? Are you okay with shrugging them off like it’s no big deal that you are seeing some scary fucking people that don’t exist?”

“Yes. Because I know they don’t exist. I am massively overstressed by this story and sleep-deprived, and God only knows what else. A story intense enough to keep its creator in the dark is bound to take a toll. But a story that intense also deserves my attention, subconscious or otherwise.”

“Even if it steals your joy?”

Chloe took a long slow breath, held it for a moment and then released it. Dray sat calmly, hands folded in her lap.

“You are my joy,” Chloe said, rising from the chair and sitting on the bed next to her. “Nothing can steal that. Nothing can touch that.”

Except that just last night I awoke afraid I would lose you. And a few seconds ago I screamed at you in another language, called you a bitch. God, what the fuck is happening to me?

Chloe pressed on, averting her inner gaze from whatever was hiding in her mind, waiting for the next moment of weakness to strike. “I’m scared, Dray, I really am. But I feel better bringing you into it. It makes a difference knowing I am not hiding this thing from you. And not letting you read it—that’s not hiding it from you any more than it is already hidden from me. You know as much as I do, and now you know about my ghoul-friends.”

Dray laughed, a bigger laugh than the pun called for, a laughter of pure release.

Chloe smiled inside. “As dark and weird and nebulous as this thing is…it’s also the most powerful thing I’ve ever done. Nothing has affected me like this, ever. Knowing you are aware of what’s going on gives me the nerve I need to stay with it.”

Chloe finally began to believe her own words. Because they felt true.

Dray rolled her eyes. “Well shit, I was trying to dissuade you from continuing and I somehow gave you the nudge you needed to proceed.” She smirked, a crooked, begging-to-be-kissed grin. “I guess I suck at demotivation, huh?”

Chloe sighed inwardly and felt her lips spread in a genuine smile. “You don’t suck at anything. I’ve never known anyone who so righteously did not suck at whatever she tried.”

She paused. Then: “Just let me circle around this thing a while longer. I can’t let it beat me.”

Dray stood, picked up Chloe’s sundress from the floor and held it to her face, inhaling deeply. “Even if it drives a wedge between your adorable little strip dance and me jumping your bones?”

Chloe smiled again, grateful for this slow turn back to normalcy. “Is it too late for that?”

Talking about her recent emotional state—saying those things out loud—had eased some of the anxiety, if not the deeper fear.

Never mind what I just thought. Never mind that impulse to come at Dray for offering to read my work. I will release that as a kneejerk reaction to some misdirected urge to protect my fucking art. Like the nightmares and phantoms, it’s all part of this story. Like I said before, just more of the same but in a different manifestation.

By opening up to Dray, even if only a little, she had driven back the darkness. It was still there, she could feel it, but it had been diminished, its terror dimmed for the moment.

Dray pulled her own sundress up and over her head in one smooth motion, and there she was, all of her, every last glistening inch of her. “It’s never too late, baby.”

She walked with an easy grace to the bed where Chloe sat, leaned into her and kissed her softly, her large firm breasts jutting forward into Chloe’s open hands. The forward motion of her kiss pushed Chloe gently back onto the bed.

Chloe felt Dray’s nipples respond to her touch, becoming hard even as her own nipples became erect. She released Dray’s breasts and pressed herself tightly against her warm flesh, eager to eliminate any space between them, smothering every dark thought from the day in Dray’s silk-smooth skin. Their tongues danced together, circling each other’s mouth and lips. Dray’s long fingers slid down Chloe’s body, over her belly and across her smooth pubis, knowing the way by heart, sliding in easily just as Chloe’s slid into Dray’s warmth, their fingers picking up the rhythm of their darting, swirling tongues. And in that moment that was not filled with dread—not connected to fear or terror—in that prolonged perfect silken moment…Chloe was not afraid.

 

. . . . .

 

Dray was worried. No, more than worried: she was afraid.

She and Chloe lay on the bed in a late afternoon shaft of light from the tall window, Chloe facing away from Dray, backed into her in a perfect and comfortable spoon. She was asleep, her breath coming slow and deep.

Dray placed a hand on Chloe’s bare hip and ran it gently down her leg, listening to her sleep, listening for anything that might signal a nightmare. There was nothing. Chloe lay easy and peaceful, her body fitted against Dray’s like a curved puzzle piece. She closed her eyes and buried her face in Chloe’s neck.

She did not want to lose her, but something was very wrong. No matter how she tried to sound supportive earlier she simply could not wrap her mind around someone writing a story they knew nothing about. Either Chloe was lying or something in her mind was fragmenting. It was the only thing that made sense, because it was impossible to write a story that you couldn’t remember.

Of course there was always demon possession.

Dray smiled. Yeah, that was always an option. If she’s not lying and she’s not crazy, then she must be possessed. Some other entity taking over and writing the story while Chloe sleeps.

Or maybe more than one entity.

Dray’s smile faded. The loft had suddenly grown quiet, like a held breath.

She knew the idea of being taken over by spirits was ridiculous, but it also wasn’t funny. Something was wrong, more than a little wrong. Chloe herself had said she felt taken over. Her eyes had been feverishly bright as she’d tried to describe what was happening to her:

“I feel almost like I’m being instructed on some deeper level what to write…even if I am the instructor…I am not fully present when I’m writing. I’m not sure I’m actually conscious half the time.”

She’d said if. “Even if I am the instructor.” Consciously or unconsciously she had left open the possibility that someone else was doing the instructing. So why was some kind of possession, self-imposed or otherwise, out of the question? Not actual demon possession, that was absurd, but some kind of buried emotion, some dark energy from her past that was never released.

There was no doubt Chloe had seen something; at the café, and later here in the apartment. Whether real or imagined her fear had been too great. A tall man and a floating dwarf or child.

Dray felt an icy tendril of dread begin to uncoil within her. She closed her eyes and Chloe’s tormentors were there:

A ghostly child gripping the hand of a man that appears in Dray’s mind as the urban legend Slender Man—an impossibly tall and elongated figure in a black suit with no face. But there is a face, isn’t there? You can feel it, watching you, studying you. Head tilted, maybe in curiosity, maybe from some deformity, he stands there looking at you with a searing kind of scrutiny. He is patient, this man, he has all the time in the world. And the child…she seems at first glance to be Slender Man’s puppet, perhaps some child he has brutalized and will brutalize again. But maybe, just maybe…the child is running the show. The first time you see them they are not much more than far off specks, maybe they are there, maybe not. It only takes a blink to make them disappear. But the next time—glanced at the end of a dark hall or on the other side of restaurant door before it swings shut—they are closer, and much too there to dismiss as imagination. So far they have simply been watching, but where will they appear next? Will they be within reach? Stepping onto a night-darkened subway car you thought you had all to yourself? Or this time…before you see them, will you feel their breath on your neck? But you can’t just feel his breath, can you? No, you can smell it—

Dray sat up suddenly, her breath coming quick, her heart beating triple-time. Had she heard something? No. No, she had drifted into a half-sleep while thinking about Chloe’s ghosts. But it had happened so quickly, so completely, without her knowing it was happening. She could still see them, but far more clearly than Chloe had described. Slender Man…

No, that was purely her own imagination. Chloe had not described him in a dark suit, had not said anything about his clothes. That was Dray’s mind supplying details that weren’t there. She had taken someone else’s fear and made it her own. She had built on it, drawing it into herself and making it more real, more terrifying.

Maybe this was what Chloe was doing to herself. Something within her—maybe some chemical imbalance—had unleashed her already considerable imagination, infected it, and now it was running rampant. Dray had just experienced what could happen if she let her mind go down a dark path of its own devising. She had willfully dredged up Chloe’s pursuers, brought them into finer detail and began to see them as very nearly a real threat. Even if only for a moment, even if part of her didn’t truly believe it, she had been afraid. But now, fully awake, she was as afraid of where her mind might have led her next as she was of the specters themselves.

And that had been with a hallucination she herself had not actually seen. How much more terrifying might it have been if they had been her own personal demons? What might her mind have done with them then? How frazzled would she be if a part of her actually believed the couple were there, watching her, trying to communicate with her?

She shivered and slid back down next to Chloe, wrapped her arm around her and pulled her in as tight as she could without waking her.

“Be lying to me, baby,” she whispered. “Please let this all be some weird elaborate lie. I don’t care what it’s about or why you feel you need the lie. I promise you we’ll both laugh about it later.”
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Part Six
Papa doesn’t mean it to happen.

That’s what he says later.

He doesn’t know I am watching. Are you watching?

Shhh…

I hear giggling. I think maybe he is pinching Mama’s bottom again.

I like to see Mama giggle.

Her face shines.

But the giggle isn’t coming from Mama and Daddy’s room. It comes from our room.

From Sissy.

And it isn’t giggling.

It’s whimpering.

Like how a puppy does that got its little paw stuck in a crack. It’s scared and something is making it hurt, but it doesn’t understand what that something is.

This is like that.

Only different.

Because she knows what is making her hurt. And she is more than scared.

Where is Mama?

I know where she is. Where she was. I know now.

But I didn’t know then. I wonder if it would’ve made a difference if I’d known.

Probably not.

Because I found out about Mama too.

But that was later.

The door to our room is cracked open enough so I can put one eye in the room with them.

It’s kind of funny what I see.

But not the kind of funny that makes you want to laugh.

Can you see? Do you think it’s not-laugh funny?

It’s the kind of funny that makes your tummy go whoopsy and maybe makes you wish you were closer to the bathroom.

It feels like that.

I don’t know what it feels like for Sissy.

She can’t tell me. She doesn’t know I am there, first at the crack and then floating over her bed.

And then the whimper is more than a whimper.

I cover my ears but my eye won’t close.

It keeps watching.

It keeps seeing.

Even with my hands on my ears the not-whimpering is almost too much.

I can still hear it.

And then it stops.

And after a few more minutes he stops.

Papa stops. The Bad Man that isn’t Papa stops.

He says he is sorry and she is a very good girl for quieting down. Maybe she can even have some ice cream later.

She stays quiet.

He stands. His body goes straight.

Straight and shaky at the same time.

He leans forward a little and says her name.

She stays quiet.

He leans over farther and shakes her. He says her name again.

Louder.

Shaky scared voice.

She stays quiet.

And very still after he stops shaking her.

He makes his own not-whimper sound and stuffs his fist into his mouth to make it quiet.

He turns around.

And maybe he sees my eye in the door crack.

And I see his eyes.

His eyes are leaking tears like someone has turned a faucet on inside him.

“I didn’t mean it to happen,” he says. To me. To Sissy. To the room.

I don’t know what happened or what to say.

So I just say, “It’s okay, Papa.”

I think I say it. Maybe I just feel like saying it now, when it is even less true.

He covers his face with his hands. More not-whimpering. Very loud.

Making my tummy feel whoopsy.

I don’t like seeing that.

Papas shouldn’t make those sounds. Big water-faucet tears shouldn’t go out of their eyes like that.

I back away from the crack. I turn away and let him be sad.

I am in the hallway, all alone.

But not alone.

Down at the end of the hall. In shadow.

Mama standing still and quiet.

Where she’s been all along.
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The Blue Note Jazz Club was filling up.

Deep indigo drapes shimmered behind the small stage. Candles reflected off the polished wood surfaces of the blue-inlaid tables. Pure quiet sophistication seemed part of the air itself: well-coifed patrons speaking in hushed tones over their condensation-studded tumblers of amber liquid; fluted glasses alive with sparkling wine; martini glasses glowing with a ruby blaze that could only be the edgy sweetness of the Cosmopolitan.

Chloe breathed deeply of a swirling array of enchanting aromas: understated colognes, leather, and brewing coffee; sautéing garlic and onions, basil, rosemary and sage, and too many other enchanting culinary fragrances to name.

A baby-faced black man had just drawn up a stool on stage and began picking soft notes on a classical guitar, speaking softly into the microphone to the soundman hidden somewhere in the back of the room, a lyrical language of technical terms that Chloe did not understand but found somehow soothing.

She picked up the glossy leaflet from the table. The man’s name was Earl Klugh, a jazz guitarist inspired at a young age by country legend Chet Atkins, later playing with the likes of George Benson. The flyer went on to enumerate other accolades, but none of the listed hyperbole could match the fluid, easy sound of his guitar in person, the easy elegance of his fingertips slow-dancing on the frets. This man was at ease, with his instrument and his surroundings.

He was not haunted by his art.

She closed her eyes, inhaled sound along with scent, took it in deep and held it long, finally releasing the breath in an extended sigh that left tears in its wake.

Strumming my pain with his fingers, she thought, and smiled.

There was nothing in this place that needed doing, not by her. Her laptop was miles away and could not tempt her. She had only to sit and listen and breathe and absorb. This was therapy. This was healing.

The musician caught her eye and smiled. She smiled back, nodded, hoped she was conveying how beautiful he was, he and his music and his calm energy.

Still smiling at her, still playing his lilting melody, he spoke softly into the microphone, his voice a mellifluous whisper. “You’re gonna stay for the show?”

She nodded again, mouthed “Yes,” knowing he would not be able to hear her unless she raised her voice. The room and the moment did not need raised voices.

He winked, nodded approval, and the moment was done.

She listened for a while, the music gradually becoming just another series of notes in the harmonious chord comprised of the gentle sounds around her. She smiled inwardly, recognizing her inner writer as it took stock of the room and every good thing within range of her senses. This was what she thought of as her true writer’s voice; not the fearful voice that seemed to be taking over with her current project, but the voice that had pleasantly surprised her on nearly every sentence of The Wrath of Dragons. When this voice spoke she listened, sometimes editing in her mind as though she were actually writing.

The return of this truer voice felt like a return to sanity, simple normalcy. Another smile, grateful for the return of her old friend, as her gaze drifted around the room, seeing everything at once, all her senses basking in the pure ease of the moment.

I don’t want this to ever end, she thought, her inner editor immediately trimming the thought to: Don’t let this end. Her eyes searched the room for Dray, the only missing component to this perfection. Nothing will ever again be this true, this unspoiled. So, after it’s all over and we’ve eaten and danced and had our drinks; after we’ve laughed and swayed and lingered until some weary waiter tells us the club has been officially closed for over an hour…then, with our hands clasped, two steps from the exit, before we cross the threshold back into life…let that be the moment a comet strikes New York.

That was a bit over the top, she told her inner author. Then she smiled and thought, Screw you, it’s how I feel.

A few minutes later, she was nudged out of her tranquil dream when Dray returned from the lavatory with a rail-thin albino man, his skin so pale it was nearly translucent. He was beautiful in a European model kind of way, his burgundy suit as slim and immaculate as he was.

“Baby, you remember Flo?” She flashed a brief look that Chloe read as an admonition that she was not to mention his altercation the night before.

It had been several months since her one and only meeting with Florent Degoode, but it seemed like just yesterday. It was yesterday. Last night. I relived that weekend again and had a chat with old Flo right there in our bed.

She winked at Dray as the thought flashed through her mind: No worries, baby, we talked it out last night in a dream. He knows I know and all is well.

She smiled and stood for a hug. “Hey, Florent. You taking good care of my woman?”

His eyes sparkled. “Of course, sweetie,” he said. “I don’t take chances with the money, and Dray is the money, believe me.”

“You’re preaching to the choir,” Chloe said.

Florent smiled. “You two are just adorable.” He turned his head, caught someone’s eye at the bar and called out in his soft rasp, “Just a minute, hon.”

Chloe followed his gaze, saw Henri sipping what looked like Scotch, his gold pinky ring catching the light as he lifted his glass to her.

Florent turned to Chloe, shrugged and said, “My public. What’s a man to do?” Then he leaned into Dray and whispered something in her ear.

Florent Degoode was one of the most gentle and brilliant people Chloe had ever met, a man who knew a little bit about everything and was never at a loss for words in any conversation. Dray had once called him a walking Google. The opulence of his life outside the club—a garage full of luxury cars and a closet full of tailored suits—inspired rumors about other connections and where he got his money. Some said family, some hinted at darker sources. Having actually visited the man in his home, the idea of Florent operating nefarious schemes to amass wealth seemed absurd.

He was the closest thing Dray had to a father figure. All his dancers were like family, to each other and to him.

He’s also a hell of a dream companion, she thought, wondering again exactly why the dream had occurred in the first place. Their weekend retreat in White Plains was a fine memory, no doubt, but the tone of the dream had seemed more directed to specifically remembering something about that first evening. The details of the dream itself had already begun to break apart. The clearest part—the thing that kept repeating itself over and over—was Florent saying “Such a sweet, tormented soul…I thought you might want to remember too.”

Why tormented? Why not just sweet. And what did he want her to remember?

No, not him. Me. What did he say last night? “It’s your dream. You’re reading your own thoughts.”

Once again, her subconscious seemed to be trying to work something out, showing her things and hinting at meaning but not actually telling her what to do with it all.

Enough. Not tonight. Not here. I’m safe here.

Florent waved toward the bar, held up two fingers, then made an O with his index finger and thumb and ran the index finger of his other hand through the circle.

Dray stepped back and crossed her arms. “Ummm, what the hell did you just signal?”

Florent looked at her without guile and held up two fingers again. “Two olives, speared and resting atop the glass. Why, what did you think—”

Chloe watched his eyes glaze momentarily as his mind saw the gesture as they had seen it. His face, powder-white at the best of times, went a deep pink. “Oh dear. This is just not my week for decorum.” He took a breath and visibly shook off the embarrassment. “No matter. Done is done. I suppose if I am lucky Henri will have mistaken my meaning as you did.” He bobbed his white eyebrows and giggled, turned to Dray and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Tomorrow?”

“I’ll be there, babe. Your dime?”

Florent huffed. “As usual.” He glanced at Chloe. “The things I put up with to keep the talent happy.” And then he was away, gradually becoming more animated the closer he got to the bar.

“Ebony and ivory,” Chloe said.

Dray planted a hand on her hip, smiling. “Excuse me?”

Chloe shook her head. “It’s just…you two together, standing there like opposite halves of a yin and yang symbol. He’s so damn white and you…well you, my dear, are not.”

Dray pulled out her chair and sat. “Well hell, girl, I wondered how long it would take you to notice.”

“What, that you work for an albino?”

“Not so much that as how impressively pigmentated I be.”

“I just thought you were unusually tanned. But seeing you next to Florent…hold on a minute. Are you…” Chloe looked left and right, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Are you one of those…Negroes?”

Dray leaned forward, a look of serious sadness on her face. “I’ve been hoping this would never come up.” She sighed. “I am indeed of the Negress race. The hottie tribe, to be more specific. This planet’s original royalty. But—and please try not to be shocked—your race is no different than mine, y’all just lost your, uh, colorant a long time ago, in a wager between God and Satan. Now you have to go and sit in the sun hour after hour in an attempt to regain your long-lost color, which of course leads to skin cancer.” She leaned back and sighed. “All part of the curse, my dear, all part of the wretched curse.”

Chloe smirked. “Maybe if I rub against you hard enough some of that color will rub off.”

“Worth trying. Hasn’t worked yet.”

“I believe in persistence.”

Dray reached over and traced a finger along Chloe’s cheekbone. “And thank God for that.”

Chloe took her hand, kissed the fingertips, one at a time, slipping Dray’s purple-nailed pinky finger between her lips.

Dray’s chest rose and fell. “You better knock that off, sugar.”

Chloe released her hand, licked her lips as if savoring the flavor. “So. What’s tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?”

“Florent said something about tomorrow.”

“Right. You ready for this? Flo wants to take me out for what he calls an afternoon aperitif to discuss our mutual future. His exact words, which I translate to mean: get me liquored up before he asks me to become night manager at The Rumpus.”

Chloe frowned. “How would that work? Can you even do that while you’re dancing?”

Dray shrugged. “He seems to think so. As long as it doesn’t keep me away from home more than I already am and includes a pay raise…”

“Seems like a lot of extra work. You’re working late now as it is and you come home exhausted.”

Dray’s face relaxed. “It would likely mean my days as a dancer are numbered.”

Chloe tried to read her expression, sense something in her tone. “Would you be okay with that?”

Dray paused, then her features took on a look of wistfulness. “Yes, I think so. I have my yoga, so I won’t go to flab. And maybe…” She smiled, her eyes glistening with either mirth or tears. Or both. “I don’t know, maybe I’m ready for your eyes to have exclusive option on my body. What if I knew that, besides my own, your eyes were the only eyes to see me naked? That when I dressed in the morning, I knew that no one else—especially no other male—would see my bare tits except you. My body would be completely yours. I kind of like that.”

Chloe tried to speak and failed. She breathed, smiled. Finally: “I kind of like that, too.”

Dray picked up a menu. “So. What do you think, baby?”

“I think you should do whatever seems right. He has a lot of faith in you and wouldn’t offer you the position if he didn’t think you were right for it.”

Dray smiled. “I meant about tonight, my little pasty-faced Negrette, as in food and drinks and such.”

“Oh, that. Well, I’ve been ruminating on that whilst you were away.”

Dray sighed. “Uh-oh, I leave for a few minutes and you start waxing poetic.”

Chloe held up her hands and swirled them. “Wax on, wax off.”

Dray snorted. “God, that was awful. You really should not do impersonations. Mr. Miyagi would not be amused.”

“That was me, waxing poetic.”

“And it was adorable, karate girl. So, you were, uh, ruminating whilst I was away?”

Chloe cocked an eyebrow. “Yes, my love, indeed I was. In your absence it occurred to me how damn comfortable this booth is, how perfect the music. And if I may say, you have outdone yourself in the area of general stunningness the way you managed to pour yourself into that dress. I mean damn, woman.”

“You may say, as often as you like and with as much lust as you can manage.”

Chloe paused, closed her eyes and took a long slow inhale. “So. What do I think about tonight? I think I don’t ever want to leave. I think this—all of this— is good medicine and just what I needed.”

Dray eyed her over the menu. “That’s what you said earlier today, at least I think that’s what you said. Kinda hard to tell in between all those adorable gasps and moans.”

Chloe laughed, and it felt good. “That was what I needed then. And by the sound of it, it was what you needed, too.”

“It was, baby. Fine as fine gets.”

Dray placed the menu on the table and looked hard at her. “I know you know this, and that I probably dull the effect by saying it so often, but I fucking love you more than I can even begin to express. You get that, baby? I mean do you really get it?”

Chloe’s throat clogged, her eyes instantly filling. “Yes, Dray, I get that. And I hope you get it too. We do say it a lot, but that’s only because, at least for me, it spills over. When I look at you I can’t contain what I feel. It’s not enough to love you, it’s not enough to make love to you—I feel like I need to use every weapon in my arsenal of words to try and somehow express this inexpressible thing. I don’t understand why I have you, or why you love me like you do, but I don’t have to understand it. It’s enough that I believe it. Damn it, you made me cry again.”

Dray reached a hand under the table and rested her fingers lightly on Chloe’s knee. “You’re never quite so beautiful as when you cry like this, Chloe. Your eyes go all liquid electric and your cheeks get flushed and your chest starts to swell…good God, I’m getting a little moist over here myself.”

Chloe grinned. “Your eyes are bone dry, my dear.”

Dray lowered her eyes, her voice rasping into a lecherous whisper. “Give me your hand little girl and I’ll show you what I mean.” She bobbed her eyebrows up and down as Florent had, Grouch Marx style, and sent Chloe off into a giggling fit, which caused more tears to flow.

Dray dabbed at Chloe’s tears with her napkin, blotted a couple from her own eyes, then placed her palm flat against Chloe’s cheek. Her voice was whispered passion as she said again: “Fine as fine gets.”

Sometime later—it may have been an hour or only a few minutes— the waiter arrived and they were placing their orders. Bermuda Spicy Fish Chowder and Rigatoni for Dray, the Blue Note Salad and Vegan Farfalle Pasta for Chloe. A gin and tonic for each of them while they waited on the entrees, and later a bottle of the house red.

Still later, after the band had joined the guitarist and the music soared and people began to dance, there was coffee laced with brandy, and relaxed conversation laced with long glorious periods of comfortable stillness. Rough edges were dulled, all the harsh elements of the world gone soft and yielding in the presence of perfect ease, perfect surcease—wonderful, languorous, unhurried existence.

In the midst of it all Dray and Chloe sat as one, wrapped up in each other, swaying slightly to the soft jazz, their skin interchangeable, their breath washing over each other in easy rhythm.

Chloe did not need to look into the darkened corners to know they were absent of ghosts and devoid of lurking menace, but she occasionally made herself look, to prove she had not been followed by anything real or imagined.

No floating children, no smeared-face phantoms. Only smiles and laughter and an air of simple happiness.

Here, in the midst of the music and dance and muted conversations, was hiatus. Nothing more or less than blessed, extended pause.

The Blue Note was safe, a place of holy respite. Nothing could reach her here. Nothing…not a single thing…

In that hallowed space, with time suspended and laid carefully aside, Chloe began to silently weep. Maybe because of the simple beauty of it all.

Or maybe because she knew it would not last.
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Part Seven
“He’s broken, child.”

That’s what Mama tells me later.

I don’t understand that. I didn’t understand it then. I understand it now.

But then. Or now.

I get confused sometimes. I can’t tell if things are now or then. Sometimes they seem to be all at once. The then and the now. All mashed up together.

All I know is that the Bad Man broke Sissy.

And there was Mama, that night.

At the end of the hall.

All in shadow, but some light from downstairs making her head look like it was on fire.

Just her hair. Reflecting light.

I know that now. Just the light.

But then. In the hallway. With Sissy’s pain-whimpering still in my head.

Caught between my room—broken Sissy, broken Papa, or maybe Sissy had already left—and Mama at the end of the hall.

She didn’t stay at the end of the hall.

She came gliding toward me. Fast. Like she was on one of those conveyor things.

Funny/whoopsy in my memory. The hall stretching longer and longer, miles longer.

But her orange-fire hair getting closer.

Red-green eyes wet-shiny.

She was mad.

She stopped right in front of me. Looked down at me.

It was Mama and not Mama. Something else, wearing Mama.

Breathing hard. Loud.

The door opened behind me.

Papa.

Breathing hard. Loud.

Mama. Not-Mama. Angry.

Papa. Crying.

Mama’s hand coming up high and back down again.

Hard on my face.

Once. Three times. Seven times.

Tummy whoopsy.

Papa’s hand reaching and grabbing Mama’s. Making her stop.

After.

After I no longer felt her hand. After my tummy had whoopsied on the hall carpet. After the stretching hall pulsed with bright lights from every strike of not-Mama’s anger.

That’s when Papa made her stop. After it no longer mattered.

Papa’s hand. Slimy-wet with his own tears. Because no one was there to make him stop. I was there. I watched. But I didn’t make him stop.

Because I didn’t understand. Do you see? Do you see how it was?

“No more,” Papa said. “She’s all we got left.”

I didn’t know what he meant.

I didn’t know then how bad Sissy was broken.

My head buzzed and throbbed and not-Mama stood there breathing like a dragon.

Later. Maybe that day.

Maybe a lot of days later. Maybe today.

Mama tells me Papa is broken. She’s Mama again. Just regular mean, not scary mean.

“He can’t help it,” she says. “He has a very wicked demon living inside him. It makes him do things he’s sorry for later.”

I remember Sissy telling me about Mama whispering outside the bathroom door.

In the dark hallway.

I wonder if Mama is sorry for telling Papa to look.

Because looking broke Papa.

Made his head whoopsy.

I wonder if Mama is sorry for being angry on my head.

I wonder why Mama stood at the end of the hall while Papa’s demon was being bad.

I wonder if Mama is the demon.

I know Papa doesn’t really have a demon. Demons are monsters from the Devil. Monsters with horns and long tails that wanna make you burn. Monsters that like to hurt children. Little girls especially.

Papas that pinch mommies’ bottoms don’t have monsters living in them.

“It’s not Papa,” I tell her. “It’s the Bad Man. Papa’s still nice. But the Bad Man isn’t.”

She gets angry on my head again.

I don’t count how many times.

And while she is being angry.

While she is making my head swing back and forth.

While she is making my eyes start to see the bright spots inside and the red spots from my nose on the tablecloth.

I try to remember the last time Papa pinched Mama’s bottom.

The last time she giggled.

The last time her face shined while she pretended to smack Papa’s hand away.

A long time ago.

Before the Bad Man.

Before Sissy got broke.

Before the Tall Man.

Before Papa’s Bad Man with maybe Mama’s demon came to visit me.

Which is just before I got my Dolly.
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From deep within the woman’s mind, peering through her cataract-clouded eyes, Lilitu watches the crazed faces through a haze of smoke, those faces wearing rage like a second skin, their eyes rolling in simultaneous terror and insane glee. These animals in human skin spit at her, throw rotten fruit—one hugely obese man has yanked his half-erect penis free of his pants and is urinating on her feet. She hears the urine hiss as it hits the flames just beginning to grow beneath her.

Lilitu remains silent as the woman she inhabits spews obscenities at her persecutors: vulgarities and curses, incantations damning them with infertility, failed crops, brain-damaged children doomed to drool into adulthood. The woman may or may not have the ability to make good on her threats, but it doesn’t matter. The mob either doesn’t believe in her or is too delighted by the prospect of her imminent suffering to care.

They want to witness her burning, close up where they can see and smell and remember, and tell their children what happens to those who scorn the laws of God. It’s really all they ever wanted, which is no doubt why the woman summoned Lilitu to begin with—she practiced her arts and knew her fate. It was only a matter of time. Eventually, as in life itself, there would be a reckoning; because they were not ready for the likes of her, no matter how amateurish her efforts might be.

Her fear of mortal displacement was more than sufficient to act as summons. Of course, she wasn’t the only one. Where there is desire…

These wretched, simple folk. Many of whom unwittingly asked Lilitu to come, to help them do or be or achieve…

But that was before they knew what they’d brought into their midst, before they knew the price—the ultimate un-payable price—before they truly understood the meaning of atonement. Like her host, they believed it possible to use her for what she could be for them without knowing what she’d been before or what she had yet to become.

But they are not as simple as they seemed—they caught the woman off-guard and now they are both paying the price. The dire cost of carelessness.

True pain erupts as the flames find the woman’s skin.

No matter how far she draws back, into the deepest corner of the woman, Lilitu cannot escape the crackling, blistering, gibbering insanity of the conflagration, the searing fingers of flame as they take hold and crawl up the convulsing body. She is too enmeshed with the woman’s essence to remain separate from this kind of physical ruination. Here is a devastation beyond her powers, one she must endure until she is released by death. And why shouldn’t she endure it? Why not know the extremity of true suffering? All the better to appreciate what it is like when she herself administers the misery.

This external agony is a living, breathing thing, visited upon the woman’s body with mindless cruelty. Like a hog on a spit the outer flesh first crisps then ruptures, releasing blood and tissue and globs of fat to bubble and sizzle in the fire—

Kimberlina cries out, snaps open her eyes, blinks at the sun-glare coming through the trees.

She can still hear the flames, smell the scorched piss; still feel the skin curling back from the soles of her feet before the flames climb higher, eagerly melting away the flesh from her calves, her inner thighs, consuming the small hairs of her abused sex.

From the other end of the park bench Mr. Junker watches her.

Her breath comes in short hitches, tears stinging at her eyes. “I…was…dreaming,” she says, knowing that what she has just experienced is infinitely more than a simple dream or nightmare. There was too much detail, too much clarity. Too much…familiarity.

Mr. Junker shrugs. He has been silent since they left the dark place, speaking only once to a falafel vendor who tried to short-change him.

He’s afraid of me, she thinks, knowing that she has instigated this fear, even delighted in fueling it. And then: I am afraid too.

She is also confused, which seems to be the primary source of her fear. Assaulted with images, waking and dreaming, of times and faces and smells and sensations that seem to be from her own memory. At times she feels empowered by her involuntary recollections, other times nearly in terror.

These can’t be real memories, not someone she was, something she was. But it’s becoming harder and harder to deny. She is finding herself…or perhaps her recently awakened self is finding her.

But which me is the true me?

The person she is now—Kimberlina—is the one experiencing, feeling, dreaming. The other self of her dreams, and the voice that is and isn’t hers—Lilitu?—seems to be someone she was and is…becoming again?

Fear washes over her. But there are more than just the two of me.

Under it all, behind it all, maybe driving it all…those eyes, watching her, leading her: Here, yes. No, not there, here. Yes, say this now, do this next.

Even going so far as to inhibit her Kimberlina memories. That voice, insistently admonishing when she called to mind how she ripped her sneakers: (Not yet). Although, that two-word rebuke seemed to be the source actually admonishing itself, cautioning against revealing too much too soon.

The source. The source of me?

She trembles, imagining again those all-seeing eyes leading, influencing. Maneuvering.

But this maneuvering is happening now, in this present reality, in every current, waking moment. It is not part of what she remembers, what her lower self is telling her—those things seem more and more to be who she truly is, or maybe who she is supposed to be, and that is even more terrifying than the faceless someone moving her around like an idiot chess piece.

I don’t want to be Lilitu. Except when I am her in dreams. Such power.

Mr. Junker stands. “I’m leaving.”

And here is real fear. Any feelings of power she has are fleeting, existing more in her dreams than in waking reality. If Mr. Junker leaves…she is still a child in a world she does not understand.

“Please don’t leave me.”

Something in her voice makes him pause and look at her, really see her for the first time since his hasty retreat from the chamber and its network of corridors. “I don’t know what you are, but I think you can fend for yourself.”

Maybe the other me could take of herself, that memory self that taunts her persecutors, causes women to void themselves in terror. Maybe she could do it…but can I?

She looks at him through a growing haze of tears. “I don’t think I can.”

There is something in her voice that even she hears, something small and lost. She does not intend it, does not force this vulnerability. Whatever is left of the man Mr. Junker used to be hears it too.

“Shit,” he says, and sits back down at the far edge of the bench, burying his face in his hands. “Okay, tell me what to do next. Give me some clue as to where to turn or what to do with you. You came from somewhere; you didn’t just…materialize on the street, did you?”

She starts to answer, but her deeper mind is there again, the one from long before, supplying a response. And word by hesitant word, as it spills from her small lips, she feels the truth of her reply, though it makes no real sense, no more than all the other disjointed intelligence streaming into her consciousness.

“I…yes…no. I was somewhere else…I don’t know where, or for how long…then someone got hurt…I think it was me…then they…no, not they…” Her pulse quickens under this new revelation. Yes, this thing, if nothing else, finally is clear.

She swipes a hand across her eyes, sweeping away the tears before they can fall, and looks up at Mr. Junker, her eyes widening. “She brought me here.”
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Part Eight
This is what happened right before I got Dolly.

I’m sorry if you don’t like this part. You don’t have to look, but I do. When I try not to look—when I close my eyes—that’s when I see it most clearly. All there. And I can’t stop it.

This is what happened:

I was asleep.

Then I wasn’t asleep.

I’m awake. All of a sudden.

And Papa is there.

No Sissy to stop him.

“I don’t want to do this, little miss. I hate myself for doing this. But I hate myself more for what I might do again.”

He used to call me little miss.

That was when he used to pinch Mama’s bottom.

“Shhh,” he tells me. “This will only hurt for a few seconds.”

Tears practically squirting out of his eyes.

It makes me sad for him.

I tell him maybe he shouldn’t do it if it makes him so sad. I tell him it can be just between us and Mama doesn’t have to know.

Big gaggy/whoopsy sounds in his throat.

His hands doing something. With something shiny.

It isn’t like what he did to Sissy.

This makes more blood.

Squirting.

Like his tears. But more.

Tummy whoopsy for a few red squirts.

Then the fog comes in my window.

It swirls.

It hides the Bad Man’s face.

It makes his tears sparkly-pretty.

The fog has cotton that it stuffs in my ears.

Making Papa/Bad Man’s not-whimpers quieter.

I go away, far away, around the corner and down Sesame Street, then not on any street, not anywhere.

I come back. Laying on the ceiling. Looking down through the fog.

My bed is funny. A wide circle of red beneath me.

Spreading.

With me on top of the red.

The big red spread.

I’m a poet and don’t know it.

And Papa/Bad Man/Demon getting tummy-whoopsy on my legs.

But that’s all down there. Way down there.

Look. Can you see it?

This is the first time. This is the time that brings me to the Tall Man.

The Tall Man in the house of scary rooms and scary faces.

The house of broken corridors.

And then Dolly came.
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Junker shivers.

He hoped an easy walk through Washington Square Park would clear his head, perhaps take the edge off his cravings and make him see that there was nothing sinister in this little girl. Seeing Kimberlina in the daylight was supposed to make her seem more as she first appeared: a child. Maybe confused, maybe a little mischievous, but still a regular, boring little girl with boring little girl issues.

He was wrong.

“I was somewhere else…She brought me here.”

Here as in Washington Square Park? Or here as in…what? Greenwich Village? New York? Planet fucking Earth?

Junker shakes his head, something like a smile almost finding his lips. Maybe this is her way of admitting that she is not alone; that she was never alone to begin with.

No, that doesn’t feel quite right. She seems genuinely afraid. But that doesn’t mean she’s not working with someone else, someone you don’t know about, someone who wants…

Wants what? What could he possibly have that someone would want? And why would they pick him? It doesn’t make any sense.

He’s been keeping an eye out, watching the alleyways and streets behind them after exiting the final corridor for some sign that they’re being followed. He either hasn’t seen the other one or she stayed behind.

Or she never existed in the first place.

A policeman trots by on a horse, nods at him, smiles at Kimberlina.

What an image we must make. Just a father and his child taking in the sun.

(“…you took care of me like I was your own little girl.”)

Something in Kimberlina’s words from the night before sets off a low internal alarm, but Junker shrugs away the memory and stares after the mounted officer, frowning, suddenly disoriented.

Washington Square Park doesn’t have mounted police.

He stands, walks a little way down the path, watches the cop who shouldn’t be there move aside to let a jogger pass, then a kid on roller blades. The path and surrounding benches suddenly appear fuller, the sparse trees thickening into a wood.

As he watches, the park seems to coalesce around him, becoming more wholly…there. A man with stained teeth waves to him as he rides by on a bicycle pulling a young couple in a bright yellow rickshaw.

No…no, it’s not possible.

He turns, takes in his surroundings, looks at the trash can next to the bench, hoping for anything that will disprove what he’s seeing. The can is just a can, colorful and bearing a Recycle logo. But the bench…he squints at the small dedication plaque set in the top horizontal crosspiece. A thank you plaque by someone named Tillie and Charlie Goldman. A thank you to…

We’re not in Washington Square Park…this is Central Park. How the hell did we…?

He closes his eyes, reopens them, and reads the plaque again: “Thank you Central Park for letting us and so many others spend so many wonderful years in your arms.”

Thank you Central Park…

Junker’s head spins, his mind rebelling. Washington Square is less than a half mile southeast of where he sleeps in the West Village. Since leaving his secret place they have somehow—without knowing it—walked nearly four miles northeast, through the Garment District, along the edge of Hell’s Kitchen.

This is impossible. We can’t be here. There’s no way we could’ve walked that far in so short a time. And…I know I saw the central square fountain a few minutes ago, right before we sat down and Kimberlina went into her fog. I clearly remember walking through the Washington Square Arch.

He turns slowly in a full circle. The trees are thick in every direction. Cyclists and joggers share the path with parents pushing children in strollers. This is not the postage-stamp Washington Square Park.

It’s her. She’s fucked up my head. We were in Washington Square Park, I know we were. Now we are in Central Park. I don’t know how that’s possible, but it just is. And it’s because of her. Maybe I’m not really here at all, maybe she’s not here. Maybe I’m still sleeping it off somewhere, blacked out while someone roots through my pockets for loose change.

Still on the bench, Kimberlina sits with her hands in her lap, mumbling to herself now, plainly confused and trying to make sense of the words she continues to utter:

“She brought me here. It was her, of course it was. She did it. I don’t know why yet, I don’t know, but she knows, she’ll tell me when she’s ready.”

Shaky and dizzy, unsure of his ability to stand much longer without collapsing under the weight of disorientation, Junker watches her, trying to get a fix on his own thoughts.

The policeman nodded at us. He saw us. We’re here enough for someone else to see us, assuming he wasn’t also a hallucination.

Anxiety washes over him like a shower turned to full cold, all at once, momentarily snatching away all thought along with his breath. He has just enough lucidity left to know he is on the verge of blacking out.

And then I’ll be vulnerable, she can do whatever she wants, and what might she do once she breaks out of her little trance? Where will I wake up then, supposing I wake up at all?

He slaps himself hard on the cheek, left and then right. A woman with a child on the opposite bench stiffens as she watches him, alarmed, then snatches up her child and hurries off. This simple human moment acts like a pulled stopper and the anxiety drains away.

Okay, okay. Think, just think and breathe for a minute. So I’m not in the park I thought I was in. Big deal, right? Nothing has been remotely normal since Kimberlina popped out of the ether, so what the hell, just roll with it, Junk. Maybe you are dreaming—probably that’s what it is—just fucking play along. Asleep or not, hallucination or not, something is happening here and maybe you wanna try and stay alert and see how it all plays out.

“Kimberlina.”

She jerks, startled, as if just realizing she is not alone. Her eyes are wide, her lips trembling.

Junkers knees unhinge and he slumps to the bench next to her.

Thank you, Central Park. Thank you, Tillie and Charlie Goldman.

“Who is she, Kimberlina? Who brought you here?”

Good, Junk, you’re doing fine. Keep talking, you’ll get through this one word and one breath at a time.

Her mouth opens, closes, opens again. She shakes her head. “I don’t know who she is…I don’t think she wanted me to know I knew about her.”

She laughs, a nervous titter that she immediately tries to stifle. “I sound crazy, don’t I.”

You’ve sounded crazy from the beginning, little miss. Hell, we somehow got beamed from Washington Square to Central Park when I wasn’t looking. Maybe your crazy is catching.

“You sound confused. What I can’t decide is if it’s all some kind of game you’re playing. I’m still working on that part. Do you know where you are? I mean right now, this very moment?”

A frown as she looks around, her voice becoming mechanical. “This is a park, where people go to feed birds and kids go to play.”

She’s reciting again.

“Yes, it’s a park. Do you know which one?”

“How could I know that? I’ve never been here before. You brought us here, not me.”

He raises his hands. “Okay, okay. Forget it. But I still get the feeling you’re playing with me. Maybe I did lead us here, whatever this version of here is, but you’ve been running this show since you rammed into me on the street. And everything out of your mouth seems contrived. First you’re this innocent little thing with nowhere to turn, and then you’re some clairvoyant hellion bent on making my life miserable. If this isn’t all some twisted game, then what is it? You could help me out by being a little more clear about what’s going on.”

“You talk different now,” she says, a look of curiosity brightening her features.

“What does that have to do with anything? Different how?”

A shrug. “I don’t know. Yesterday—or I guess it was the night before—you sounded, I don’t know, more simple. Now you’re using bigger words. I just noticed, that’s all. Don’t you think it’s interesting that you sound…smarter now?”

What the hell is she trying to do, goad me into a fight? It’s a fucking distraction, that’s what it is.

“I asked you a question, little miss. What’s going on? Is this all some elaborate game you’ve devised? I’m sorry, was that too wordy for you? How about this: Are you fucking with me, or what?”

She straightens, her gaze hardens, and Junker leans back. Her voice takes on a sullen quality, a child’s petulance. “I’m still trying to figure out what’s going on myself. I’m learning more all the time, but it still doesn’t mean anything, or not anything I can understand. But I am not playing a game. I’m not fucking with you. Maybe she’s fucking with you.”

Her head tilts and it is as if she’s listening hard to hear some strain of music in the distance. A sidelong glance at Junker. “I don’t know,” she says, exasperated, as if answering another tedious question.

The breath catches in Junker’s throat. “You don’t know what?”

Her face pales. “You just…didn’t you just ask me why she brought me here?”

Junkers scalp tightens, goes numb. “No, I didn’t.”

But I was going to. The words were on my lips. What the hell is going on here?

(Clairvoyant.)

I said it myself, not more than a minute ago, and when have I ever in my life used that word? Only now, here on this bench—thank you, Central Park—when the description was needed. It’s like I named it and she…became that thing.

Kimberlina’s voice is shaky. “I heard you ask…didn’t I?” Her hands go to her face, covering her eyes, a child hiding from the world. “I heard the words in my head. They were your words…I think…I think I wasn’t supposed to hear them.”

She drops her hands. Her mouth opens in an O of revelation. “The way you talk—how it’s changing. And hearing your words in my head…”

She almost smiles, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think she’s starting to make mistakes.”

Junker stands, backs away.

She’s crazy. Schizoid. Or…maybe I am. I can run now, right now. But say I run—run with everything I’ve got to the nearest exit—where exactly would I come out? Back in Washington Square? Or maybe Harlem or somewhere in the East River? Or maybe I simply wake up on my mattress, and none of this is happening, no different than last week or the week before, and…no Kimberlina.

He watches her watching him, wide-eyed and looking more than ever like a child, a lost and confused little girl. Slightly pudgy hands resting on the worn knees of her jeans.

Maybe I just stay with her. She hasn’t actually done anything to physically threaten me. And she is the freshest thing I’ve been around in a good long time. Fresh and unspoiled and…

“God damn it,” he says, stepping quickly away then stumbling back when he nearly collides with someone on the path, a juggler swirling what look like eyeballs in a blur through his hands, each one glaring at him—seeing him—each one knowing.

“Fuck me, fuck this, come on, get a grip, Junk.”

The juggler backs away, still tossing his bags—not eyeballs, just round beanbags—and says, “Chill, pop, geez.”

“Fuck you,” Junker says, spitting the words and turning again to face Kimberlina.

She folds her hands in her lap, watching to see what he’ll do next, her gaze round and full of open innocence, lower lip slightly pouting, plump and glistening with promise…

Juicy little lips, like the flesh on the inside of a peach, succulent and dripping—

He runs a shaky hand through his hair, gripping a handful and pulling until he feels pain, hoping the discomfort will distract his inner demon.

Just fucking think of something else, look at something else, anything else.

“Okay,” he says through gritted teeth. “Okay. You say she brought you here.”

She nods. “Yes.”

Wide eyes, so warm and liquid and inviting—

He turns away, toward the trees, his body now in full tremor.

She brought you here for me, how’s that for a theory? Dropped your ripe little ass right into—

“Fuck!” He rushes forward and kicks out at the nearest tree, hears the small bones in his toes snap, sending a bolt of searing agony into his foot and up his leg that nearly causes him to black out.

“Mr. Junker?”

Junker falls back onto the bench, gasping through the pain, through a gathering haze. “Give me a fucking minute. Just shut the hell up for two seconds, okay?”

Okay. Okay. Not the smartest move you ever made, but at least you drove the other thing out of your mind.

He glances sideways at her, not allowing himself to focus on anything other than her outline and the blinding throb of pain shooting up his leg. “There…there was a spider on the tree.”

God, that was brilliant.

She frowns but does not say anything.

He closes his eyes against the pain, teeth clenched. “So. This she person brought you here. Fine. Okay. But you don’t know why?”

Kimberlina shakes her head, eyes going to the tree, then to Junker’s foot, then to her hands in her lap. “No,” she says finally. “She hasn’t told me.”

He glares at her. “She talks to you?”

“No. Not yet.” She hugs herself as if chilled, then stands, her posture again one of listening to something far off. She walks a little ways down the path, stops and turns back to Junker. “But I think she wants to.”
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Part Nine
The pretty nurse-lady brings me a Dolly.

After the Tall Man visits me.

After Papa leaves me in the house of broken corridors.

I think Papa is scared.

At first I am scared. When Papa/Bad Man comes to my room.

But the floating is fun.

Still floating when Mama’s voice scrapes like fingernails in the hall: “Is it done?”

Still floating when Papa screams and whoopsies some more on the me that is way down there in the red spread.

Still floating when Papa scoops that me up and runs past Mama in the hall.

Papa running with red spread me, and ceiling me floating, trailing behind like a balloon on a string.

Still floating in the car. Going fast.

Floating tummy whoopsy in the boat, funny fog all around and the sad horn saying, “Whoooooo.” I want to say it’s just me but my words are floating, too.

Ragdoll in Papa’s arms down long white hallways while I balloon-bob along the white ceiling.

Then more fog.

Then nothing.

Then foggy awake. But not fun foggy.

Funny shiny thing next to me with water in a bag. Tube in my arm. Tube down my throat.

And a Tall Man in a long white coat. At the end of the bed. A Tall Man with long fingers.

Making funny noises while his long fingers do funny things.

Making my tummy whoopsy.

Then shushing me with his long fingers when he sees me awake.

I’m not making noise.

Maybe I am.

Tummy funny-whoopsy. Skin tickley-prickley.

Because of the Tall Man.

Tall Man with pink face. Not red like Mama’s hair.

Later. The pretty lady. The pretty nurse. Pretty face with tears.

“It’ll be okay,” she says. Pretty voice.

Foggy again when she hands me the Dolly.

Shiny Dolly face. Not shiny with tears. Shiny with hard smile.

Almost nothing in my head again when the pretty nurse leans over to fix my sheet.

To cover up the part the Tall Man touched.

Some pretty nurse tears fall on Dolly’s face.

I see the pretty lady’s tag on her shirt.

Swimmy name through the fog.

“That’s my Dolly’s name,” I say.

I think I say.

“Pretty like you.”

More tears.

“I’m so sorry,” she says.

Then she leaves.

I want to tell her it’s okay. My mouth won’t open. She’s not here anymore.

Fog rolling in through…

No window in this room.

Fog coming from somewhere.

But it’s okay.

I have Dolly now.

Funny. Dolly smiles with her hard face and tells me she has always been with me. Her mouth doesn’t move. It sounds like Sissy talking, but not my nice Sissy.

It’s okay. Her face is smiling.

I wonder if the Tall Man will be back.

I ask my Dolly if the Tall Man will come back and be nice to me again.

She looks at me and nods. Dolly likes me.

The Tall Man likes me.
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Chloe is nearly suffocating as his weight on her back drives her face into the Hello Kitty pillow, stifling any screams she might utter were she less terrified. He has a handful of her hair twisted in one fist, the other hand underneath her, mangling her right breast. His tears fall onto her back in hot droplets as he sobs, continuing to pound into her until the center of her most private self becomes a white-hot nothing, somehow infusing her small body with more pain than seems possible while at the same time making everything numb and disconnected.

This is not her, she is not beneath this man who is supposed to be her protector; she is not being forced to endure this thing she does not understand, is unprepared and unequipped to fathom or know or experience—

This is not happening to me again!

Chloe shudders and screams out from under the terror, lungs clawing for air that does not reek of tainted, mint-scented breath. She jerks sideways, turning and striking out blindly at the hulking form next to her on the bed, her fingernails raking off skin in four jagged lines down Dray’s cheek before she realizes what she’s done.

Dray comes out of her own sleep with a low shriek, hands flailing to protect herself, lurching back and slamming her head against the headboard, the impact nearly knocking her unconscious. She blinks, shakes her head, disoriented.

Chloe’s eyes half-focus in the weak streetlight glow from the window, sees what she’s done, the ragged strips of flesh on Dray’s cheek—no, not Dray, this didn’t happen, I’m still dreaming!—and watches Dray’s eyes clear as she lifts long fingers to her ruined face, the look of shock in her eyes as she finds the raw channels of open wounds, and the sickening look of realization of what has been done to her as the blood begins to run down her neck.

Chloe reaches for her, noticing as her fingers stretch forward that Dray’s flesh is caked under her nails. “Oh, my sweet baby—”

Dray shoves her hand away and stumbles from the bed, staggering to the bathroom where she hits the light switch and cries out in horror—a cry of astonishment and pain and disbelief that almost eclipses Chloe’s nightmare.

Chloe is out of the bed and running for the bathroom—but slowly, sluggish, as though running through water—when Dray whirls to face her, a too-wide smile on her torn face, her voice sounding phlegmy and drunken: “You like this, you miserable little cunt? You couldn’t stand that I overshadowed you at every turn, and so you decided to ruin my professional dancing career?”

(Dance for me, little girl.)

“Little Miss Chloe had to be the only pretty one, so you decided to turn my face to junk—is that how you saw it, you little shit?”

Chloe tries to back away, can’t move. This isn’t happening, it isn’t possible.

Dray advances on her, strutting now, her words a guttural hiss. “I know how you like it, you fucking cock-tease. Let me show you my junk.”

The walls sway and Chloe feels the floor tilt beneath her as she looks down and sees Dray’s—

Jesus Christ, what’s happening to me?

—penis, engorged, deformed, thrusting—

Chloe clenches her eyes shut, knowing she has to be dreaming but wondering how she can suddenly be on the verge of puking if this is only a nightmare.

Dray’s voice deepens further into an impossibly low register as she laughs, a deep-throated, inhuman growl. One hand grabs her cock that isn’t—can’t be—there, and the other lifts to her torn face. “Why not do the job right, baby? Why not—”

(Dance for me, little girl.)

“—take this shit all the way?”

And then Dray’s beautiful hand—her nails, they’re like razors, I’m not seeing this—begin to claw through the already deep gashes on her face, ripping and tearing, flaying open to expose white bone against torn black meat, one razor nail slicing through her eyeball with an audible pop, all the while stroking herself, and that animal growl, turning to a frenzied laughter, to a shrieking insane howling—

Chloe jolted awake, staggered out of the bed and made it to the bathroom a split second before her Blue Note dinner came spewing out of her mouth, through her nose, splashing into the porcelain bowl and sending a warm spray of stinking droplets against her cheeks.

Shredded cheeks, nails raking through the skin, first my nails, then Dray’s razor-tipped—

Her stomach heaved again and again, her body involuntarily convulsing until there was nothing left but burning strings of bile. She knelt on the floor, weeping and shaking, feeling as though her body had been turned inside out.

Jesus, help me. I’m sorry for whatever I’ve done to make this happen. Please, God, I’m ready to rest now, no more of this, no more sickness in my body, and no more sickness in my mind.

It was a prayer she’d been taught as a child, a mantra to ward off the fear and anxiety that accompanied her frequent bouts of sickness. Some of these sicknesses had not visited her in years, but throwing up still terrified her, made her feel like she was dying. The prayer used to help.

It helped when I was a kid. Doesn’t do shit now. Because this is more than stomach sick, isn’t it? Yes, but it used to help with the other kind too.

She continued to talk to herself. Gradually, after a succession of long deep breaths, the tremors subsided and the fear began to drain away.

No more sickness…no more sickness…no more sickness.

When she was sure there would be no more vomiting, no more panic, she flushed the toilet. She unrolled a handful of tissue and wiped away the overspray, symbolically wiping away the dread along with it, and flushed again, watching it swirl until it was gone.

She glanced back toward the bed, half convinced this was just another level of her nightmare and any moment she’d hear a footstep behind her and turn to see—

That horrible diseased penis on my Dray…

(Dance for me, little girl. Let me show you my junk.)

Chloe stayed still, eyes closed, listening, allowing her breath to slow, her rabbiting pulse to quiet.

She opened her eyes. The mound of covers on Dray’s side of the bed rose and fell evenly.

Sleeping soundly. Yes, good. Please never let her know what I dreamed. No more sickness…no more.

After washing her face, rinsing and gargling the taste out of her mouth, she came back to the bed and stood, watching Dray's sleeping form.

Finally, she lay back down, lying as still as possible, waiting for anything else that may have followed her out of the nightmare to either come at her again or disperse. Nothing did.

Of course not, I puked it all out.

She was truly awake, somehow she knew it this time. Still, she was afraid to move again, afraid to see what might be crouching in the shadows…or worse, who or what might be lying next to her under the covers.

Gradually, the faint sounds of distant traffic, the hum of the refrigerator, the simple night sounds of the loft.

A fucking whopper of a nightmare, nothing more.

But what had stressed her subconscious to light up with such a dream?

First…the memory.

That Hello Kitty pillow…his tears on my back. Yes, that was a nightmare, but it was also a pure flash of memory, no embellishment or distorted dream imagery. I was there when it happened the first time. Only, that wasn’t the first time, was it? And…it didn’t actually happen exactly like that, did it? And I wasn’t the only one to witness it that time. She was there…

Chloe dug her nails into her palm—another childhood trick she’d learned: when prayer failed to distract, pain was the next best solution. A sure way to preclude thought was by digging deep until the tears came along with the tiny blood-crescent stigmata.

She was there and that’s when everything changed…No!

Her nails dug deeper, tears flowing.

That was another life. The dream was just a faded snapshot of someone else’s fucked up life. Not mine. Not anymore.

Dray had reminded her of all that last night, had brought up the past in an effort to understand what was bothering her. From Dray’s mouth to Chloe’s subconscious mind. The dream was simply a logical result of corrupted recollection.

She pulled a couple tissues from the box on the nightstand and pressed them into her palms. The trick had served its purpose, but she didn’t want Dray to see what she’d done, didn’t need questions as to why there were little dots of blood on her side of the bed. It had been a long time since she cut…no, this was not like that. This was simple distraction, don’t make more out if it than that.

And what about the second nightmare? What would cause something like that? Did her subconscious somehow blame Dray for dredging up what she had endured as a child?

Maybe. But there was much more to that second horror show than simple nightmare. There were threads of memory there, too. Or things that felt like memory. The origin of some of the nightmare was obvious, something she had recently imagined hearing—

(Dance for me, little girl.)

—although even that felt like memory yesterday when the tall man’s non-existent lips had first uttered those words.

He wasn’t the first, no. I’ve been on the receiving end of that request before, haven’t I? Only it wasn’t a request, it was a demand.

Chloe hugged herself tightly, feeling as though she were literally trying to keep herself from flying apart. Her own words to Dray from the day before felt empty now—

“As dark and weird and nebulous as this thing is…it’s also the most powerful thing I’ve ever done. Nothing has affected me like this, ever.”

—insufficient reason to undergo this torture, no matter how true they were.

But what of the other elements in her nightmare? She knew dreams were just dreams, and that attempts to explain the disjointed images were generally futile. The brain was mysterious and it simply spooled out information when one was sleeping. No one really knew why.

Then why did that one other phrase feel so familiar?

(Let me show you my junk.)

Chloe shuddered. Of course, she knew what that phrase meant in the context of the dream. But a deeper part of her felt like she almost knew where it had come from, why it was floating around in her brain in the first place.

Somewhere along the line—maybe in a movie?—I heard someone say that. But hearing it from Dray’s lips—no! Those were not Dray’s lips any more than that was her dick in her hand, it’s all just fucked up, acid-trip dream shit. That’s all. Let it go.

She turned her head cautiously and saw Dray’s face beside her in the soft glow of streetlight, her breath slow and regular, drifting in easy sleep, untroubled, undisturbed. Chloe reached out a hand and stroked her cheek, feeling the fine hairs, the velvet skin, the simple pure perfection of a face that had the power to lift her spirits with the simplest of smiles.

As she rested her flat palm against Dray’s warm cheek, Chloe felt tears well and then spill over. This woman—this complete and powerful and tender woman—was everything, all and everything and more than Chloe had ever imagined she could have or be a part of. Seeing her hurt—even in a nightmare where she had become a monster—was more than she could bear.

She was losing herself, somehow, and it felt like the dream was a warning that she was also at risk of losing Dray. A couple nights ago she awoke with that sadness, and that fear that she might lose Dray. Had that been some kind of premonition?

The story. The disconnect from reality had started with the story. These nightmares were some kind of awful afterbirth threatening to drag them under and drown them.

Whatever calm the Blue Note promised had been short-lived, a temporary respite.

That was then, this is now. I just flushed my last reprieve down the toilet.

She pulled the covers back, rose quietly and stood looking down at Dray, at the simple feminine power of her, even in sleep. The delicate curve of her earlobe, the small indentation from a piercing she had let close and—

Chloe frowned. I shouldn’t be able to see her that clearly. A glance at the window showed the usual lamp glow from the street, a soft muted orange. She looked back to Dray, more details becoming clear as her eyes adjusted further to the silvery light…she turned as the small hairs on the back of her neck began to stiffen.

Her laptop was open. Powered up and open and waiting. Inviting.

I’ve been writing in my sleep again. Of course. Dray may have uncovered an old wound, but the story—whatever the story is—ripped the scab off and really got the blood flowing.

Chloe hesitated, but not long enough to question herself. She approached the open computer, looked down at the glowing screen, at the lines of type formatted in the special way she used when she was laying down the first draft. Orderly, structured, until you actually read the lines, and through the lines to the madness that crept below the surface; that same madness that was fucking up everything.

Yes, she only had to finally read it to know…everything.

But that’s not going to happen tonight. Not tonight and not ever. Whatever is hiding behind the surface of these lines has done enough damage. I’m done. Yes. I am finally going to end this.

A sudden surge of exhilaration caused her to nearly laugh out loud. She stifled the laugh behind a closed fist, then slowly extended her middle finger toward the screen, feeling ridiculous and elated all at once.

“Fuck you,” she whispered. “I’m gonna wish you and your ugly shit as far out into the cornfield as I can.”

From behind her, startling her: “Baby, you okay?” Dray, drowsy, more asleep than awake.

Chloe stared unblinking at the screen, the dregs of nightmare now completely gone, a smile fixed firmly on her lips. “I’m good,” she whispered without turning, “You go back to sleep, I’m just gonna write for a bit.”

“Don’t be up too late, baby.”

Chloe sat, placed the cursor at the end of the last line of type and reached for the backspace key, intending to get her life back in reverse, one carefully deleted character at a time.

Please, God, I’m ready to rest now…no more sickness…no more sickness in my mind.

 

. . . . .

 

Dray burrowed deeper under the covers.

Don’t be up too late, baby.

Caught in the narrow space between full sleep and a dreamy drowsiness, her own words kept repeating in her mind in an endless loop. The admonition carried no weight of its own, no real significance, it simply would not let her drift down deep enough to shut out thought.

With these words repeating like a skipping record—Don’t be up too late, baby; baby, you okay?—she is whisked back to the lavatory hallway at The Blue Note, bumping into Flo, and before she knows why, she is telling him about Chloe’s struggles, with the story, the story that isn’t a story, the fear she herself feels when she really stops to think that Chloe might be slipping off the rails. And Flo’s look of concern, his offer to help in any way he can, please keep him posted, please let him know what he can do. But these are just images, memory-shadows.

Baby, you okay?

She drifts further down, sees herself at Il Buco, from a distance, silently mouthing those words—

Don’t be up too late, baby

—as Chloe stands from the table to embrace Sammi and the tall man next to her. Both the Slender Man and Sammi are naked, but this seems perfectly normal. Everything about the man is blurred, out of focus; in contrast, Sammi’s features are in sharp relief, dark-skinned, toned runner’s body, small breasts with enlarged nipples, a thin landing strip of pubic hair pointing the way to a one-inch gap between her legs. Chloe kisses Sammi on the lips, runs her hands across Sammi’s breasts and down the length of her body, winks at Dray and mouths—“She’s kinda scrumptious”— before turning to gaze up at Slender Man, who then reaches down to pat Dray on the head with one hand as he lifts Chloe into an embrace with the other. Dray squints against the sun as Chloe continues to ascend in the man’s grip, becoming impossibly small and far away.

Damn, that boy is tall. Don’t be up too late, baby.

Dray stirred, almost lifting into consciousness when she heard other voices. She couldn’t tell if the voices were part of sleep or something closer, something more immediate that should demand her attention. The first voice is inquisitive, a child looking for something or someone lost:

“Where did you go?”

She wanted to respond that she is right here, hasn’t gone anywhere, but she knew the question was not meant for her—was not even sure who spoke the words, or if anyone spoke them at all.

“She’s gone. She left me.”

That voice was slightly different than the other, sounding at the edge of panic, and with this one Dray felt a small thread of unease. Her mind—some protective instinct—almost brought her fully awake. Her eyelids fluttered, tried to open, then became still as another voice—the first one?—said:

“Can you come out and play?”

Slender Man striding away, Chloe now riding high up on his shoulders like a child with her daddy, winking back over her shoulder at Dray. Sammi standing next to Dray, fully clothed now, holding a bottle of wine for her inspection.

“This not the good fucking stuff?”

Dray smiles within her dream.

“That is indeed the good fucking stuff, girlie.”

Only I didn’t say that, Chloe did.

“But a dream is a dream is a dream,” she says to Sammi, “ and they don’t have to make sense, do they, sugar?”

Dream-Sammi smiles and shakes her head, reaches out her hand and runs a manicured fingernail across Dray’s bottom lip. “Word, my nigga.”

Outside this dream—or perhaps much deeper within it—Dray heard a snatch of one-sided conversation as a distant part of her felt someone—Chloe, of course, just Chloe—settle next to her on the bed. And a whisper:

“I want to show you something.”

And from within her own mind, almost spoken aloud:

Don’t be up too late, baby.
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Part Ten
My Dolly knows what’s best for me.

Sometimes she tells me. Other times she looks at me in a way so I know what to do next.

She protects me.

Mama is mad. At me. At Papa.

Not at my Dolly. She doesn’t know about how Dolly listens. About how Dolly knows.

I think Mama thought I was going away.

To be with Sissy.

Papa tried to make me go away so the Bad Man couldn’t do the same thing to me as he did to Sissy.

He was scared. Maybe scared of the Bad Thing or maybe scared of Mama.

I remember Mama’s voice in the hall when I was laying on the ceiling:

“Is it done?”

I think Papa almost made me go away. But then he got scared. Or maybe mad. Or maybe just didn’t want me to go be with Sissy.

So he laid the sharp thing on my wrists. He didn’t mean it to happen.

The nurse called it zooeyside. But only attempted, she said. That was good, she said. Because if it was only attempted, it meant maybe I didn’t really want to do it, maybe I just wanted attention.

Silly. Who doesn’t want attention? Probably you do, too.

I tried to tell her it was Papa that did it. But the water in the bag made my mind foggy. Made it hard to talk.

I don’t really think it was water in that bag.

But I kinda like how it made me feel. Swimmy/foggy/floaty. I like that.

Like when the Tall Man was there. When he was liking me.

That was nice. Not foggy-nice. Tingly-nice.

Papa and Mama used to like me. Not like the Tall Man did, but it was nice when they liked me.

They don’t like me anymore.

I wonder if I can go back to see the Tall Man.

I asked Dolly about it. She didn’t think it was a good idea.

Maybe she’s right. Maybe not.

Maybe dollies don’t know how important it is for real people to like you. Maybe dollies are so used to being liked by everyone that they just don’t understand.

But she knows what’s best for me. She’ll protect me.

Even if I find a way to go back to see the Tall Man.

I’ll take her with me.
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Kimberlina is untethered.

Although her body follows the concrete path through Central Park, her reasoning mind is elsewhere, or perhaps it is nowhere. At this moment, she is not visited by conscious thought, hers or anyone else’s. The mechanical processes still function, still move her feet forward, but she is otherwise oblivious to her surroundings.

A Frisbee sails in front of her, chased by a teenage boy who either doesn’t see her or doesn’t care that he has nearly run down a small child.

This child in torn jeans and striped t-shirt. This child staring at her ragged black and white sneakers as she appears to listen for something or someone not there. A voice and an urging that used to be there, ever-present, but is now silent, even as her own thoughts have gone silent.

This sudden vacancy causes Kimberlina’s mind to drift like a child’s released balloon. The accompanying voices—anguished and authoritative alike—were a kind of identity. Where there was memory, where there was direction, where there was Self…there is now only a vacuum.

It’s not dreaming, it is a simple absence. Feet shuffle forward. A thin tendril of drool stretches from slack lips.

And then, like that first night when she awoke in mid-run, sound and sense come rushing back. But this time it is not gradual. In an instant, in the space between inhale and exhale, she is there. All of her, from now, from before. Every moment of the past couple days of consciousness crashes into her all at once, with so much psychic force she is nearly knocked off her feet.

She knows she was gone for a while, that her mind was on hiatus, and she knows who is responsible.

And she is angry.

Where did you go?

Fists clenched, tears threatening, she repeats the question in her mind with less force, anger slowly morphing into a miserable feeling of abandonment.

Where did you go? Where…are you?

She cries out and drops to her knees as she realizes that a part of her did not come back.

She’s gone. She left me. She was supposed to tell me why I am here!

Mr. Junker stops a few feet behind, but he is not her concern at the moment. Her eyes are fixed on her fingers pressing against the ground, as though they are a compass with five arrows pointing the way...but which way?

I can find out myself. I’m still here. I can be Lilitu—she would know exactly what to do.

She glances over her shoulder.

Mr. Junker is still here, everyone present and accounted for.

Almost everyone.

Forget her, I’ll figure this out myself.

Then, in a gesture so achingly simple it brings tears to her eyes, she feels a hand on her shoulder, delicate fingers squeezing softly then moving to brush through her hair.

(“Beautiful little Lilitu. Can you come out and play?”)

Kimberlina is at once elated and terrified.

She is back, just like that. No doubt it is her. But she is different now, sounding more like a child herself, less in charge. And she is speaking directly to Kimberlina, not in peripheral nudges. This is very nearly…conversation.

She called me Lilitu.

Kimberlina takes an internal breath, not sure how to respond. I’ve been here all along. I’ve been waiting for you to tell me what to do.

She senses the response as a shake of the head. Then: (“I want to show you something. Something I forgot. From a long time ago. I don’t want to see it—you won’t want to see it. But you have to.”)

Who are you? And…who am I? Am I Lilitu?

(“…not yet. First, this…”)

A cacophony of sound suddenly slams into her head, a multitude of new voices, some babbling in incoherence, some speaking together in sane conversation, all echoing inside her head as though in a cavern. There are other sounds, mechanical, electronic beeps and buzzes. And beneath the sounds—underlying it all—a horrible depth of feeling beyond anything Kimberlina has yet experienced.

What’s happening? What are you doing to me? Please…what is this?

(“Despair. This is what it feels like to lose everything—to want to lose everything. To try your very hardest to lose everything forever…and to realize you’ve been denied that release.”)

The weight of this feeling threatens to crush her, pressing in from every side, pouring down her throat in a thick and choking flood.

It’s too much, please stop.

Kimberlina’s eyes fasten on a jagged piece of shale beside the path. One quick slash will make this all go away.

(“That’s what I thought, too. But it won’t work.”)

Ignoring the voice, her hand reaches for the serrated chunk of rock—

And the sounds are cut off, leaving a vacuous silence that once again brings tears to her eyes even as its suddenness snatches her breath away.

(“Now, now, there’s no need for that. You wanted to know. So…know.”)

A final glance at the slice of sharp rock. And the hand is there again, patting her shoulder.

(“It won’t help. Not this time. Now…listen.”)

Kimberlina struggles to her feet as she hears a new voice, a woman’s voice, this one a physical presence speaking from a small break in the trees on her left. There is a pathway there, disappearing in the gloom beneath a thicket of branches. The voice is speaking to her.

Eyes wide, she turns to face Mr. Junker. “Did you hear that?”

He looks tired. “I hear all kinds of shit, little miss. Birds, dogs barking, kids yelling, moms yelling at their kids. What is it now? Is she talking to you again?”

The hand grips her shoulder. (“Shhh. Not yet.”)

“I told you already, she wasn’t talking to me…she’s not talking to me.”

“Right, got it. She’s been telling you all kinds of shit since you landed on this planet, but she’s not actually speaking to you. God, little miss, you make my head hurt.”

“I’m not going to try to explain it to you, Mr. Junker, you wouldn’t understand. I don’t understand it either. But it doesn’t matter. This wasn’t her this time.”

Not this new voice from the path, anyway. And it isn’t me—the other me, the deeper me from before. This is something completely different. This is like someone talking to me from outside my head, here but not exactly here…

She shakes her head, closes her eyes and tries to make sense of what she just heard.

“We’ve got a three-oh-two just came in. Can you take a look? She’s not much more than a kid, poor thing. The on-call psych has been paged.”

Mr. Junker looks at her, eyebrows raised. “So…? What next?”

“It’s a…three-oh-two,” Kimberlina says, turning toward the break in the trees, feeling something shift within her, a nudging aside, a sort of reverse invasion.

That hand pats her shoulder again, encouraging. And the voice, a child but not a child:

(“It’s okay. I just want to show you. It won’t take long.”)

And then it is as though Kimberlina is being compressed, all her current essence condensed into a microscopic ball of spirit—there, but insignificant and floating far in the background. Observing, witnessing.

Is this what the woman in the shack felt when the other…me came inside? But this isn’t scary—that woman was terrified. I feel…nothing.

And while a tiny spark of awareness remains, all thought—all present sense of who she is now—is swept away as she steps through the break, speaking clearly in a voice that is not her own:

“Yes, darlin’, okay. I’m coming.”

 

. . . . .

 

Junker goes cold, an involuntary shiver that has nothing to do with temperature causing his teeth to momentarily chatter.

He’s seen and experienced plenty since Kimberlina arrived. It’s been only an hour since he walked through the Washington Square arch only to find himself miles away a few minutes later in Central Park.

There should be no room left for surprises.

This morning I thought she’d changed, that she’d grown taller and her voice was deeper. Maybe that was imagination, maybe not. But not this time.

In the slim space between her question—“Did you hear that?”—and her turning toward the narrow path, she changed. Her hair color began to darken, her profile to sharpen with age. Subtle, but there.

I didn’t imagine that, I saw it.

And her voice—“Yes, darlin’, okay. I’m coming.”—a soft Southern drawl, easy on the ears, light and with an undertone of caring.

That was the voice of an adult. I watched her mouth move, and I heard those words come out of that mouth—a mouth that I swear was stretching wider, becoming a woman’s mouth and lips. I saw that, I wasn’t imaging it.

Junker calls after her. “What’s a three-oh…Kimberlina!” But she’s gone.

This is his chance. Right now. Turn and run.

Hell, just turn and walk. She’s gone, she left you here on your own.

And he thinks he might just be able to do that, except that his own feet begin to move, shuffling forward, against his will.

Oh shit, what the fuck is this. No, God, I don’t want to be with her anymore, let me leave, please.

Even as he speaks, a deeper part of him knows that he does want to stay with her, that maybe that deeper part is moving him forward. That recently awakened demon wants very much to stay near her. Because eventually…

Eventually…well, things just might take a turn in another direction. Like sitting on a bench in Washington Square Park one minute and dodging an eyeball juggler in Central Park the next…little miss just might find herself a lot less in control than she thought. That path is pretty secluded, doesn’t look much traveled, and she just went in there alone—

No, stop it! I don’t want that. I want to be left alone, I want to be back in my space, my private space where I—

His thoughts cease; those of his demon and those of the self he thinks of as rational Junker, normal Junker. His thoughts are cut off cleanly, because he cannot bring a single memory to mind of what he does in the chamber or any of the surrounding hallways or rooms, not a single moment of recall of ever being in that cavernous space save for the past day and night with Kimberlina. His memory seems to contain only those moments beginning with their encounter on the street, her slamming into him, then their flight through the alleys…and all the intervening hours up until this minute. Every moment of that slice of existence is clear, but nothing from before.

One errant thought surfaces briefly:

Her skirts riding up on her legs in the lantern light—

He pounds his fists against his temples until his vision begins to cloud.

Dizzy now, seeing spots, his feet continue to scrape forward along the ground, carrying him toward the opening in the trees, and he understands that he is not moving of his own will—no part of him, demon or otherwise, has any say in this new development.

The sounds of shouting children become muted; barking dogs, rustling leaves, the noises of the surrounding park and city beyond—all begin to fall away, decibel by decibel, a volume knob being turned down one gradual notch at a time.

Three more dragging steps, then two, then one.

Somewhere beyond the opening, from within the tunnel of trees, that slightly musical voice that is and is not Kimberlina’s:

“What have we got today, dear?”

And he is out of the park with its woody smells and into a darkened corridor of branches, surrounded by the medicinal smell of rubbing alcohol, and beneath that the low smell of desolation.

As he passes over the threshold from Central Park to somewhere else, more thoughts return in the form of questions:

Am I a three-oh-two? What’s happening to me? Am I only…that other? Is that one horrible thing the only true thing about me? Am I…oh Jesus, am I about to be a three-oh-two?
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Part Eleven
I have Papa’s shiny thing. The thing he used when he tried to make me go be with Sissy.

See how shiny?

The lines on my wrists are all healed up, but you can see where they were.

All I have to do is trace the shiny-sharp thing down those lines.

Right there. Just so. And—

Ouch.

I don’t remember the hurt from before.

My Dolly is staring at me. Shiny tears in her eyes. Shiny mouth frowning at me.

She doesn’t want me to do it.

“But we can go see the Tall Man,” I tell her.

And then I hear her voice for the first time, not in my head like before, but right here in the room with me: “No. He’s not nice like you think.”

I like her voice.

“Well poo on you,” I say, “I’m a poet and don’t know it and you’re just a Dolly. What do you know about nice men being nice to little girls?”

Silly Dolly.

That shut her up.

I see my face in the shiny thing. Tiny.

I stick my tongue out.

I cross my eyes.

I bet the Tall Man will like my funny faces.

I slash the shiny thing hard and deep.

I only hear part of my scream.

And then the fog.
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The last shred of Kimberlina tries to focus on something—anything—that will keep her rooted in herself, keep her from completely being taken over.

Her mouth speaks again, gently, friendly, to someone unseen: “What have we got today, dear?”

Straining from within. Focusing on her shoes, left, right, left, as the concrete gives way to packed dirt, and then—

“She’s in room seventeen, hon. She was good and sedated when she got here, but she’s coming around now.” And softer, in a whisper: “She’s a repeat customer. Been here before, under his care. And…he’s on duty today.”

—the ground begins to shine dully through the hard dirt and moldy leaves, yellow-stained and damp, reflecting her shoes.

From within the small flicker of awareness that is still Kimberlina there is a mental sensation of her skin prickling, heartbeat and breath accelerating. That awareness begins to brighten, merging with the sentience of the other. Watching her shoes move now in an easy shuffle, she frowns inwardly, recalling her feeling yesterday—(was it just yesterday?)—when Mr. Junker brought her the plastic boots.

(These aren’t mine…he brought me the wrong shoes)

Those boots felt wrong then. This morning she awoke with someone’s shabby sneakers on her feet, the boots nowhere to be found. Those shoes felt more right, more like hers, even if she still has no idea how they came to be on her feet in the first place.

(But they were mine, I knew it then and I know it now. This morning I remembered tearing them and I can almost remember it now. I was a child once in those shoes. They once belonged on my feet.)

Her shoes are no longer ragged, no longer black and white canvas. They are all white, rubber soled, squelching on the grimy tile floor—

(These are my shoes too. I wear them almost every day. But what happened to my pants?)

—and these shoes are no longer at the end of legs dressed in torn jeans.

She watches as these strange but familiar shoes—on feet connected to legs covered in white stockings—grow farther away, telescoping, her vision stretching skyward.

The feeling that she is somehow leaving herself, rising above her feet, brings on a sudden vertigo. And then she realizes the feeling of dizziness is only imaginary, that she is still in her body—or in someone’s body—and she is growing taller. She is seeing her feet from the vantage point of an adult.

Birds and trees have gone silent, gone missing altogether, replaced with the distant murmur of voices, the hum and bleeps and blips of electronic machinery; and cries of pain from behind doors with chicken-wired windows. Windows she dares not look on longer than a second for fear of who or what might be trapped within, might even then, as so many times before, suddenly press a lunatic face tight to the glass to watch her pass by.

The corridor continues to illuminate with a feeble, flickering fluorescent light. What’s left of Kimberlina experiences a flash of recognition.

(This corridor, the shiny floor. It’s like those hallways Mr. Junker and I walked through, the ones leading to the big chamber.)

There are others here, dim shapes to the left and right, in front of her, passing by in the other direction. Faceless, featureless, all constantly moving, all dressed in the same way, white on white, shoes squishing against the floor as they move.

Her senses—the woman’s senses—awaken fully as the light brightens further, and she is aware of the chemical smell of rubbing alcohol, the stinging stench of ammonia; and beneath that, becoming stronger with every step, the dismal stink of emptied bowels. This last odor elicits a feeling of sadness in the woman and Kimberlina feels it too, hearing the woman’s thoughts as clearly as her own:

So many of these poor dears can’t control their functions. But I guess they’re the lucky ones. Some of that smell is what happens when the others die violently—too many of those here—

And then the woman’s sadness turns to bitterness:

—Everything lets go for those unlucky ones, a simultaneous evacuation of soul and shit.

(What is this place?)

Then she is standing before room seventeen, a solid door without glass. Kimberlina does not want to go inside, but she is not in control here.

From very, very far away, small and thin:

(“It’s okay. I just want to show you. It won’t take long.”)

She watches her hand reach for the handle—long, slender fingers, light pink nail polish—feels the cold metal in her hand and then the door swings inward.

Another nurse is just leaving the room, stops to whisper something in her ear. Then she is gone.

She looks across the room.

“Hey there,” she says, feeling the sound and shape of the words through her own vocal cords, hearing them expressed in a soft accent she cannot place.

On the bed, a child, strapped down, an I.V. tube inserted in her left hand and taped down to prevent it from being yanked out. She’s young, not yet a teenager. Frail arms lay atop a sheet pulled up to her chest. Her wrists are bandaged.

Three-oh-two, Kimberlina’s other thinks. Involuntary Commitment. Suicide watch. But for one so young? And where are her parents? Where were they when this was happening?

She realizes now that she is not only speaking and acting through the woman, she is thinking as her. She knows what to do here, knows what the gibberish on the hospital chart means, knows exactly how to operate every piece of equipment in the room.

“Hi,” the young girl says, groggy, her voice scratchy, sounding confused.

(I know that voice)

(“Not yet.”)

Kimberlina walks slowly forward, not wanting to startle her, the poor little thing. Her eyes, so big and round and sad. And scared.

A glance at the chart hanging from the end of the bed. The resident’s name has been scratched out and the on-call psych’s name scribbled in.

“She’s a repeat customer. Been here before, under his care. And…he’s on duty today.”

She places the chart back on the hook and checks the I.V. connection, her fingers brushing the bandage on her wrist.

Oh, honey, what made you do this again?

“How you feelin’, darlin’?”

“Tired.”

The child closes her hollowed eyes and a tear slips down her cheek. “I’m sorry,” she says through clenched teeth, her lips trembling. “It didn’t work. It was supposed to work.”

Her hands tighten into fists, arms straining at the straps.

Kimberlina opens her mouth to respond, to ask what didn’t work, or maybe just to tsk and coo that look of sorrow away. Then she understands.

She sways under a sudden and suffocating onrush of compassion. Her throat clogs and all she can think is that she wants to do everything in her power to never let this happen again. Children should not be on suicide watch, should never have to endure the kind of anguish that would lead to this.

I’ve seen child suicide attempts before, but this one…something different about this one. God, darlin’, why did you do this? What was so horrible that you would do this to yourself?

And, from long experience, the answer: It might not be anything that would ever make sense to me. Loose wiring in her brain maybe, or something gone haywire at birth. Some kids…some kids are just broken.

The child begins to sob, expelling huge wrenching clots of pain.

Kimberlina’s eyes fill and she has to fight to keep her own tears from falling.

She can know that you care but she can’t see you cry. They can never see you cry.

She clears her throat and lays a hand on the child’s head, strokes her hair, feels the intense heat of anguish radiating off her scalp as off a hot skillet. The child opens her eyes, wet and leaking pain, and gazes directly into Kimberlina’s. She continues to weep, tears running freely down her face, into her hair, soaking the pillow beneath.

The intensity of the child’s stare—the pure liquid sorrow—makes Kimberlina’s breath come short.

This is not a child. Whatever’s happened to her—whatever’s been done to her—has made her something else. Sweet Jesus.

Those round, haunted eyes speak their own language. She hears an echo of the child’s disheartened voice in her head:

“It didn’t work. It was supposed to work.”

That initial flash of understanding is there again.

She wasn’t talking to me, the poor dear, she was apologizing to herself for failing to end whatever pain she’s suffered.

She removes her hand from the child’s head when she notices how much it’s shaking.

She clears her throat again, takes a breath and dabs at the child’s tears with a corner of the sheet. “Hey now, no need for that. Everything’s gonna be fine. Here now, let me get you some more water. Those dumb old sedatives can make you pretty dry.”

Dear sweet Jesus, precious Lord and Savior, please let me know how to help her. She needs to rest and be at peace. No more sickness, no more ugliness in her mind. Lord, tell me the best way to minister to this lost little one.

Kimberlina turns to the sink, opens the tap to fill the plastic cup, catches her reflection in the mirror and comes close to screaming. But she is not in control of this voice, of this person or this moment. She is a spectator inside this other version of herself.

(And how would I have screamed, anyway? There’s nothing to scream through.)

In the mirror, staring back with frozen eyes and features, moving as she moves, the polished face of a porcelain doll. Ceramic skin, painted cheeks and compressed lips, shining eyes that do not move or blink. And from deep within her mind, Mr. Junker’s voice on the other end of his smirk:

“Baby-doll name for a baby-doll cutie.”

She turns, holds out the cup. “Here you go, sweetie.”

(How is she talking through that mouth? Why doesn’t the child notice?)

The child takes the cup, glances at Kimberlina’s breast. “That’s a pretty name.”

Kimberlina follows her gaze. On her chest, a nametag, glimpsed momentarily before—

(“Not yet.”)

And then she is outside herself—outside her adult self—seeing herself as the child in the bed must see her; not frozen-featured, not porcelain-skinned. She is beautiful, this other version, her face alive with compassion and shared pain.

(She’s smiling at me. No. I’m smiling…at me?)

Kimberlina realizes she is actually seeing her nurse-self through the child’s eyes, from within the child.

(Am I this child too?)

The transition this time is instant—not gradual like before—and she feels at once at odds and perfectly at ease in this body. It is a child’s body, not much different in size than the one she’s been occupying the past couple days. But it is also a body that…

She searches for the right word, something to help her understand what she’s experiencing. She is being shown something here and she doesn’t want to miss what may be the most important revelation of all.

(But what am I being shown? First, a kindly woman in a hospital of some kind. But not just a woman—she is someone who I once was. Yes, that feels right. And this broken child?)

The voice of her nurse-self echoes in her mind:

Some kids…some kids are just broken.

That, finally, seems to be the feeling that she can’t name, the sense of wrongness from within the child. That brokenness, that brittle-glass feeling that she will shatter at any moment, that whatever has been visited upon her has already created a spider’s web of cracks. There is nothing of substance here, nothing holding this child together. Her only identity—the only thing keeping her intact—is her pain, her bitterness.

(No, not bitterness…self-loathing. No, not that either. It’s a lack of self. This child—whoever she once was—has been whisked away. She can only…)

Kimberlina feels a glimmer of Lilitu—her forest-self—in the child. In her deeper mind, the burning woman turns a blackened, peeling face toward her and says:

(Do you see now?)

Kimberlina feels the child nudge her aside, and again the voice, which she now clearly recognizes as this child’s voice:

(“Not yet.”)

And then the nudge is a shove and Kimberlina is only the child, still aware, but only as a distant observer.

She looks again to the nurse’s breast, to her nametag. It’s no great surprise because she is seeing it again as the child. Her voice, small and without accent, without any real inflection or feeling at all:

“Such a pretty name.”

(Baby-doll name for a baby-doll cutie.)

The nurse’s smile freezes and she swings around as the door slams open and another woman enters. This woman is pale and wispy, with frizzed red hair and deep green red-rimmed eyes. She has clearly been crying and is in a state of high agitation, cheeks ablaze and breath rasping in and out.

The child suddenly shuts down, some act of will causing the voice of the woman to become a distant, muted garble.

(Or maybe she just doesn’t want me to hear what she’s saying.)

The woman’s mouth is moving, expanding in silent shouts, as she tries to get past the nurse, pulling at her and shoving, those red-green eyes blazing over the nurse’s shoulder at the child. The nurse slaps her, twice and very hard. The woman becomes still, her face going slack. She looks at the nurse, her face showing no surprise or anger at being slapped. Then she looks past her at the child. The woman shrugs, looks again at the nurse and speaks.

Though she still cannot hear her voice, Kimberlina reads the words off her lips as clearly as if they’ve been shouted:

“He’s coming.”

The woman glances one last time at the child and her lips twitch in a dead smile that freezes Kimberlina’s heart.

(I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to know. Please, I’ve seen enough.)

As the woman rushes out, the nurse’s hands fall at her sides, her posture changing from one of protection and authority to one of defeat. She turns, looks at the child, her face now nearly as pale as the other woman’s, drained of blood, slack with grief. Her body goes rigid and tears begin to streak down her cheeks as the door slowly swings open behind her.

A tall, thin white-coated man walks in, somehow blurred and in shadow despite the bright fluorescent lights.

The nurse lifts a hand and swipes at her tears, unable to wipe away the living sorrow on her face. She mouths, I’m sorry, I am so sorry, turns, face directed at the floor, and leaves the room, not looking at the doctor as she hurries past.

From within the child, from her prone and tied position on the bed, Kimberlina watches the tall man turn and wedge a chair under the door before turning to face her again.

(Please let me leave now. I understand enough, I don’t want to see any more.)

This man is impossibly tall, actually stooped because he is too tall for the room.

(That’s not possible. The ceiling has to be at least eight feet high. He wasn’t that tall when he walked through the door…was he?)

He has no features that she can see, only what looks like a gauzy web covering his face. He hasn’t moved, only stands staring, his head tilted. He is making a noise in his throat, rising and falling like a swarm of bees from within a hive.

(He’s humming. I know that song…hush, little baby, don’t say a word…)

His head tilts in small jerks from one side to the other, like a curious predator watching its prey.

Still standing in front of the door several feet away, he lifts an arm, extending his hand and fingers toward her. Fingers that continue to elongate, extending, stretching, then retracting before they reach her, somehow causing the hospital sheet to slide back to the foot of the bed, uncovering her body.

His fingers dance before his face—

(He’s smiling now, even though his face is smeared I can see it—I can feel it.)

—those fingers swirl and caper like a carnival magician’s about to produce a coin from thin air and now her hospital gown is sliding down, first off her left shoulder then her right, sliding all the way down until she is completely exposed.

Strapped down. Exposed.

(Why doesn’t she scream? Why can’t I do something? This is not like the other dreams, I have no power here. I am—)

(“You are powerless. This is what it feels like. This is how it felt. You wanted to know…”)

(I didn’t want to know this, I only wanted to know why I was here, why I—)

(“Hush—

…hush, little baby, don’t say a word…

—This is why you’re here. To know this, to understand this, to feel this.”)

His humming stops abruptly and it is almost as if he hears Kimberlina’s internal battle, his body inclining forward in a posture of listening, head bent over at almost a ninety-degree angle, arms dangling to well below his knees.

(This is a dream. Of course, why am I so afraid? Maybe I am being shown something, but it’s in a dream. I can’t be hurt here. You’re trying to scare me, I don’t know why, but that’s all it is. I’ve felt fear before, haven’t I? Yes, and I can feel it again. But fear won’t hurt me. I can’t be hurt in a dream, I can’t…can’t be hurt.)

The burning woman is suddenly there in her mind, face melted and dripping off the bone, flame erupting from her mouth. Kimberlina can somehow smell charred flesh as the woman hisses:

(“Oh yes, we can be hurt, little miss. We most certainly can. We can be more than hurt, we can buuurrrrrnnnnn…”)

And then the tall man is standing beside her, his hum now a song with no melody, whispered so softly it is barely audible: “Dance for me, little girl, time to dance…”

His hands extend, long fingers untying her, careful of the I.V. tube, a doctor’s hands that know what to do but have forgotten why.

Those hands turn her over, fingers seeming to wrap all the way around her body, caressing and probing even as they retie the straps…

 

. . . . .

 

On the path.

The demon prowls, fully awake.

No longer on the path, but shuffling through the darkened corridor.

In the brightly lit, pitch-black corridor, senses profound, tasting flesh, drinking the surrounding panic in great gulps.

And in the room where death is being cheated, where life is being mocked and innocence has fled.

Junker sees, Junker knows.

Junker finally understands…and begins to scream.
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Part Twelve
They almost lost me.

I think that’s funny, don’t you?

I’m in my room again. The room at the end of the broken hallway. Way down at the end.

The room with no windows.

They have my arms strapped down. So I don’t hurt myself.

I already did that. Why would I hurt myself again now that I’m here?

Silly.

Papa didn’t bring me this time. I was in the red spread again and Papa called the am-blee-ance to come get me.

More nice men were there. At the house. In my bedroom. Covering the squirts that were almost not squirting anymore. Putting the plastic mask over my face to make me breathe.

I don’t know how they did that when I was standing in the corner.

Funny this time. There was a me on the bed, but another me that was awake in the corner watching them.

I remember looking up at the ceiling to see if a third me was up there.

Nope. Just two of me.

And Dolly of course.

Now I’m in the bed next to the shiny thing with the not-water.

I feel floaty again.

I like floaty.

The nurse—this one’s not pretty like my nurse, and she smells funny—tells me they almost lost me. “It was a near thing,” she says. “Touch and go there for a while.”

Silly nurse doesn’t make any sense. They were with me the whole time. How could they lose me?

I ask where the other nurse is. The one with the pretty name.

She tells me she’s on a break.

I don’t know what that means, but I think it means she’s in one of the broken corridors.

Maybe lost.

It’s scary out there. I saw when they pushed the wheely-thingy down the hall with me on it.

Saw the other doors with the crazy faces watching me go by.

I’m glad my room doesn’t have windows.

Pretty nurse comes in and says hi. Smelly nurse whispers as she’s leaving, but I can hear her words: “Touch and go there for a while. Touch and go.”

Then she’s gone and I wonder if the touching part means the Tall Man is coming back.

Pretty nurse says howdy and I tell her hi.

My voice is funny-scratchy from the tube.

I like pretty nurse but I only want to see the Tall Man.

I go floaty while she’s doing stuff. I think she says something and maybe I say something back.

I hear someone tell her they’re sorry that it didn’t work.

I don’t know what that means.

The door opens. The Tall Man.

Nope, just another nurse.

Hair like Mama’s. Eyes like Mama’s. Angry face like Mama’s.

It is Mama.

Funny. I wonder why Mama is here.

Shouting. Mama is shouting but I have my ears tucked in.

Can’t hear her.

Pretty nurse doesn’t have her ears tucked in. Maybe she doesn’t know how. She hears Mama and doesn’t like it.

She slaps Mama hard. On the face.

Not like Mama slapped me, but still fun to watch.

Mama’s gone now.

Then the Tall Man comes in.

I pretend to be asleep.

But I can still see him. Maybe I forgot to close my eyes.

I think it will be nice like last time.

But it’s not.

He unties my straps and turns me over.

I wonder why?

It’s funny. My clothes are gone. When did I take them off?

I’m on my belly now.

He is retying the straps.

I want my Dolly. She’s here but I can’t see her now.

I can’t breathe.

Dolly was right.
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Chloe’s head bobbed, dipped and then jerked up, her eyes blinking against the laptop’s shimmer.

Someone screaming. Was I screaming?

She pushed back from the desk, rubber her eyes and looked to the bed. Dray had not moved.

Just a dream. Again. God, this shit’s gotta stop.

She scooted the chair forward toward the desk, squinting her eyes against the glare of the screen. Something was…

What is that?

She closed her eyes, opened them, then rubbed them with her fingers. She drew close, then pulled back, attempting to bring into focus something that wanted to be seen, something almost there that flitted like a quick shadow from left to right.

But the shadow was only part of it. There was something else, something deeper, something…conscious in there.

She rubbed her face briskly with her hands.

I’m fucking losing it. Come on, wake all the way up, Chloe.

The shadow again, and beneath the shadow...what? A feeling. She felt a twinge of anger.

The damn thing is mocking me.

She stared harder, but her eyes refused to adjust to whatever was going on behind the menacing, unblinking stare of the screen; whatever was in there watching her, accusing her, inviting her to…

“Fuck me,” she whispered, and shook herself, looking away for a few seconds and then back.

The screen was still a liquid silver blur, but it was only a screen. Not an eye, not possessing thought or humanity or hostility, just a simple computer screen.

God, I either need some coffee or some real sleep. My head’s going wonky.

She tried again to blink the sleep from her eyes, to see how far she’d gone with deleting the lines and words that had haunted her. But she could not see past the humming glow that seemed to reach for her, wrap itself around her, drawing her forward, deeper into—

Jesus, is that a face?

A patter of footsteps rushed across the floor behind her, left to right, small bare feet slapping on the polished wood floors.

Her breath caught in a stifled gasp and she went rigid. Fear froze her into immobility. The flesh on the back of her neck like ice, she listened hard, willing herself not to scream, knowing she would scream anyway if something touched her from behind. She wanted to turn, but she couldn’t move.

She forced herself to calm down and listen. Only the hum of the laptop met her ears. She made herself focus on her breath, the simple in-and-out motion slowing her heart, calming her nerves.

I’m still asleep. The screen’s eye, the footsteps. That goddamn face. This is my night for nightmares, that’s all.

Without turning she let her eyes shift to the bed. Dray lay easy in sleep, snoring softly, her breath wheezing slightly in an odd dual tone that seemed to come not only from the bed but from…

Behind Chloe. A slightly higher pitched breathing, quieter, more rapid, and the warmth of that breath—I’m imagining this—stirring the small hairs on the back of her neck.

A scream rose and stuck in her throat as the sound of the breathing shifted and the footsteps began again, moving slowly this time, from behind Chloe on her right, traveling to her left, toward the bed, toward Dray.

Knowing she had to be dreaming—praying for her sanity’s sake that’s all it was—Chloe turned to face whatever it was full on, toward the bed.

Dray sleeping in peace.

Chloe made herself look slowly around, from behind her toward the kitchenette, to the bathroom—door wide open, soft glow from the nightlight—back around to the bed. The room lay in quiet shadow, everything familiar and undisturbed. And there, huddled beside Dray, was Chloe herself, stirring slightly in her sleep.

Chloe smiled, began to relax with this proof that she was dreaming…until her sleep-self shifted and Chloe saw that it was not her.

The shadow next to Dray rose slowly to a sitting position, long shadow-curls lifting and swaying in a breeze that was not there.

Oh Jesus, oh Christ.

And now Chloe heard humming. A child’s soft sing-song tune—

…hush, little baby, don’t say a word…

—whispery and lilting, the melody threaded through with intermittent giggles as though the child were being gently tickled as she hummed.

Now, sitting fully upright, a hazy silhouette inches away from Dray, the small child’s head turned to face Chloe, catching a glimmer of light from the bathroom nightlight, a brief twinkling reflection off hard porcelain skin.

The scream in Chloe’s throat almost surfaced then died as she passed back into the gaping illumination of the computer screen.
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Kimberlina hugs herself as she wanders in a daze down the wooded path. She’s crying uncontrollably, from fear, from shock—from being thrown into the child at the moment of purest violation and then ripped out and thrust back into herself without warning.

Her nervous system is in full overload, until a gust of wind nearly knocks her to the ground.

She blinks, looks at her surroundings, realizes where she is, and notices that the trees are not moving. Another short blast of cold wind punches against her body, and buried within it a whisper—her voice—

(“Time to wake up.”)

The wind slows, passes around and through her, caressing. A flash of anger heats up Kimberlina’s cheeks as she continues along the path.

I know this is your game. You make the rules. But I don’t like being toyed with.

The wind abruptly dies.

(“I didn’t like being toyed with either. But I never had a choice in the matter. Some things are not ours to choose. But you wanted to know. So now you know.”)

She knows more now than she ever wanted to know. And somehow she still does not really know what it all means, what she’s supposed to do, or why she is here. One thing she knows for sure: dreams are not safe. The burning woman’s voice reverberates through her head:

“Oh yes, we can be hurt, little miss. We most certainly can. We can be more than hurt, we can buuurrrrrnnnnn…”

The hospital memory is already fading, like the details of an overheard story, something that happened to someone else. But she has no doubt they are true events, something that actually happened to the child in the bed. And she knows that child is connected to her observer, that person telling her what to do and where to go.

But I had no idea you’d be a child. Is that why I came here as a child? Because a child summoned me? Am I supposed to find you and help you?

The voice is silent.

Kimberlina’s request to know has been granted, yet she is more lost than ever. The earlier dreams seemed to be showing her power, a past self that came when summoned and left in some sort of victory when the moment had been won.

When all the players understood Atonement.

But there was no victory in this last dream, no authority. Only despair—

(You are powerless. This is what it feels like. This is how it felt. You wanted to know…)

This dream was not about winning the day, it was about losing…everything.

(Despair. This is what it feels like to lose everything.)

Maybe that was the point of all she’d been shown: this is what despair feels like. That’s what it feels like to be so terrified you want to shut off the lights forever. But terrified of what? Of what the doctor did in the dream? Or terrified that she was powerless to stop it?

(“It wasn’t a dream.”)

She ignores the voice this time. Something else is scratching at the back of her mind, trying to get her attention. Something from the dream?

No, just before the dream, when she started to take over on the path, when Kimberlina was deluged with that despair, suffocating under its weight.

(…This is what it feels like…to want to lose everything.)

On the path, she almost picked up that rock—it seemed like the right thing to do, the only logical choice. That feeling was as bad as it can ever get. End it now, make it go away. Forever.

She stumbles over a root, gains her footing and glances behind her. Mr. Junker is still there, shambling along in a daze.

He saw something too. But what?

He’s been silent since…she realizes she doesn’t remember how it all ended. The doctor turned her over and refastened the straps, then—

And that’s where dream-memory is sliced off—the next thing she was stumbling along this path, weeping, until that gust of cold wind—

But there was no wind. That was her.

She shivers as the hospital room comes back into focus, right up until the end.

Witnessing it all from within, Kimberlina experienced it as the child experienced it. At that final moment, seconds after the last strap was tightened down, the child either blacked out or blocked out the memory.

Or she deliberately chose not to show it to me.

But that made no sense. The whole point had been to show her what happened. Why not show her that part?

Maybe I’m the one who blocked it out. Maybe she showed it to me and I couldn’t handle it.

(“I showed you everything.”)

She stops walking, looks to the left and right, up into the trees.

What does that mean?

(“It means I showed us what we need to know. It was all there.”)

Kimberlina turns. Mr. Junker has stopped behind her in the middle of the path. He’s frowning, looking at her, or through her, maybe reliving whatever he saw in the tunnel.

What happened to him? Did he follow us into the hospital? Did that experience alone do this to him? What did he see that made him like this?

(“I showed you everything.”)

She closes her eyes, tries to bring the hospital room back into focus. Going backward from where the memory cut off, before he fastened the straps, before he turned her over, when she could still see what was happening in the room. The doctor standing over her, and—

Before that he was by the door, willing the gown off my shoulders, the sheet off my body—no, not my body, the child’s body, the little girl. Your body?

She sees the doctor behind the nurse, the nurse with the sad face and the nametag that read—

Wait. The doctor had a nametag too. And there was the name on the chart.

She opens her eyes, seeing the illegibly scribbled name on the chart, then later as the doctor leans over her, working the straps loose before turning her over. His tag is there, right before her eyes, an odd, harsh name, foreign.

Why can’t I remember?

Behind her, Mr. Junker falls onto the bench beside the path. He leans over to one side, looking as though he’s going to lie down, and then suddenly jerks back up to a sitting position.

Kimberlina sees the leaves puff up in a cloud around him under another short blast of non-existent breeze. He doesn’t appear to notice.

He looks like someone who has just woken from an unexpected nap. He shakes his head, rubs his face with his hands. He stands and stretches, folds his arms and looks at her with irritation.

And just like that he’s forgotten everything. I can see it in his eyes, on his face. He’s his old nasty self again.

(“Sometimes forgetting is easier.”)

He turns and looks down the path behind them. “How did we get here?”

“I don’t know,” Kimberlina says, and suddenly remembers her conversation with Mr. Junker from earlier that same day:

“I was somewhere else…I don’t know where, or for how long…then someone got hurt…”

And the final revelation:

“She brought me here.”

A calm comes over her. It is suddenly clear that it doesn’t matter how she got where she is. Nothing has changed. She knows more than she knew before, and she knows she is here because of—

“She brought me here.”

—a young girl. A girl who maybe went through something terrible. There is more to the hospital dream, or memory, than she is remembering, but that will come when it comes—when it’s needed.

My other dreams, the ones where I was in charge, are as true as anything else. I am still that other—maybe many others, or maybe only Lilitu—I just need to find out which me is needed here. Certainly not the weak me who was ready to slash her wrists when it got tough.

(“Yes, remember who you were, remember what you are capable of. Remember…where you came from.”)

Kimberlina feels a surge of power, like the forest wraith raping the red-haired woman’s body from the inside out—

Her breath catches in her throat.

That red hair, red-green eyes—

(“Not yet. Remember who you were, who you are. Remember the garden.”)

Yes. In the forest. Before that—long before—in the garden. And later, deep within the burning woman, untouched as outer flesh sizzled.

“We can be more than hurt, we can buuurrrrrnnnnn…”

She closes her eyes, inhaling a flood of energy like it was pure oxygen, feeling a sudden giddiness as she becomes lighter, her feet lifting off the ground, hair swirling around her head as though in another breeze, but a gentle breeze, soft caress, tickling, causing a bubble of giggles to burst from her lips.

Her eyes open. She exhales and the breeze dies down, the cushion of air beneath her feet dispersing.

Kimberlina is standing now, feet on the ground, ragged sneakers, little girl shoes and little girl feet.

She is in the grip of something at once new and ancient. An authority she has always known, always possessed and controlled.

I just forgot for a little while, that’s all.

A glance at Mr. Junker, glad he has not seen what just happened. He’s not ready. But she is ready—Lilitu is ready— ready to know all that remains to be known.

You’ll show me, won’t you? You have shown me, but there’s still more. More I need to remember—from your awful time in the hospital, yes, and other times we have yet to evoke.

She smiles. Breathes deep of forgotten possibility, of all that she has yet to know and become.

I think it’s time for us to meet, not in memory or in a tainted dream, but here, now, wherever you truly are.

She turns her back on Mr. Junker, looks to the trees, to the air, for her source. She inhales deeply, opens her ears, all her senses alive and yearning to be informed. Somewhere in all this…manufactured reality…is a pattern, a presence.

And a final answer to the only question that really matters:

Who are you? That child was you, wasn’t it? But it’s not you now. I’m here. I’m ready.
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In the House of Broken Corridors By Chloe Sender







 
  

Part Thirteen
Mama doesn’t like me going to see Dr. Jon.

I try to tell her I don’t like it either.

She calls me a whore.

She puts me in a box made out of metal.

With bars like on the jail doors in Andy Griffith.

It’s a small box.

She ties my arms to the metal bars. So I won’t use the shiny thing again.

I try to tell her I won’t do that again. I try to tell her Dr. Jon is not nice.

She calls me a whore.

Upstairs.

In his room at the end of the hallway.

Papa is laughing at nothing.
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Kimberlina is motionless in the middle of the deserted, tree-canopied path, her head lifted, testing the air like an animal sniffing for scent.

Junker stands a few feet behind her. He is nearly suffocated by a surreal sense that he has been existing in a dark dream since this child literally stumbled into his life. Even the park is somehow…wrong.

Shit, wrong in more ways than one.

He needed no further proof than the density of the surrounding woods to know that he was no longer in Washington Square Park. But even Central Park should be buzzing with life—it certainly was earlier—mothers with their children, college students with Frisbees, lovers lounging on towels. But they took this path— Something happened, something between the other path and…it was a three-oh-two. Not me, I wasn’t…someone else?

Junker shakes himself. This path should simply have been a short connector to more of the same, more people doing what people do at parks. And they’ve been walking for what feels like hours, deeper into a tangled, overgrown and untraveled wilderness.

This version of Central Park is somehow diseased. He can smell river rot, a wet stench of decomposition. Nearby trees ooze bile-yellow sap swimming with bloated shiny insects. And underneath these smells, lingering, a smell of— Rubbing alcohol? No, it’s ammonia. She’s done something to my head, messing with me again to keep me off balance.

“Do you feel it, Mr. Junker?” She’s still facing up into the trees, head tilted back, scanning.

“I don’t feel anything. What are we supposed to be looking for?”

Their voices seem clotted and distant, as though spoken from within a thick film of mucus. He works his jaw to try and pop his ears.

She turns to him, dips her head and levels her gaze at him— She’s no longer a child, Junker thinks, not remotely a child.

—and says, “We’re not looking, we’re listening. We’re feeling. If I am here, if I am doing or moving or saying anything, she is here, and she is responsible.”

Junker feels the impulse to run again. Turn and run and not look back.

An hour ago—or two or three, however long it has been—this girl seemed to be exactly as she first appeared: a frightened child with no one to turn to. He preferred her that way. Vulnerable was always better, more easily…

Stop. Just stop it. And it doesn’t matter anyway. That’s how she was earlier. Now…now she’s in charge again.

Yes, he thinks, that’s exactly what she is. In charge. A sharp and finely-honed woman-child, on the hunt for someone or something only she believes exists. But there is a craziness to her apparent lucidity. She speaks with the confidence of a zealot, but her assertions are gibberish, utterly without sense or logic.

“She brought me here. If I am here…she is here.”

Junker swipes moldy leaves off the bench next to the path and sits. “How do you—what makes you think there’s someone else here? And why do you think she’s responsible for everything you do? Has she started speaking to you yet?”

“I don’t think it, I know it. And she has…she’ll speak when she’s ready. She’s…biding her time.”

Junker starts to speak, then stops.

She lying to me. Her hesitation about this other person speaking was obvious. Nothing she says can possibly be true, so why would she lie?

“Are you sure she hasn’t spoken to you? Is there something I should know?”

“Mr. Junker.”

“Okay, okay. So she’s biding her time. Biding her time for what? Do you even hear yourself?”

“I hear my words as clearly as you do. Some of them are my words…and some are words she provides. And it all leads to who I am supposed to be. She’s…shown me things. I think she’s shown you things too, you just can’t remember them.”

Junker just stares at her, trying to find a way through the labyrinth of nonsense.

“You said earlier that she was making mistakes. Has she stopped making mistakes? If this person does exist I think she’s royally fucking up. Fucking you up.”

Kimberlina closes her eyes, looking exactly like a child carefully reciting rehearsed lines. “I was wrong about that. I think it was all part of her process, her way of revealing who I am supposed to be, or, more accurately, who I was.”

Junker is mesmerized by the sheer perfection of her insanity. With no idea what he will say, he opens his mouth to speak.

But she is not done. Her eyes open, round and directed into the trees, her voice once again reciting in a monotone.

“Whatever I was before is what I was…whatever she was before is why I am here now…what I am now is what she wants me to be. And I want to know why. I’m supposed to know why. But…”

“But she hasn’t told you why.” Junker puts up his hands in surrender. “Jesus. What you are is crazy. You may be something else, but at the core you’re fucking nuts, little miss. And I was nuts to come with you.”

She smiles. “You’re not nuts, Mr. Junker, you’re scenery.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

She walks toward him, a breeze he can’t feel stirring the leaves around her feet and— She’s not walking, her feet aren’t even moving, she’s…holy God, she’s floating.

—stops just out of arm’s reach.

How could I have ever thought she was vulnerable? Simple: she wanted me to think that.

“Junker…Mr. Junker. Unless you called me, unless it was you who needed me or wanted me, you are only necessary as she deems you to be necessary.”

She lowers her eyes, her hands open as if in appeal. “Did you call me, Mr. Junker? Do you want me?”

Junker stands and staggers away, denying every raging impulse. “Just get away from me. Leave me alone. Go find your spook and leave me the hell alone.”

She laughs. “You can’t leave.”

He turns. She hasn’t moved. She is motionless, like a small ivory statue, hands folded at her waist, head slightly tilted.

He walks toward her, a red anger rising within him. “I can do whatever I please, little miss. Anything I fucking well please. Don’t try me, you really don’t want to try me.”

Her voice is sweet, but he realizes her lips do not move—her words whisper into existence like warm breath against his ears, and he can almost feel a phantom tongue flicking and teasing with each exhalation. “Do you want to try me? Didn’t you want to try me…before? Be honest now, Mr. Junker—” she drops one feathered eyelid in a wink “—don’t you still wanna try me?”

Junker takes a step back, his pulse pounding throughout his body and specifically hammering at his groin. “What are you?”

She shrugs, looking almost like a child again. “I am what I need to be…no, what I am needed to be. I was something else before, and before that something else entirely. I became whatever hunger dictated at the time.”

Her eyes light up and she smiles again, as if delighted and a little surprised with her own answer. “Yes, that’s exactly the word. Hunger.”

Junkers fingers curl into fists. His breath is the ragged tremble of a junkie facing down an offered needle. “Yesterday you were a scared little girl with no idea why you were running or who you were running from. Even earlier today you got all weepy and needy at the thought that I would leave you. You don’t need me—you never needed me, you just plopped into my life to fuck it up. And now you’ve created a whole backstory for yourself, as well as creating this invisible someone who tells you what to do. Seems to me you’re making it up as you go along.”

His breath comes more rapidly as he gathers the courage to go on. “I’m not sure what you are, but here in the real world we call someone who acts like you insane. Maybe that’s all you are—a crazy person. Is that what you are?”

Kimberlina’s eyes narrow. Then her smile twists into a humorless grin and Junker’s lips go numb, his tongue a useless stick that he wishes had been still to begin with.

“Maybe insane is a perfect description for me, Mr. Junker. Maybe that’s exactly what I am, because maybe that’s exactly what is needed. After all, who hasn’t been, at one time or another, insane with hunger? Hunger for revenge. Hunger for atonement? And what are you? What did you used to be? Are you still that same person—that same thing? Does that thing that drove you still drive you? Does it define you or do you think of yourself as different now? You’re not different, Mr. Junker, not different at all. An appetite—a hunger—as strong as yours doesn’t just go away.”

He opens his mouth to speak, to say something, anything at all that will negate her words. But she has dismissed him, facing back into the trees, eyes searching, head tilted in concentration.

He takes a deep breath and finds the words at last, his voice shaking with fear and frustration, but still there, still under his command. “You try to tell me I’m scenery in this little play of yours and yet you speak of me as though I was someone before—someone with a past, a dark history that you keep using to make me feel small. I have memories too. I know what I was doing last week and last month and last year. I had an entire life before you showed up, before you—”

“Hush,” she says, still facing into the trees. “Whatever you are is what she has decided you are. Whatever memories you lay claim to she planted there, maybe at this very moment, even as you were speaking. The chicken or the egg, Mr. Junker, am I right?”

He feels faint. “No…”

No. I’m me. I’m Junker, it’s who I’ve always been. But…

Regardless of his bravado, he can’t actually remember anything from before. He feels his history, knows on some intuitive level that he is homeless and that some past act is responsible for his current condition. And he knows what that act was—that hunger—but there are no mind pictures to go with any of this knowledge. Is she right?

No. I was here before she was, before she fucked everything up and made me remember what I’d forgotten, teasing me that first night, telling me I treated her like my own...

Junker’s heart begins to race. He remembers feeling something was off earlier today when her words came back to him: (“…you took care of me like I was your own little girl.”) She used it to make him remember, and also to make him aware of what even he did not know he was thinking in that moment.

Sweat gathers at his hairline and trickles down his face.

But…I never had a little girl. I never had any children. Is she right? Am I somehow the creation of someone else? Something else?

He grits his teeth, grinds them until his head begins to ache.

No! I was someone—I am someone. My own person. This little witch has been fucking with my head from the word Go. She never said I had a daughter, she just made me think I had one.

But he can’t help but wonder why it affected him as it did. Something in his past—manufactured or otherwise—some clouded memory of taking care of…but then abusing…

The smell of alcohol assaults his nostrils.

Fuck it, enough, just fucking done already. This is her, it’s all her and her fucking sorcery. Fuck her and…that would turn this around, wouldn’t it? Yes. Fuck her and see how—No! No, enough, God help me.

Kimberlina continues, more slowly as she ostensibly tries to make sense of her own words. “She gave birth to us both…and created us for her own ends. Maybe you’re not just scenery, Mr. Junker…maybe she has other plans for you, I don’t know.” She hesitates. “…maybe…I don’t know…”

And just like that she is a child again, her voice small, still intelligent beyond the apparent years, but sounding slightly lost, unsure. Junker hears the change and, even if only for a moment, his head clears.

That’s the secret. Feed her enough doubt to keep her off her game. That’s what she’s been doing to me all along—making me doubt. My past, my sanity, whatever. So turn her words back on her, get her thinking and show her how little sense she’s making. Her perception of whatever she is—whatever she imagines she is—begins to waver when she’s presented with a contradiction. Maybe she’s not as in control as she’d like to think.

She turns to face him. “Maybe we were someone before. I know I was. I have memories too. Memories of fear, of anger, of…power. They keep coming. I thought they were just dreams at first…but I know they’re not. Maybe I am what I always was and she is trying to make me something else...or maybe she wants me for what I used to be. Maybe she doesn’t know exactly why I’m here either…but I think she’s starting to figure it out. I know I’m here for a reason—all my memories tell me I can only be somewhere for a reason—and I know she brought me here. I just have to find out why, and I’ll know why when she knows. But if my memories are true…”

She hugs herself, looking more like a child than ever. “If they’re true…then I don’t think I like what I am, or who I was.”

She’s lying to me again. Still…

Lying or not, Junker is surprised at a surge of sympathy toward her, an almost fatherly tenderness. The other—hunger?—is there, it’s always there, but for now...

He grits his teeth again. No. Her words make no sense. If she is a child she couldn’t have more than eight or ten years of memories to draw from. But, if there are deeper and darker memories presenting themselves, then she can only be working on the front edge of some kind of reincarnation. Which is absurd. But she seems to believe it and denying her is pointless. He has to communicate in the language of her delusion, try to break through the aberration, bring her back to some semblance of reality and gain the upper hand.

He rubs a hand across his mouth, through his hair. “Look. You’re confused—now hear me out. On one hand you tell me you used to be someone or something else, that you seem to have this long history. Then in the next breath you say this person, this she, birthed us both and we are only here because she wants us here. Either way—whether you had a past life or you just came into being when this person dreamed you up—there’s no reason you have to do whatever it is she tells you to do. And no reason you have to believe the memories. So what if they’re true? Seems to me she also gave you a will of your own. Decide to be something else. Maybe that’s who you were—doesn’t mean it’s who you are now.”

She shakes her head and smiles, clearly choosing her words carefully, and gradually the childish lilt disappears. “We all…are who we were born to be…or made to be. We can’t change what we are. Can you change your desires, Junker? Can you say to your hunger, ‘No. I won’t entertain you any longer’? Can you—when the sweet savor and shiny moment lies within your grasp—turn away with your lust unfulfilled, your thirst unquenched?”

Her seamless return to self-assurance makes Junker dizzy. She’s schizophrenic, he thinks. Or has multiple personalities or something. But that’s not all, is it? She floated, Junk, you saw it. Admit it—look down at her feet—she’s still floating. And in the main room last night…no, simple schizophrenia would be a walk in the park alongside whatever is actually going on here.

Her smile widens. “Yes, I do believe she ‘birthed’ us, as you say, but it’s only this current version of us. I was someone before. I’ll accept that you were someone before—and I’m starting to think I might know who that was. But who we are now, here in this park and on this path, is who she wanted us to be. Our current identity serves the ending. Does that make sense?”

Junker does not respond because there is no good answer to gibberish.

She faces the trees again, hands raised like antennae. “You brought me here,” she says, and it is clear she is no longer speaking to Junker. “I know you’re close, I can feel you. It’s your game and I’m ready to play, but you’ve gotta give me a hint as to what you want. I want to help you.”

Junker begins to walk slowly backwards, hoping her concentration will keep her from noticing his retreat.

“Mr. Junker,” she says, and turns again to face him. She is smiling, wider than ever, a genuine smile that reaches into her eyes. “Now this is interesting.”

She glides toward him once more, stopping as before, just out of reach, just far enough away that he can’t make a grab for her. Her eyes sparkle, and his breath catches as that perfect bubblegum-pink tongue dances along her lower lip. She inclines her head as if listening to something far away. Her smile widens, showing a child’s pearl-necklace teeth. “Yes, very interesting.”

She giggles, covers her mouth in a show of concealing her merriment. “I don’t think she likes you, Mr. Junker—”
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Part Fourteen
I’m afraid it won’t work.

Mama fell asleep. She forgot to tie my arms.

She put me in my box.

I slipped in my poo on the floor and she got mad and pushed me hard.

She brought a towel and told me to clean it up.

Then she locked the box.

But she forgot to tie me.

I still have the towel.

It’s stinky and has my poo on it.

But I think if I get it far enough in it will make my breath go away.

I think if I try hard enough…if I really, really try.

I can swallow the towel down far enough so I can go be with Sissy.

I don’t want to see the Tall Man this time.

Not anymore.

I think I will talk to Sissy. Me and Dolly together.

We can tell her we need her.

Maybe she’ll come back with me.

Together we can show them that they were not nice to us.

Papa and Mama and the Tall Man.

Maybe we can make them have Atonement.

I don’t know that word, but Dolly whispers it to me sometimes, how they have to Atone.

Dolly is nodding.
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“—I don’t think she likes you one little bit.”

Kimberlina is briefly amused by this new revelation, especially with Mr. Junker’s reaction, the way the blood drains and his face goes pale.

Why does it make me so happy to see him like this?

Unintentionally, she has been once again goading Mr. Junker, playing on his fear of himself, the fear that he will somehow start to relive his own past.

(“But he doesn’t know what that past is. Not yet.”)

There is a childishness to her behavior—she knows this—but she is unable to control the meanness once it gets started. All she wants to do is find Her. And find out once and for all what this is all about. But then Mr. Junker opens his mouth and it just…happens.

Of course. It’s not me at all. It’s you, isn’t it?

It’s clear to her now—the other She has just expressed a flash of intense hatred for Mr. Junker, a spiteful loathing that was funny at first. But now Kimberlina can see that she is being used again. Manipulated into throwing constant verbal jabs at Mr. Junker.

(“Is it so hard to understand?”)

There’s something timid in Her voice now, a sense of nervousness that was not there before.

None of it’s easy for me to understand. I’m beginning to agree with him; this is all starting to feel a little bit like a game. What exactly do you want from me? To just poke at this man until he explodes and tries to rape me? Whether he knows it or not, that’s all he really wants to do. If we keep pushing him…

(“I’m still figuring this out myself. I’ve shown you all you need to know. But I still…I’m not sure if…”)

She goes silent. The trees rustle slightly, whether under a real breeze or because She is disturbed, Kimberlina is not sure, but the feeling that She is becoming more agitated is impossible to ignore.

I’m here to help. It’s why you brought me here, isn’t it? Every dream-memory you’ve shown me tells me that I am supposed to help when I am called. I still don’t understand how any of that works. You’ve thrown so much at me so quick. But I am here now, and I can’t do anything until you direct me. Use me.

(“Stop. Please, I need…I’m afraid. I need time to think.”)

Afraid of what? Of me?

There is an extended pause. Then:

(“…yes.”)

Kimberlina is not expecting that answer. It’s the first hint she has that maybe She is not in full control. A thought from her earlier dream of the burning woman surfaces in her mind:

But that was before they knew what they’d brought into their midst, before they knew the price—the ultimate un-payable price—before they truly understood the meaning of atonement.

Am I truly some kind of…?

Kimberlina cuts off her thought before it can go further. She doesn’t know if she has the ability to hide what she’s thinking from Her, but she thinks it might be a good idea to try.

Those dream-memories showed her a version of herself to be feared, someone or something—Lilitu—that demanded its own price when all was said and done.

Maybe She is starting to regret getting Lilitu’s attention. Maybe she’s afraid of atonement.

Kimberlina smiles and turns her gaze back to the trees. There’s a palpable change in the atmosphere, a sense of withdrawal, and she knows—or feels—that She does not want to reveal Herself, that She is trying to pull back, maybe thinking She can undo what She’s started.

Kimberlina also knows it won’t be long before what She wants will no longer matter. The barrier between them is becoming unstable. This reality is thinning out. 

And Her fear. Why now? Why suddenly try to withdraw?

Because She knows who I am. And since She has been pulling the strings in this little puppet show, She knows that Her knowledge will spill over into mine. She is hoping to avoid that revelation.

And without warning—without any sudden flash of inspiration—the truth is there.

Of course. I always knew this.

She inhales, long and slow, a feeling of lightness wrapping around her body like sunlight.

A titillating shudder runs through her body as she feels herself become enveloped in a wondrous feeling of completeness. The sense of herself as Kimberlina suddenly seems laughably naïve as ancient memories finally make themselves plain. Her history spreads out in her mind like an endless quilt, upon which she can see and taste and smell and hear every experience through the millennia.

Lilitu smiles as, once again, her feet leave the ground
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Dray awoke in a shaft of late morning sun to the sound of Chloe’s muffled sobbing. The sheets on Chloe’s side of the bed were tangled and slightly damp. She turned and looked to her writing desk. Laptop open and glowing, but no Chloe.

“Baby?” Dray slid from under the covers, took a few deep breaths to clear the residue of sleep from her brain. The sobs were quiet, muted as though she was trying hard not to be heard.

She stood, held her breath and listened. That soft hiccupping inhalation, and beneath it a heartbroken moaning. It was coming from Chloe’s side. Dray crawled across the bed and there she was, on the floor next to the bed, as far into the corner as she could get, pulled tight into a fetal ball.

Dray settled on the floor next to her and held her, cradling her head against her breast. “It’s okay, baby. I’m here.”

Chloe tried to speak and failed, her stifled weeping finally breaking loose into heaving sobs of pain.

Dray held her tight, not knowing what else to do other than just be there for her. “I’m here, girl, I’m right here. Let it out, baby.”

Chloe gradually calmed, her breathing still harsh but under control. “I’m so sorry, my sweet Dray.”

Dray lifted Chloe’s chin, used a corner of the sheet to wipe her wet face. “You wanna talk about this?”

Chloe shook her head. “No. But I have to. I really do think I’m losing my mind and if I don’t let it out I’ll lose it for real.”

“Can you stand up?”

Chloe said she could and allowed Dray to lead her to the reading chair. She drew her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around them, pulling herself once again into a tight ball.

Dray asked if Chloe wanted something to drink.

“Do we have anything stronger than wine?”

Dray rooted through the small cherry cabinet that served as a bar. “We have Crown Maple…a little Captain Morgan’s. And I think there’s some Grey Goose in the freezer.”

“A little Crown would be good. With ice please?”

Dray poured the drink and as she was dropping the cubes into the glass, Chloe said: “Can you please shut that fucking thing?”

Dray looked a question at her, saw where Chloe was looking, then walked to the laptop and snapped the lid closed.

She handed her the drink, sat on the floor before her, one hand stroking her ankle, massaging her foot and toes. “Take your time, baby, I’m not going anywhere.”

Chloe’s eyes were blank, staring at nothing, her face slack. Dray could see that her mind was elsewhere, sifting through what she needed to say, finding her way through whatever it was.

She’d never seen Chloe like this, and it made her feel panicky. Losing Chloe was really the only thing she feared, the only thing that could keep her up at night when a voice would whisper, How did I get so lucky?

Chloe was that freakish genetic combination of beautiful, brilliant and sexy—people like her shouldn’t exist. But here she was. And now something—some part of her—was attacking her from the inside out.

Dray watched her face, studied the delicate lines, her eyes like bottomless wells she could fall into with little more than a glance.

No matter what this thing was, she was going to make it better. If it was the new book she would end it. She would not sit by and watch anything destroy her love like this.

“I tried to kill it,” Chloe finally said, choking back another sob.

Dray felt cold. “Tried to kill what?”

Chloe glanced to her laptop and Dray saw a sickening look of hunger cross her features. “I tried to kill my darlings. All of them. But they wouldn’t die.”

“I don’t understand, baby. You’re scaring me. Help me understand.”

Chloe’s lips smiled. “Sorry. I was paraphrasing. It’s something Hemingway is supposed to have said about cutting the unnecessary shit from your writing. Kill your darlings. I decided it was all unnecessary shit and tried to pull the plug and end it for good. It didn’t work. It was supposed to work.”

She looked at the dark amber liquid in her glass, then held the chilled tumbler against her forehead, eyes closed. “Last night…I had a nightmare. First about him. Then…I wasn’t going to say anything about this, but…the last part of the nightmare—the worst part—was about you.”

Her voice became a monotone, reciting facts but keeping them at a remove.

Dray listened, more afraid of the mechanical way Chloe spoke than of the words themselves. At least at first. Until she reached the climax of the nightmare, the pure horror-movie gore of Dray’s self-mutilation.

Chloe paused, her lips beginning to tremble. “That’s when I decided to kill them all.”

“My God, baby, I don’t…” Dray began.

Whatever words were supposed to follow were erased by fear. She closed her eyes then immediately opened them, heart beginning to pound—behind her closed eyes, so vividly described in Chloe’s sweet voice, the flickering image of her hands ripping the skin off her own face, gouging and tearing.

Chloe buried her face in her hands, sobbing again. “I tried so hard. For you. For us. I sat down at that fucking computer and I tried to delete it all, make it disappear and get my nights back, my life back. And I thought that’s what I was doing. I really thought I was making it all go away.”

Dray sat back. She looked to Chloe’s writing desk, the space now seeming haunted, the very air itself tainted. The laptop, as always, was the only thing on the desk. No reference materials, no pens or paper. Just that single totem to Chloe’s brilliance.

And now her obsession.

Not sure she was ready to hear more, Dray said, “What happened, baby?”

Chloe closed her eyes. “I woke up in my chair. There was…someone else here with me. With us. I thought I was dreaming again. Maybe I was, but I’m not sure anymore. She was here, Dray, or at least some version of here, I’m almost sure of it. I…God, I heard her footsteps, I heard her voice. I felt her breath on my neck.”

Dray swallowed, concentrated on keeping her voice steady. “Who was here, baby? What did she say?” As absurd as it was, she had to force herself not to look around the loft.

Chloe shook her head. “She didn’t say anything, she was humming.” She dismissed the subject with a wave of her hand, like shooing an insect. “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, I fell back asleep for a while and—”

“Hold on. Back up, baby. Who was here? It matters to me. If someone was here I need to know. If you imagined someone was here…I need to know that, too. Who was it? Who do you think it was?”

Chloe’s jaws clenched in frustration. “Of course it matters, I know that. It matters that I’m losing my fucking mind.”

She paused to slow her breathing. “I’m sorry. Yes, it matters, but I don’t know why it matters or what it means, or what she wanted or…or who she was.” Her gaze shifted to her lap. “I know there wasn’t someone actually here, Dray, I know that. I’m just trying to find my way through this, okay?”

Dray had an uneasy feeling that Chloe was not being truthful with her, especially concerning who it was she imagined had visited her. There was too much fear in her eyes, too much gooseflesh puckering the fair skin on her arms. But questioning her on this wouldn’t help anything, not right now.

Dray forced a smile. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m just confused and a little scared. I only want to help. So, you were saying you fell back asleep…?”

Chloe took in a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly as she continued. “When I woke up the next time…I hadn’t deleted anything. I’d written several more pages. In my sleep, or in a trance or something. I sat down intending to delete every last word…then I apparently blacked out and wrote more. I guess she wasn’t ready to die.”

“She?”

Chloe shook her head again, a moan of defeat escaping her lips. “It. The story, the goddamn book.”

She took a long sip of her drink, grimacing slightly as the sweet whisky went down her throat. “And then…God, then I read it, Dray, start to finish. I know I did, but I can’t remember what I read! I clearly remember going back to page one; I can even remember the first sentence perfectly. I can see and feel my finger clicking and scrolling to turn the pages as I read…but it’s not there in my mind anymore. As I sit here now, the words still only exist in that fucking machine.”

“What did you do then?” It was all Dray could think to say or ask.

She sat, eyes focused on Chloe’s delicate feet, stroking them, holding onto them like they were a lifeline and the only thing keeping her from losing Chloe forever.

“Then I blacked out again. And…” She shook her head and laughed, a humorless choking sound that made Dray’s teeth grind. “Then I wrote some more.”

Dray took a breath. “Are you ready to admit this needs to stop? Whatever this is, baby, it needs to stop right now. I don’t understand what’s happening, but you need to get away from the computer, away from that story. It’s killing you a little bit at a time, and even when you actually read the damn thing you don’t know what it’s about—”

Chloe interrupted. “But I do.” She sipped her drink, licked her lips and swirled the ice cubes in the glass. “I think I know what it’s all about now. I know why she came to visit me. It’s my fault.”

Dray’s body went numb with fear—fear that she was watching her only love slip away to somewhere beyond her reach. Watching her speak these words as though they made sense was disorienting. If she didn’t know Chloe was serious she could almost convince herself this was all just a joke, a game she was playing to freak her out.

“Baby, please let this thing go. Do it for us. Please.”

Chloe’s eyes became vacant, her voice again flat, uninflected. “I can’t stop it, Dray. I’ve started something that is not mine anymore. Maybe it was never mine to begin with.”

“Baby, you’re not making any sense. You say you blacked out when you tried to read it and can’t remember what you read. Then you were visited in this dream…” Dray shivered.

Chloe groaned, shook her head and pounded a fist on her knee. “Why can’t I say what I mean? God. No, I’m not saying it right. Okay, I don’t remember what I read, not the words. But I know what it’s about, Dray. At least I think I do. And…Jesus, of course it was mine, it was always mine. But I…somehow I…” Her voice broke.

Dray rose and sat next to her on the chair, pulling her into a tight embrace, burying her own fear in caring for Chloe. “Shhh, it’s okay, baby. We can make this go away. We’ll work through it together and make it go away. The two of us together can do that.”

Chloe’s voice was muffled within the embrace, but the words were clear. “I don’t think so, Dray. It’s not just you and me anymore.”

Dray backed away, looked at Chloe hard. “What do you mean?”

Chloe’s voice was flat. “I think…I think I’ve unleashed something. Or invited…no.”

She smiled without humor, a twisting of the lips that made Dray want to scream. “Jesse was right, Dray. And…I think something got out.”

 

. . . . .

 

Chloe was beginning to feel almost normal again. Dray had made her a mimosa, heavy on the champagne, and she’d taken it down in three long swallows. Now she was sipping a second cup of strong coffee, watching Dray watch her.

“I’m okay, I really am.”

She doesn’t believe me. Well, I can’t help that. She doesn’t understand how it is.

Dray held her cup in both hands. “I can see you’re feeling better, baby, but I can’t let you go on with this.”

Chloe clenched her teeth, breathed deep. “I know. I don’t intend to.”

“You didn’t intend to last night, either. But the story had other ideas. You say you know what it’s all about now, but that you’ve also unleashed something. Something…shit, something got out? And what was that about Jesse being right?”

Chloe looked at her cup, ignoring the questions she herself had only begun to try to answer.

Dray took a long slow sip of her coffee. “You saw someone last night that wasn’t here, baby. You have to understand, as long as you’ve been doing this, that whatever is in those pages came from you and is completely under your control. Whatever this thing is—wherever it came from in your mind or your past—whatever it is, you can choose to delete it. It’s killing you and I won’t sit by and watch it happen.”

Dray rose, went to the laptop and sat down in front of it.

“What are you doing, Dray?”

“What I should have done before.” She lifted the screen, tapped the mouse pad to kill the screensaver and cursed softly. “It’s password protected.”

Chloe sipped her coffee. “Of course it is. You know that.”

“Give me the password, baby. Please let me do this for you.”

Chloe stood, coming up behind Dray and wrapping her arms around her. “I can’t. Not yet. Please just give me a little more time. I have to finish it out. She wants me to finish it. I’m afraid of what will happen if I don’t. Call it therapy or catharsis, whatever. It needs to get finished. If I can gain the upper hand I can make it go away. I can end this my way, not hers.”

Dray stood, turned into the embrace. “A minute ago you sat right there and told me you did not intend to continue. Now you say you have to finish it, that it—she—wants you to finish it. A half hour ago you were scared shitless because you had unleashed something. Why do you want to keep playing with this thing? I’m scared to death for you, baby. For us.”

“There’s no reason to be scared. It’s almost over.”

Dray sighed. “Every other sentence out of your mind is a contradiction and I’m not even sure you see that.”

“Look, I don’t know what I meant earlier—maybe it was memories or something, unleashed or unreconciled feelings from what my dad did. I think you were right about that. It’s all still really just feelings; confused, jumbled up emotions. All I’m trying to do is straighten it out so I can move on. Don’t you want that too?”

And now I’m lying to Dray. Without a thought, without a twinge of guilt or hesitation, I am lying to the only person I have ever truly loved.

Dray stepped back. Chloe could not meet her gaze.

“Okay, baby. You want to keep fucking around with this, go ahead. You’re talking in circles and contradicting yourself, which is something you’ve never done, and that scares the shit out of me. But go ahead and keep poking the damned thing. I’ll be here and I will not watch you go down under it. I’ll toss that fucking computer out the window in a heartbeat if I get even the tiniest whiff that it’s getting more out of control. You hear me?”

“I hear you. And I won’t let anything happen to us. Or me. It’s a story, that’s all it is. But it’s something that I need to finish, to find out why she came to me in the first place.”

Dray shook her head. “She. Do you hear yourself, baby?”

“It,” Chloe said through gritted teeth. “I need to find out why it came to me. You knew what I meant, Dray.”

Dray nodded, unconvinced, turned and picked up the phone. Chloe listened as she called in sick to the club, telling Florent they’d have to reschedule their meeting.

“You didn’t have to do that. I’m not a child.”

Dray picked up her coffee cup and sat in the reading chair. “You made the call before I did. I stay here until you’re done with that thing.” She picked a book at random from the shelf and began to read.

A distant part of Chloe wanted to hold Dray, to be held, to be back at Il Buco or the Blue Note with no more concern than what drink to order next.

But more than that, more than anything, she wanted to sit in front of the laptop again. She wasn’t sure what would happen. Approaching the story with the actual intention of writing was something she hadn’t done in over a week. Not consciously. She kept waking up having already written.

This time will be different. I don’t know how it’s going to go or whether I’ll be able to write a single word while I’m awake. I tried to end it, to kill it, and…it got worse. So now I’ll sit with the clear intention to write more, to further the story, and see where it takes me. I’ll…give myself over to it.

And, with a last glance at Dray, that’s what she did.

 

. . . . .

 

Dray’s head dips forward, the book in her hand falling to the floor and jolting her out of a doze.

The loft is dark, much darker than it should be. She looks to Chloe’s desk and sees her there, typing slowly, methodically…

Dray is suddenly dizzy. Chloe’s face illuminated by the laptop screen, her eyes open, but something isn’t right. And her fingers on the keyboard—

There is no sound, no clicking of the keys. In fact, there is no sound at all in the loft. Dray tries to stand but can’t move.

Chloe turns to face her and Dray sees what’s wrong: her eyes are rolled up to the whites. She stares at Dray, grinning as she continues to type, fingers moving like snakes in silent slow motion, her body rocking slightly back and forth. And beyond her, standing motionless in the far corner, no more than a suggestion in the thick shadows: Slender Man.

Panic fills Dray’s throat, pounds in her skull.

Then she feels tiny hands on her feet, rubbing her toes, massaging her ankles.

She looks down and sees—

—her book lying on the floor in a shaft of sunlight from the window.

Chloe was at her desk typing away, eyes closed in concentration.

Dray picked up her book, trying to remember what she’d been dreaming when she awoke. She reached down again, scratched an itch on the sole of her foot, and opened her book.
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Part Fifteen
Left to right, right to left, goes the shadow.

Tap-tap-tap go the fingers.

Hum-dum-dee-dum-dum-doo-dum-dee-doo goes his voice.

Hush little baby.

I’m not a baby. I won’t say a word.

Here in my room. Watching his shadow. Hearing his hum. Hating his tapping.

It didn’t work. They found me before it could work.

They almost lost me.

Touch and go there for a while.

I want to kill them all.

Papa for letting the Bad Man hurt Sissy and make her go away.

Mama for telling Papa it was okay to let the Bad Man come.

I think Mama likes the Bad Man.

The way I liked the Tall Man. Dr. Jon.

For the things he did.

For making me like the things he did. For making me think they were nice.

But they weren’t nice things.

Maybe I want to hurt Dr. Jon most of all.

Maybe I shouldn’t open the door and let him in.

Dolly agrees with me.

She wants them dead too.

She’s going to help me. It’s why she came, I know that now.

But I’m scared.

Left to right, right to left, goes the shadow.

Tap-tap-tap go the fingers.

Hush little…

But the door is gone. The walls are gone.

I’m floating again. Up in the trees. In the park.

The park Papa didn’t like. The one he called a big lumbering monstrosity.

Why am I here? I don’t want to be here.

But I’m not alone.

Down there on the path. Floating like me.

Is that…?

I hear Dolly’s voice. Whispering at my ear while her little porcelain hand strokes my hair. Her voice is smiling as she says: Atonement.
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Atonement.

In the end, when all the peripheral details have faded—the silly memories, half-remembered dreams, inane conversations with Mr. Junker—it will ultimately be about atonement. Making amends.

Atonement is the one constant since Lilitu came forth out of nothing two nights ago, the one simple truth enlightening her Kimberlina self from the start.

Of course. This is why I am here. Everything else is…what did I call Mr. Junker? Scenery. All the rest is scenery.

Someone, somewhere, has to be punished. But who? And why?

Still facing into the trees, Lilitu feels Mr. Junker’s demon scratching and struggling to break through.

Like I broke through. Out of nothing, from the dust returned. We both are on a mission, aren’t we? But his demon is single-minded. It knows exactly what it wants, and knows exactly how to get it.

Lilitu tunes her body in to the surrounding trees, opens all her senses for some hint that She is nearby. She closes her eyes, whispers: “Why are you hiding from me? You started this—let’s finish it together. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Behind her: Mr. Junker. Muttering under his breath, pacing like a caged beast sniffing at the bars. Soon that animal will realize its cage is insufficient to the task.

Mr. Junker is the only one who wants to come out and play. Maybe that will wake Her up, get Her to poke Her face through the opening to see what’s going on.

Lilitu giggles, casts a shy glance over her shoulder as she sings, “Hush, Mr. Junker, don’t say a word…”

 

. . . . .

 

The little bitch has gone too far.

All Junker wants to do is leave and be left alone. Maybe he is struggling with the bad thing. And maybe that is nothing more than simple proximity—he’s been on his own for so long, with nothing more than the occasional glossy magazine to see him through his loneliness, give him a few seconds of precious relief. Then she is suddenly there, soft and innocent and much too present, too sweet and vulnerable and…so fucking there.

It has been years since he even allowed himself to remember what he’d done before. Then she came. And it is more than her presence, it is her knowing. She knows about him, and keeps reminding him what he is, and what he’d done. And didn’t she, just a few minutes ago, tell him he would never change? Wasn’t she begging for it with that oh-so-sly wink?

I don’t even know if any of this is my own mind working or this person she keeps talking about putting the thoughts in my head. Shit, I know that’s not true, but she’s so damned convincing. When she really gets going there’s a…ripe passion about her. Her cheeks get to glowing and I fucking swear she’s emitting some kind of funk just to get me worked up. And now she’s looking at me like that, singing and puckering those juicy little lips at me. She wants it, or she wants me to think she wants it, and I don’t really fucking care which it is anymore. She wants to play, we’ll play.

He watches her floating a few feet away, facing away from him again, her full concentration on the trees before her.

She’s floating. I can see several inches of air beneath her sneakers. I’m standing here watching this thing that is and isn’t a delicate little girl, and she’s fucking floating, right there in broad daylight. Floating.

He doesn’t care. This arrogant little cunt has gone too far. She’s awakened the one thing in him that he thought would never be awakened again. That thing that fills every cell within him, causes every nerve to vibrate with pure desire in anticipation of the simplest brush of her skin.

And she did it on purpose. Who the fuck cares if she’s floating. She won’t be floating for long. I’ll be floating. And it’s not even wrong if they’re begging for it, right?

A part of him is horrified that the beast has been unleashed. A voice whispers in his mind that he is falling victim to whatever apparent schizophrenia has claimed Kimberlina. Another deeper part of him still thinks he can turn and run, get as far away as possible.

But that deep part of him can only watch as his feet carry him soundlessly along the path to within three feet of her, two feet, then mere inches where he can actually smell her now.

A sweet ripe little peach. Begging for it. Why else would she look at me like that and then turn her back on me when she knows what I am?

He doesn’t know if she really has a smell, but he smells her nonetheless and the pure delicious scent pops sweat out of every pore, sends a chill of pure hunger radiating out from his center. He sees his hands reach out, sees one hand grab the back of that familiar striped shirt as the other hand grips a fistful of silky hair, yanking her head back.

She shrieks and the rich sound makes him bark out a laugh. He spins her around—effortless because she is still not actually rooted to the ground; nearly weightless, she is like a marionette on a string and he can spin her round and round as many times as he likes. But right now all he wants is to see her face, to see the realization in her eyes that something is about to happen and she can’t do a single fucking thing about it.

He releases her hair, grips her tiny arms, holds her before his face and shakes her, her cherub features inches away.

Her eyes bore into him.

“What are you doing, Dr. Junker.” There’s fear in her voice—at least he thinks it’s fear—but not enough.

He blinks. “What did you just call me, you little whore?”

A slight tremor in her voice. “Mr. Junker. That’s your name, isn’t it?”

And then a smile spreads across her lips. “Isn’t that your name? No, it isn’t quite your name, now is it?”

He smashes his face against that smile, relishing the sensation of grinding his spikey whiskers against her cream skin. “You’re not going to mess with my head anymore, little fucking miss. I’m going to do what you’ve been begging me to do all along. How’s that for irony?”

She pulls her face away and he can see the angry red rash on her cheek. Her lips are drawn into a tight line, nearly colorless, her eyes wide, maybe finally sensing what’s really going on and who is really in control here, and that’s just as it should be, let her know a little terror, let her show him just how scared she really is, let her eyes grow wider and wider with recognition of…but she’s smiling now…and her eyes are growing wider still, but not with terror.

It’s excitement.

Her voice goes sex-kitten whispery. “Are you going to examine me, Dr. Junker? Are you going to tie me down and make me all better? Isn’t that how you do it, Dr.…Jonckheere?”

What is she…?

The striped fabric of her shirt swims before his eyes, the lines rippling in waves. That first day she came to him—three-oh-two—vulnerable, already dead in her own eyes…

Straps, yes, to keep her from doing more damage to herself. An I.V. to reintroduce essential fluids and nutrients. Yes, nurse, that will be all, thank you. Her eyes, following me around the room, coy and inviting, knowing that all is well and she has only to lay back and relax. Of course a small dose of Lorazepam introduced into the I.V. to ensure docility, maybe a pinch of Clonazepam to reduce any latent anxiety caused by, let us say, an unanticipated but oh so gentle violation. Conscious sedation has always been the safest bet, better they don’t remember. Little pitchers have big ears and bigger mouths…

Junker falters for only a second, growing angrier, but no less ravenous.

She’s feeding me these thoughts. She’s showing me someone else’s memories to distract me. Give me a table and some leather straps, and fuck the Lorazepam, let’s juice you up and put out your lights with a heavy dose of Propofol and make it a fucking party, I’ll take my sweet time, how would that be, little miss, how would you—

Kimberlina’s smile is widening, stretching thin over sparkling teeth, her eyes glittering with pure childish glee.

And then he understands that she is not smiling at him, not even looking at him. Those widening eyes are looking just past his face, over his shoulder and at something behind him.

She begins to laugh. Bare inches from his face those doe eyes have locked onto something. Something that has made Junker—Dr. Jonckheere—cease to exist.

She laughs louder; a child’s delighted, babbling brook giggle. “I see you,” she says.

Junker releases her arms, wanting to turn around but too afraid. He cannot take his eyes off Kimberlina’s delighted expression.

She remains suspended, her face inches away, at level with his own, still staring at some wonder behind him. Her arms now free, she raises a hand and reaches to within an inch of his face, pointing just over his shoulder. “There you are—right there! Look, Dr. Jonckheere, look!” Her voice deepens slightly into a rasping sigh of satisfaction, and Junker can feel her warm breath wash over him, moist and smelling of a stagnant river, wet and dead but somehow still breathing.

Dr. Jonckheere…my name…the resident junk man, let me show you my junk…

Kimberlina, still inches away from Junker’s face, so close he sees a light sheen of perspiration on that perfect upper lip, the wet-pink of her tongue so close he can see the individual papillae covering the glistening mucosa as—

and only a doctor would know those terms, paging Dr. Jonckheere, paging the fucking junk man, you’re needed in post-recovery violation, stat

—warm breath from her excited exhalations washes over his skin. Her gaze fixed on whatever is behind him, she waggles her fingers over his shoulder in a delicate wave, her voice no longer a child’s voice at all. “I see you now. Peek-a-boo, I see yooouuuu!—”

—Chloe launched back in her chair with a shriek, the sudden panicked motion sending the chair over and tumbling her to the ground. She began to thrash backwards on her hands and feet, eventually slamming into the counter. “Oh God, oh, sweet fucking Christ, she saw me!”

Dray had been dozing and came awake with the first cry, but was still too slow to stop Chloe from coming up hard against the counter, where she was jabbering incoherently, looking as though she had just seen a demon crouching in the corner.

“Baby, calm down, you were dreaming, come on now, come on and listen to me, look at me.”

Chloe’s face was a tortured mask of pure terror. “Oh God, Jesus help me, please help me. She saw me, Dray, she looked right at me and pointed at me—she spoke to me! Jesse, Oh God, Jesse, you were right…”

And then she was gone. Dray felt her go limp, saw the light go out of her eyes a second before they rolled up to the whites.

She sat on the floor, stunned, holding Chloe, feeling her breathing as it slowed and became the even rise and fall of sleep.

From where she sat holding Chloe she could see the laptop screen, glowing, as Chloe’s strangled cries reverberated in her mind.

“She saw me…she spoke to me.”

 

. . . . .

 

Dray sat before the laptop.

Chloe lay on the bed where Dray had placed her, covering her with the sheet. If Chloe had shown any further signs of trauma Dray would have called for an ambulance. But she had simply passed out and was breathing easy, snoring and likely getting a much-needed rest.

Now she sat at Chloe’s desk, her sacred space, her finger periodically tapping the mouse pad to keep it from going to a locked screensaver mode—if it did that she would need the password to unlock it.

Chloe did not want her to read it. Even now, with all that had happened, Dray was hesitant.

This is hers. It’s the only thing she keeps private.

And it’s the thing that has come closest to tearing us apart.

“Fuck it,” Dray whispered, glanced back at Chloe to see that she was sleeping soundly, and began to read.

 

. . . . .

 

Eyes red, disoriented and reeling with confusion, Dray was about to stand and stretch, take a break before reading further.

When she saw that Chloe had a second document opened.

Two stories?

She pulled up the second file, scrolled to the beginning and leaned into the screen, saw the chopped phrasing, the childlike voice of the narrator.

By the time she was four pages in, tears were rolling down her cheeks.

 

. . . . .

 

Sometime later, an hour, maybe two, Dray picked up the phone, shaking fingers punching the numbers.

“Can you come over? Right now. Please.”
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Chloe awoke to the sound of voices whispering. She lay still, listening. They were talking about her. Concerned.

One of the voices said something about autosuggestion.

She closed her eyes, saw Lilitu’s eyes widen as she saw Chloe—actually saw her—child’s hand lifting, finger pointing then waving.

Peek-a-boo, I see yooouuuu!

Chloe began to weep silently, tears issuing out from beneath closed lids.

I’m crazy. This is what it feels like to know you’ve gone over the edge and lost any lasting connection with reality.

It was all there, all so plain and obvious and awful. Her subconscious had taken matters into its own hands, creating a means to an end, doing what she had been too cowardly to— “Chloe? Baby, are you awake?”

She opened her eyes, turned toward Dray and Florent where they sat before the cherry wood cabinet, a large book open in front of them, a stack of loose sheets off to the side. She looked beyond them to her desk, her empty desk, holding nothing but the memory of terror and maybe the ghost of something more, something that proved she had crossed a mental dividing line that could not be uncrossed.

“Where’s my laptop?”

Dray stood, came and sat next to her on the bed. “I put it away. After last night…I assume you’re okay with that?”

Chloe smiled through the tears that continued to fall. “Yes.”

Florent was suddenly there, standing behind Dray. “How you feeling, hon? You look every bit like someone who has actually seen a ghost.”

Chloe looked at him. “No…it was the other way around. I’m sure Dray told you all the gory details. She was lucky enough to be there when it happened.”

Florent glanced at Dray. “I’m sorry, sweetie, I’m not too good at these things. It hurts me to see you looking so drawn. I just…”

“It’s okay, Florent. I didn’t mean to snap. You asked me how I feel. I feel like I’ve literally lost my mind—no, that’s not exactly true. I feel like my mind was taken from me. Like it was hijacked.”

Florent nodded, his eyes glistening. “I am sorry. So very sorry.”

Dray stroked her forehead. “I read your stories, baby.”

Chloe allowed her eyes to close. “I figured as much. You had every right to after…”

“Shhh, we don’t need to talk about that right now. When you’re feeling better.”

Chloe opened her eyes, looked at Florent. “Did you read it?”

“Some. Dray gave me the synopses. She called me because she didn’t know what else to do.”

“Probably scared of what I’d do when I woke up.”

“No, baby,” Dray said. “Scared for you, yes, but not of you. After I read your stories I needed someone to talk to, to try and figure out how to help you with this. I…I don’t want to get into this until you’re ready.”

Chloe pulled herself into a sitting position. “What time is it?”

Florent glanced at his watch. “A little after seven.”

“It’s sort of light out, so I guess that’s seven in the morning.” Chloe took hold of Dray’s hand, brought it to her lips and held it there. “Maybe we eat some breakfast first.”

Dray looked her concern. “You wanna eat here? Maybe we order in some bagels?”

“No. I want to get out of this apartment. I can’t clear my head in here with…”

With her in here. That’s what I was going to say. Jesus.

“No, let’s get out into the fresh air, please.”

Florent clapped his hands together. “The Standard Grill. My treat, ladies.”

 

. . . . .

 

Chloe wasn’t sure she’d be able to eat anything. What she wanted was coffee and fresh air, and other people around her bustling in simple Village busyness.

But when they were seated in the circular maroon leather booth, the surrounding aromas of maple syrup and frying bacon caused her stomach to contract with hunger.

She looked right at me. She actually saw me and spoke to me. How is that possible?

But maybe she knew how it was possible.

Jesse Cokely knew, didn’t he?

Chloe picked up a menu, forced herself to read the words printed there under the headings: Organic Eggs; Griddle; Selected Cheese and Cured Meats.

Peek-a-boo, I see yooouuuu!

“Baby, you okay?” Dray’s hand was on her knee.

“No, I’m not. You read the story.”

Dray’s hand flinched back.

Chloe grabbed her hand, placed it back on her knee. “I’m sorry. Yes, I’ll be okay. I need some coffee.”

Florent was on his feet and less than a minute later the three of them had steaming mugs of coffee in front of them.

“What’s it going to be, ladies?” Florent said.

Chloe set the menu down. “I can’t make sense of it. I’m sorry. Food. Anything.”

And so Florent ordered for them all, an array of eggs, smoked salmon and cream cheese bagels, roasted potatoes, and brioche French toast with hot buttered rum, walnuts and bananas.

The waitress wrote it all down, looked at three of them, and then asked if anyone else was joining them.

Florent winked and said, “We shall leave no egg unturned, my dear. Now off with you.”

 

. . . . .

 

The leftovers were boxed and a fresh carafe of coffee had been set before them.

Chloe freshened her cup, took a sip, and placed the cup back in the saucer, pleased that her hand did not tremble. “What were you both looking at back at the apartment?”

“Excuse me,” Florent said, “must visit the little boys’ room.”

Chloe watched him go, then turned to Dray, her eyebrows raised.

Dray looked at her cup of coffee and said: “It was your old photo album.”

Chloe nodded. “That makes sense if you read the story.”

“I’m not sure any of this makes sense. The stories are connected to your childhood, no doubt about that. So you remember what you wrote now?”

“I think so. I remember the last part—” She hesitated. There you are—right there! Look, Dr. Jonckheere, look! “Because of…you know, what happened. That made it pretty clear, at least what some of it was about.”

“I wish it was clear. I’m assuming this is the Dr. Jon you were telling me about?”

Chloe nodded. “What was that stack of papers next to the photo album? Did you print out my story?”

Dray shook her head. “No, it was that Codex of Knowledge.”

Chloe felt a chill. The Codex of Forbidden Knowledge. Things Known and Unknown, Things Seen and Unseen. Some things were meant to remain unseen, she thought. And, according to Jesse, maybe there was such a thing as fear made flesh.

Dray continued. “We found that file on your desktop. Well, Florent did. He said we needed that. Might help us make sense of things. He suggested we print it out before shutting the computer down. Trust me, I had no desire to print out those stories.”

Chloe started to sip her coffee then stopped with the cup halfway to her mouth. She looked at Dray. “Why do you keep saying stories?”

Dray looked confused. “I don’t understand. You know I read them. I told you that when you woke up. Florent read them too, or parts of them.”

Chloe frowned. “Them? As in more than one?”

“Baby.” Dray cleared her throat. “You know there were two stories.”

Chloe felt the room swirl around her. “No…”

“One was the story about Kimberlina/Lilitu, and Mr. Junker, or Dr. Jonckheere, I guess. The other was about you and your sister. You never told me you had a sister.”

Sissy. Oh God.

Chloe lurched away from the table. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

 

. . . . .

 

Chloe accepted a hug as Florent excused himself, insisting the ladies take the leftovers home with them. “I’ve got some things to run by Henri, but I’ll be back later.”

Chloe watched him go. “He’s going to tell Henri about me, isn’t he?”

“He already has, baby. Henri has a lot of experience with…”

“Crazy people?”

“You’re not crazy, Chloe. But there are clearly some issues here. Florent and I both want to know how we can help. Henri is Flo’s confidant, same as you’re mine and I’m yours. They bounce things off each other like we do. Flo is just…he’s lost and feels a little helpless. He doesn’t like feeling that way, especially when it’s someone he cares about. He’s just getting input, that’s all.”

Dray refilled her mug. “Are you ready to talk about this?”

Peek-a-boo, I see yooouuuu!

“No. Let’s take a walk. I thought food would clear my head, but it didn’t. Puking didn’t help either. Maybe it won’t ever be clear. But I wonder…why did you call Florent, really? Were you scared of being alone with me?”

Dray’s face became pinched, a sign that tears were not far behind. “I was scared of being alone…period. In the apartment, with whatever energy might be left behind. I read the story, baby. I know why you were afraid.”

No, you don’t, my sweet Dray. Even I didn’t know…until now.
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Chloe drifts in a Valium haze.

Stories, Dray said.

Plural.

I’m so fucked up—my brain is so jellied from what happened in my past—that it needed two narratives full of multiple metaphors to make sense of it all.

Chloe had no luck talking specifics on their after-breakfast walk.

Her words failed her.

Her mind failed her.

I can only think through my fingers. They knew what to say even if I didn’t. They knew what I was hiding even when I didn’t know I was hiding anything.

Greenwich Village is not the real world.

The atmosphere on their walk seemed filtered, everything seen through a distorted lens. Sounds—traffic, pedestrians, Dray’s voice—congealed into a single sick-making drone.

Lying in bed now. Listening through the haze to the comforting sound of Dray and Florent murmuring together.

She smiles as the Valium pulls her into a deeper caress.

Murmuring is an awesome word, she thinks. Valium makes everything awesome.

Awesome is an awesome word.

Valium, she thinks. Diazepam.

“Lorazepam to ensure docility, maybe a pinch of Clonazepam to reduce any latent anxiety…”

Lorazepam, Clonazepam, Diazepam, I’m a poet and don’t know it.

She giggled.

“Let’s juice you up and put out your lights with a heavy dose of Propofol and make it a fucking party.”

Her smile slips.

Those aren’t just lines I wrote, are they?

In her bed. Drifting. Narcotic hum of conversation.

Out there somewhere, maybe in the hallway—

our loft doesn’t have a hallway

Florent says: “It’s really more than autosuggestion. Jesse thinks…”

Later, Dray’s voice: “Baby? Is this you?”

“Hello. Is it me you’re looking for?”

Ha. Lionel knew his shit.

A photograph in Dray’s hand. Little Chloe with Mama on her left, Papa on her right. Dolly in her arms.

Such a long time ago.

Chloe’s mouth opens and some words tumble out.

Dray says, “I’m sorry, baby, I didn’t catch that.”

She licks her lips.

Pretty nurse saying: “Here now, let me get you some more water. Those dumb old sedatives can make you pretty dry.”

“They sure as hell do, don’t they?”

“Baby?”

Dray is frowning.

Turn that frown upside down, sweet cheeks.

Chloe giggles again. Focuses on the picture in Dray’s hand.

“Yup, thas’ me. One big habby family.”

Dray: “Where’s your sister?”

Silly Dray.

“I don’t have a sister.”

Dray’s face is miles away, floating and frowning. “I don’t understand. The stories. Sissy. Isn’t Kimberlina your sister?”

Chloe smiles. Points a finger at the picture. At the Dolly in her arms. “That’s Kimberlina.” Her finger hovers for a moment—eeny-meeny-miney-mo—then lands on her own face. “And that’s Sissy.”

Then Chloe is gone for a while.

In a vacant hallway. A broken hallway. Doors with windows.

Don’t look at them.

In the loft now, in the room at the end of the hall.

Floating up and up, lying on the ceiling.

Standing over in the corner.

Waving at herself. Sweet little waggling finger wave.

But…that’s not me in the corner, is it?

Hi, not me. Nice to see you again. Nice to be you again.

Nice…

 

. . . . .

 

Dray showed Florent the photo. “She didn’t have a sister. She says the doll is Kimberlina and…Chloe is Sissy.”

She slapped the photo on the table in front of Florent. “I’m so scared, Flo.”

Florent was frowning. “Wait. She said she didn’t have a sister? Did she actually say that?”

“Yes. It makes sense, doesn’t it? Isn’t it, I don’t know, textbook? For someone undergoing intense sexual trauma to invent a personality to deal with the pain?”

Florent’s brow furrowed and he began to gnaw on his bottom lip. “Yes, I suppose it could be. But…if she invented Sissy to be her proxy, then why kill her off so soon? In the story I mean. There’s a lot more pain in that story than just what Sissy endures.”

He picked up the picture, frowning. “When did she get the doll?”

“What do you mean?”

“In the Sissy story. She leaps back and forth somewhat through time, but she makes it more or less clear that she got her Dolly after Papa…after Sissy died.” He tapped the picture. “This would’ve been taken after that so it would make sense that it’s just the three of them, yes?”

Dray took the picture from him. “No one is smiling. The descriptions are dead on, aren’t they? Papa looks sad, Mama looks bat-shit crazy.”

Florent said, “Look at this.”

The photo album was open before him. He had removed a small photo that had been slipped behind a larger one. He squinted at the photo, then handed it to Dray.

This photo was in color, washed out and faded. Chloe was there, wavy carrot-orange hair cut in a short bob. Next to her, arm around Chloe and smiling ear to ear, was a slightly taller version of Chloe. Wild curly hair a deeper red, eyes a piercing green that took Dray’s breath away, despite the condition of the photo.

“My God. That’s Sissy. She’s…stunning.”

“Yes. She was. Dear me, what did these children see? What did they experience?”

Dray turned the photo face down on the table. “I think that’s what Chloe was trying to say in her stories. What were you saying earlier…autosuggestion?”

Florent cleared his throat, clearly relieved to be on firmer ground. “Yes. Autosuggestion. I was saying that I think what we are seeing here, especially in the Kimberlina story, is really more than autosuggestion. Autosuggestion is a kind of self-hypnosis. This…I don’t know, hon, I think this is more a kind of creation.”

“You’re losing me,” Dray said.

“Okay. Now, this isn’t all mine. I ran this by Henri this afternoon—I filled him in, I hope that’s okay?—anyway, he’s a bit more well-versed in this type of thing, and he’s much more well-read in the area of Sumerian mythology. I also spoke with Jesse Cokely, although I was a bit more discreet with him. But I’m getting ahead of myself. We were talking about creation, yes? Thoughts have measurable energy. Hell, they are energy, a proven fact. And energy is the stuff of purest creation.”

Dray looked at the photo again, Sissy and Chloe, arm in arm. “You’re saying she actually created something?”

Florent shrugged. “It’s within the realm of possibility. We’re talking about concentrated energy here. According to Henri it’s even more extreme and powerful because it is fueled by emotion. Jesse has even stronger feelings on the subject, having researched what he calls Chronic Mysticism in great depth.”

“Chloe kept saying ‘Jesse is right,’ or ‘Jesse was right,’ or something like that. I guess she was starting to think she had created something, too.”

Florent was nodding. “Yes, I think maybe you’re right. And considering the hefty emotional toll…if even half the events in those stories are true it’s a wonder she functions at all. Take all that mess and have it marinating in the subconscious for almost thirty years, and combine it with a mind as brilliant as Chloe’s…well, you’ve got a kind of powder keg of creative energy.”

Dray placed the photo back on the table. “And more than enough need to create an escape hatch.”

Florent stood. “I’m not sure she wanted to escape. At least not in the sense you or I would want to. The first story—the one from the child’s perspective, with Papa and Mama and Sissy—reads like a dream of escape. The entire tone is one of, I don’t know, making the best of a horrific situation. But…” He turned away, but not before Dray saw him blush.

“But what?”

He shrugged. “It’s just…I don’t know. Henri and I disagree on this, probably because I love Chloe so much and don’t want to believe it’s true.”

“What does Henri think?”

He sighed. “There’s a sense in the narrator of the Sissy story of…sexual enjoyment. I wonder…dear me.”

Dray grabbed his hand and pulled him back down into the chair. “Spit it out, Flo.”

“Okay, okay. It’s extremely rare, but there have been documented cases of childhood nymphomania. Childhood trauma—and these are Henri’s words—can influence bonding between a caretaker and toddler—”

Dray sat back, stunned. “Christ, a toddler?”

Another shrug. “I’m just quoting a quote, dear, okay? Yes, as young as that. That traumatic influence can thereby structure the stress response threshold. God, it sounds so sterile put that way, doesn’t it? It basically equates to a grossly out of balance capacity to utilize someone—usually a caretaker of some kind—as a form of self-soothing. Everything in me wants to deny this possibility, but an obsession with sex seems evident in both of these stories, even if the passage is not about sex. What was that one section…?” Florent closed his eyes, frowning in an attempt to recall. “Oh yes, when the forest wraith enters the woman. She talks of ‘rummaging between her legs…violating.’ That’s a rape, Dray, plain and simple. She even names it thus later, when Kimberlina recalls raping the red-haired woman from the inside. And the tone in that section is not one of revulsion, it is one of powerful interest. That sense of sexual fixation is all over these stories, both of them. Junker is clearly some amalgamation of Papa and Dr. Jonckheere. God, the child in the Broken Corridors story actually cuts herself to return to a place where this doctor can touch her and be ‘nice’ to her.”

As Florent was speaking tears begin to stream down Dray’s cheeks. “That’s enough, Flo.”

His face hung in sadness. “I’m so sorry, Dray. She needs help, you know that. We can’t ignore what seems so obvious. But…I think she may, at least subconsciously, have been figuring this out. And she was angry. Writing was her catharsis.”

He pointed to the photo of Chloe and her parents, Kimberlina cradled in her arms. “The second story…that one reads like someone pissed off and wanting payback. And I think that’s where Lilitu comes in. Only I don’t think Chloe knew what she was doing, not completely, which I think is why she started pulling away toward the end, when Kimberlina was searching for her in the trees.”

He sat back, shaking his head in wonder. “This second tale is a marvel of elaborate metaphor. There are allusions and analogies buried here that would make the most jaded scholar’s head spin. Chloe essentially conjured a demon into a fictional character, hypothetically speaking. And that’s what’s fascinating: we can see that she is actually able to control this entity because the entity itself does not know what it is. Chloe has created a whole backstory for the Kimberlina character that she allows to filter in a little at a time, so as not to tip her hand too soon. It’s brilliant in its own way…”

Dray listened with growing horror. Dismay washed over her as Florent’s words jabbed at her core with every soft syllable, quoting, reciting gibberish that was somehow supposed to relate to Chloe, Dray’s only true love and passion in this fucked up world. She tried to filter out what he was saying, began hearing it in snatches and broken phrases, as though it was an overheard conversation between Florent and someone else, nothing at all to do with Chloe.

“Akkadian Lilitu was the Sumerian Lilith, maid of desolation, demon of waste spaces…Ancient Near Eastern deity…Adam’s first wife…banished from the Garden and given permission to torment babies from birth…Kimberlina arrives on the page hearing what I think were the voices of the legion of souls she’d tortured as Lilitu…as Lilith…Chloe must have become obsessed with Lilith shortly after that weekend when she first saw the codex…the use of Akkadian language, ‘Mun ihtau shmokh?...What is your name?’, ‘Daryana mila brishakh!...I’ll pour death over your head!’…So much imagery…From the Treatise on the Left Emanation…Lilith the Maiden…She is in the form of a beautiful woman from her head to her waist. But from the waist down she is burning fire (remember that scene from the story, dear?) –like mother like daughter…her intentions are never for the good…like mother…like daughter…”

Dray didn’t know when Florent finished. At one point he was speaking, the next he was holding her as she sobbed uncontrollably, gagging on her own horrified emotion.

 

. . . . .

 

Later…when it became necessary to turn on some lights, as many lights as possible.

Dray hugged Florent and told him she’d keep him informed.

“She needs to see a doctor, hon. You can’t love this boo-boo away.”

Dray nodded. “I know. But I can’t help but wonder what that will do to her. Her last psychologist didn’t do her much good.”

Florent kissed her lightly on the lips. “Assuming that part of her story is even true.”

“You’re right. I know you’re right. Thank you for coming over. For staying with us.”

Then he was gone.

The room felt empty, somehow larger than it should be. And much too quiet except for Chloe snoring softly.

Dray set another pot of coffee to brewing. A glance at Chloe sleeping as she padded her way to the bathroom.

On the toilet, head in her hands, she began to cry softly. She thought she had been cried out, that there was nothing left in her. But she began to wonder if she would ever be done crying.

She was at a loss. Chloe needed help, but she didn’t know what kind of help was best.

She pulled some tissue off the roll and wiped her tears.

A shadow flitted across the line of light at the bottom of the bathroom door. Right to left, then back again, then stopped in the center. Three soft taps, so faint she wasn’t sure she heard them:

Tap-tap-tap

“Baby? You okay?”

She flushed the toilet, stood quickly and opened the door.

Chloe was awake. Sitting erect in the reading chair. Her body stiff, her face frozen in a grimace of pain or fear.

Or maybe it was a look of pleasure, Dray couldn’t be sure. Chloe stared straight ahead, eyes wide. She didn’t seem to be breathing.

“Baby?” Dray came to within a few feet of her and stopped when Chloe’s eyes shifted to her face.

Chloe’s grimace mutated into a smile, showing too many teeth. “She’s here.”

 

. . . . .

 

Dray didn’t move, couldn’t move. “Who’s here, baby?”

Chloe shook her head, a tiny movement, as though she were too tired or in too much pain to move it more than a fraction of an inch. “This is what it was all about from the beginning, Dray. Simple atonement. Nothing more.”

“I don’t understand.” Dray took a step toward her.

“No, Dray,” she said, nearly hissed. “Stop. Please don’t come any closer.”

“Who…who’s here, baby? Where is she?”

Chloe blinked. “Can’t you see her? She’s right behind me.”

Dray’s eyes looked. She couldn’t help it. She knew nothing was there. She also knew that if she looked hard enough the contagion of Chloe’s madness would make her think she saw something. And maybe it was more than that. Flo’s voice whispered in her mind: “I think this is more a kind of creation…the hefty emotional toll…a powder keg of creative energy.”

“I don’t see anything. How do you know she’s there?”

“She’s here. And she doesn’t want you to come any closer.”

“Who is it, baby?”

“Come on, is it that hard to figure out? It’s Lilitu. It’s Sissy.” She shrugged. “I guess…it’s me.”

“Baby, I’m going to call someone, okay? I just want you to talk to someone else.”

“None of it’s true, you know.”

Dray swallowed. “None of what?”

Chloe’s voice was changing. Becoming lighter, the tone of a child humming or tra-la-la-ing while skipping rope. Her hand reached up and a finger began toying with a lock of hair that wasn’t there, twisting it in curls the way a child will do.

Dray closed her eyes, hoping to erase what she was seeing. “What’s not true, baby?”

“The stories—

Tra-la-la

— the people in them. The things that happened, didn’t happen, shoulda happened. Stuff like that. None of it’s true. Which means, of course, that it’s all true in its own way. It all happened and none of it happened. Some of it has yet to happen.” A pause. Then: “All the doors are opened now.”

She sighed, finger tugging at the invisible ringlet of hair. “That stuff that hasn’t happened yet? Oh, Dray…that’s the good stuff. That’s the stuff we paid our nickel to see, now isn’t it?”

Dray felt the room slipping sideways. She stepped forward.

Chloe shook her head violently this time.

Dray felt her breath stop. She gagged, feeling like something had been thrust down her throat, stopping it up as a—

I can swallow the towel down far enough so I can go be with Sissy.

—band of pressure wrapped around her chest, squeezing.

“Back away, Dray. I’m a poet and don’t know it and I don’t want you to be hurt. The atonement isn’t for you.”

Dray stumbled back, the pressure suddenly gone, her lungs drawing in great gasps of air.

“Baby…what…did you…?”

Chloe shook her head again. “No, not me. She.”

She giggled.

Dray’s knees unhinged and she slumped onto the bed. This was a nightmare. There was no sense to it. She tried to think what to do, but her mind was locked up as firmly as her throat a moment before. Logic would not help here.

She felt hands on her feet. Gently patting. A child’s hands.

She forced herself not to look down, tried to will the fear out of her voice. “What’s happening, Chloe?”

“All of it,” Chloe said, either not hearing Dray or choosing to ignore the question. “My fault. Mea culpa. I got my boobies too soon, or Sissy did, I can’t remember. Papa wasn’t strong enough and Mama was too broken to be any help. I guess she just made it worse. I wanted a sister. Did I ever tell you that? And when Papa came to me that first time…I pretended I was her. Sissy was older and could take what he had done, maybe even sort of understand it. Sissy could protect me. I guess all I ever wanted was to be protected. Ha, sounds like a sappy movie, huh? So when Papa came I was Sissy. Simple. Be Sissy and just let him…”

“Baby, I know you had a sister.”

Chloe’s face clouded, then cleared, again ignoring Dray’s words. “Except that no one can take what he did for very long. Papa was too big and too broken to control what he did. He broke Sissy. Then Papa saw what he’d done and…well, I guess it broke Papa. The Bad Man broke Papa. Then he tried to be done with me forever.”

She sighed, patted and stroked an invisible hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know what Mama wanted. I guess she wanted to be alone with Papa. I think she wanted him to break us, because she didn’t like us very much. Me or Sissy. She hated Kimberlina.”

Her voice broke. And for a moment, for just a brief glimpse, she was Chloe again. “I just want them all to be gone. Papa, Mama, Dr. Jon.”

Then she laughed. “I guess you don’t need an analyst to tell you what it can do to you when the person treating you for schizophrenia rapes you, huh? I tried to go back, Dray. Because I liked it. I thought I liked it. How crazy is that? How seriously fucked in the head do you have to be?”

Dray surprised herself by answering, her voice barely squeezing through a throat tight with horror. “You were a little girl, baby. You can’t blame yourself for that. Your parents didn’t know how to love you, or how to show it even if they did. They messed you up, Chloe. It’s not your fault.”

“Personal responsibility, Dray. Tonight on Dr. Phil.” She winked. “It’s not a laughing matter though, is it? No, not at all.”

A strained sigh escaped her lips. Her mouth quivered with emotion. “All those long, broken hallways leading nowhere. Only to my room.” She tapped the side of her head. “Only to this one place where I could float and have things my way.”

She closed her eyes. Dray watched her face go slack.

“All my fault,” she sighed. “Oh, Dray, how I wanted to kill them. Kill them all and banish them from my room forever. Banish them to the outer hallways. I tried so many times. How much do you have to wanna live to fail so many times at dying?”

She opened her eyes. “But Lilitu can do it. She can make it end. She’s been around forever. I found her in a book. Remember that night? I found her again in that book, but of course I had always known who she was, and she always knew who I was, that’s the most important part. And I knew she could finally do what I could not. Jesse helped me understand that. Then when the nurse gave me Dolly…I knew Lilitu had been listening and was there to help me, even if way back then she called herself Kimberlina. She knows things, Dray. Things regular people don’t. And she knows how to get inside and end things. For everyone who ever hurt me, anyone who ever got in her way.”

She smiled. “She knows about atonement.”

Dray watched, frozen, as blood began to drip from Chloe’s nose.

“It doesn’t hurt, Dray. It hurt the first time I tried it, with Papa’s shiny thing.”

Blood dribbled over her lips, down her chin.

“It’ll be over soon, my sweet Dray, sorry about the mess.”

Her chest heaved, her entire body going suddenly rigid like someone who’s been hit with a jolt of electricity, then relaxed back down.

She gasped, still smiling, lips stretched tight across blood-smeared teeth. “Okay, that kinda hurt.”

She laughed, a froth of bloody spit spilling from her mouth.

She began to sing, gurgling through the blood welling in her throat: “It’s been a long, long time comin’. But a change is gonna come…” Her voice hitched, faltered. “Sing it for me, Dray. I could never sing like you…”

The world in Dray’s vision narrowed until there was only a small circle left, with Chloe at the center, smiling and singing and bleeding out through her nose and mouth.

Dray watched her go, unable to move or think beyond the simple understanding that she was alone in the loft.

Her breath came in short little sips.

Her bladder let go.

Dray slumped forward, unable and unwilling to hold herself upright. There was simply no point.

Her eyes fluttered closed.

There was nothing to see.

 

. . . . .

 

When Dray doesn’t show up for work…

When neither Dray nor Chloe answer the phone…

Florent arrives at the loft. Afraid of what he might find.

His key slips easily into the lock and the door is open and there is no longer anything between him and whatever lies inside.

The smell hits him first. Death. Evacuated bowels.

A line from one of Chloe’s stories rings in his head:

Everything lets go for those unlucky ones, a simultaneous evacuation of soul and shit.

Chloe—or something that used to be Chloe—is shriveled in the chair. Caved in on herself, skin nearly white as bone, splotches of red-brown blood drying on her blouse, in a puddle on her lap. Flies buzz in the congealed mess all around her.

His eyes narrow to slits, wanting to limit the impact of whatever else might come into his vision.

At her easel, slumped forward, is Dray.

She appears to be asleep. He knows she is not.

On the easel, in wicked slashes of red and green, is the visage of a small child with large dark holes for eyes. Slashed across the top of the painting in bold black strokes is the word Atonement. At the bottom of the picture, in fine script as a child might do, is this:

Peek-a-boo, I see yooouuuu!

Florent backs slowly away, quietly so as not to disturb the room’s occupants.

He thinks if he can make it to the street he might survive, might be able to get somewhere where he can sit until his heart slows, until blood begins to flow again and his vision clears.

He turns to leave and finds the door has swung shut.

A patter of footsteps behind him.

He swings back around and his feet get tangled, sending him to the floor.

He sits up, nearly strangled by fear.

Even though there is nothing here to fear. What’s been done has been done.

He sits for a moment, regaining his breath. His equilibrium.

His one lung slowly draws sufficient breath, back into its normal rhythm.

When he feels a small hand on his. Patting, reassuring.

Everything is okay now.

Everything will be okay.

He does not look down.

His breathing slows as he hears a whisper at his ear:

“…hush.”
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At the end of the hallway now, Chloe turns the final knob and swings the door wide.

No more sickness in her body, no more sickness in her mind.

A small hand slips into hers and guides her across the threshold into sweet-smelling sunlight.

She smiles at them all and says, “I’m here.”
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    Henri opens the front door, surprised to find Florent there, his finger still pressed against the doorbell. 
 
    “Florent? Mon amour?” 
 
    Florent smiles, showing too many teeth, and says: “I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
 
  




 

CHLOE, FRACTURED AND ONE

Afterword by M.L. Roos

 

This is not an easy book to read on various levels; even for the stout of heart and the strong of mind, this story will haunt you. It will poke its head out when it is least expected and taunt you in dreams. More so if you have experienced anything like what was hinted at so subtlety and beautifully in this piece of work.

Martin Reaves is incredibly intelligent and incredibly talented, but don’t tell him I said so. He had the temerity to tackle an ugly, horrible subject, and he treated it with kindness and cleanliness. Yes, cleanliness.

This subject matter is dirty, filthy and beyond comprehension for the majority of human beings today, but, unfortunately, for the estimated 18% to 20% of the incarcerated population in prisons, this is a game, a challenge and a code that tells them what they are doing is okay. Harming a child under six years of age in a sexual manner is just as easy as getting a coffee at Starbucks.

For those readers who have survived abuse at the hands of a trusted caregiver or parent, you may get nightmares. But that is okay. Because now you are safe and now you can deal with the monster under the bed.

If you need help, talk to someone, anyone. A friend, a neighbour, a priest, a teacher, counsellor, whomever you can find that will listen. If the first person dismisses your story, reach out to another, and another and another until you find that voice of reason that says, “I hear you.” Believe me, it will be worth it.

In Canada and the United States, the Childhelp NationalChild Abuse Hotline is 1-800-422-4253, 24/7.

In the United States, the National Child Sexual Abuse Helpline for Adults is 1-866-367-5444.

In Canada, help for survivors can be found at 905-389-3178 at Recovery Canada.

Dedicated to all of us that can say, I AM CHLOE.
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