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Calling Alistair was a last act of
desperation. We’d apprenticed together at Undead
Foxes under world-renowned tattoo artist KT
Barrow, but we hadn’t been close then and we
certainly weren’t now.

“Getting nostalgic, Tara?” Alistair asked,
gesturing at the walls of the old shop.

“I always thought this was the pinnacle of it
all, that one could go no higher. Maybe that’s
still true actually, I don’t really feel like I’ve
moved up in the world since KT died.”

“You mean since she was murdered,” Alistair
corrected.

“You don’t know that,” I replied.
“And yet, somehow, I know that I know.” He

stirred something steaming in a styrofoam cup
while my eyes drifted across the posters and
graffiti.

“How’s O’Malley’s?” He asked. After KT died
I’d opened my own shop, and named it after Grace
O’Malley, the legendary pirate queen.

“That’s actually why I called.” I bit down on
my tongue, a minor self-flagellation for being in

NO WALK-INS

this whole mess. “Business is slow. So slow that I
started calling some of KT’s old clients.”

“Trying to poach my customers!” He exclaimed
in mock horror.

“Unsuccessfully. The first few answering
machines, I thought nothing of it. But then the
next few, and everytime I called back. I mean I
got nothing at all from over two dozen numbers!”

Alistair nodded thoughtfully.
“We attempted to follow up with a few of the

old regulars as well, nearly a month ago. We
figured people might need a touch up or new
pieces, since we’re the only ones who can make or
match KT’s ink.”

“And?”
“Not a peep, same as you.” A cloud had passed

across his face, troubling the formerly placid
features.

“Have you heard from Harriette?” I asked.
“I called but she never got back to me,” he

said. I’d tried to call Harriette before anyone
else, we’d been like sisters at Undead. The last
time I saw her, when we were cleaning out KT’s
station after she passed, she had talked about
starting her own shop as well. I hoped she was
doing better than I was, but I hadn’t been able to
get ahold of her.

My fingers massaged my temples as I stared
down at the counter between us.

“I can, uh, plug your shop to some of the
people that come through here if you like,” he
offered, “do you have, like, a business card or
stickers or something?”

“I can’t let you do that, it’s very kind of you
to offer though,” I replied. Sure I was running a
failing small business but my dignity wasn’t
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bankrupt just yet.
“Where did everyone go?” I whispered.

I never liked the restroom at Undead. The
mirror was right in front of the toilet which
meant you got the best seat in the house to watch
yourself unload. And the flush was so weak that
the thing could stop working at any moment. I
didn’t even work here anymore, which meant I’d
have to get Alistair to fix it if the porcelain
beast wheezed its last breath right now. It pulled
through once more though. I dried my hands
before realizing that there was no trash can.
With the wet, bunched up paper in my fist I swung
the door open.

“Alistair.”
No reply.
“Hey, where’s the can?”
Nothing.
I walked back to the front desk which

Alistair was resting his head against. Had he
dozed off? I’d only been gone for like a minute,
two tops.

“Hey!” I said, loudly. He didn’t move. Then I
noticed the cabinet behind him, where he kept
pre-mixed little trays of ink. It was smashed
open, and many of the trays were missing. Among
the shards of wood and glass on the floor were
small dots of ink that formed a trail to the front
door. Had my call from the restroom scared off
whoever was here? Alistair’s pulse was strong
beneath my finger and only a small trickle of
blood ran from a single tiny puncture in his
neck. I began dialing 9-1-1 while running towards

the front door. I made it outside just in time to
see someone, walking at a hurried pace, slip

around the corner a block away.
As I sprinted after them I made no attempt to

call out, and when I reached the corner I stopped
again. I could see the figure continuing down the
street before turning again a few blocks away.
And then I sprinted to that corner. I didn’t want
to chance a brawl with whoever the thief was, but
if I knew where they were going, I’d have
something useful to tell the cops.

It was only a few minutes later when I heard
a door slam and turned a corner to see that the
thief was nowhere in sight. Down this alleyway
there was only one door, metal and unmarked. It
did not give when I pulled on it.

“Tara,” said a familiar voice from behind me,
“I tried to keep you out of all this.” A gun
clicked as the hammer was pulled back, and I
turned around.

“Harriette?” She was standing in the alley
just behind me, and though it had only been year
she seemed to have aged ten. Her clothes were
immaculate, almost formal, but her hair had
streaks of grey in it, and her face bore new
lines.

She walked towards me slowly until she was
beside the door, and knocked. Two short, two long,
one short. The door opened from within and she
gestured me inside.

The short hallway connected to the alley
opened up into an opulent lounge. The couches
were red and deep, given extra dimension by the
dim golden light that oozed from the ceiling. The
carpets below were in shapes that a drunk might
scrawl in an improvised geometry lesson. The
tiles that peeked out from under them lacked any
cohesion, like pieces taken from a hundred
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different puzzles. This all seemed quite normal
when compared with what was hung on the walls.

At first the framed works looked like
paintings, but only for a split second. There was
something in the composition and color that made
you question their medium. The next bit of
information clicked in easily: these are tattoos.
Not sketches of tattoos, but the tattoos
themselves. The canvas was human skin. The depth
of the frame then must be to accommodate some
kind of temperature/humidity control. Some of the
pieces I recognized as the work of KT Barrow,
some were Harriette’s own work, and others were
completely foreign to me.

“You wouldn’t believe how odd it was for me
to stumble into this line of work,” Harriette
mused.

I could not respond. Deep in the back of my
head something was starting to grow, a feedback
loop of “they can’t be,” and “but they are.”

“When KT died the demand for her work
skyrocketed, the sketches went first of course,
the journals, anything we could find. But for the
true enthusiast that’s not enough. And it's not
just KT. People will pay a lot for a famous
tattoo. This way please,” she said, gesturing with
the pistol. There were three doors leading off of
the main room.

Recovery.
Restoration.
Application.
Harriette herded me into the one marked

“Application.” Through the door was a room almost
like a doctor’s office. Some equipment, their
functions a mystery to me, lined the walls around
an examination table. Harriette grabbed a few

pictures from a desk with her free hand and
spread them out for me to examine.

“Grafting?” I asked. She nodded.
“Who?” was all I could manage.
“We have a number of people skilled in this

kind of operation. Painless if done correctly. An
80% success rate for bonding. I find the people
willing to commit atrocities for the perfect ink
are willing to gamble on odds like that.”

I stared at the images. One of these tattoos
was one I had done, almost five years ago. The
girl had just turned eighteen then.

“It’s monstrous,” I mumbled, feeling
immediately that the word did not convey the
gravity of what I was feeling.

“Why? When an old building is demolished do
we not insist on saving the artwork? The Stained
Glass?” she shook her head at me. “I think you’ll
come to understand, Tara. Come on.”

Harriette led me into Restoration. This room
could have been a run-of-the-mill tattoo studio.
But there was no chair, no fold-outs for the
clients to rest on. The pedal for the tattoo gun
sat beneath a metal table with a long rubber mat
on it.

“They got to me right after they got to KT,
made me the same offer they made her. Artists
could replicate her work alright, but the real
deal would have brought in so much more. And the
ink, of course. I don’t let them watch me when I
mix it, but I know that won't last forever. I
think you’ll recognize this one,” she said,
selecting a drawing tube from a shelf on the
wall. She unrolled its contents in front of me, a
layer of butcher paper and a layer of human skin.
This was a Barrow original. A raven with solid,
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dead eyes. Or maybe they were the eyes of the
blind.

“So you make them new again, fresh?” I said.
I choked up, fresh was a word for produce, for
living things, not this dead flesh. “How could you
do this?”

“It’s easy, my clients don’t squirm around as
much anymore.” She chuckled to herself, like we
were back at Undead just making small talk. Then
she stopped, and became serious again. “They made
me the same offer I’ll make to you,” she
whispered, “the job, or your life. Think of it as
artistic conservation, we provide a wonderful
service here.”

I stared down into the milky eyes on the
table.

“Do I really need to show you what’s in the
next room?” Harriette asked. “Would you like to
see some familiar faces? You’ve got a few Barrow
originals yourself, don’t you?”

I lunged at her then. The binary realities of
my situation eclipsed any will for self-
preservation. I’d either die here or I would
escape. The gun went off as I collided with her,
and I felt the sting across my side, warm and
tingling. Her frail body crumpled against the
wall, and as I stumbled to regain my balance I
kicked the gun as far off as I could.

Then I was back out the door, sprinting down
the alley, with my phone ringing 911 in my ear.

A few hours later I was stitched up fine. The
graze wasn’t life-threatening. The paramedics had
found Alistair awake in his shop, playing some
game on his phone, completely unaware. By the
time the cops arrived at the building in the

alley, it was cleaned out. No frames, no couches,
no surgical room. There was, however, enough DNA
evidence to confirm that Harriette had been
there, and that so had at least a dozen of my

former clients.
My name got into the news reports. Luckily,

so did the name of my shop. Once the True Crime
podcasts picked it up I had all the business I
could handle. And with every new tattoo, I prayed
that it would accompany its owner all the way
into the grave.
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Though the night is short they move slowly,
oozing through the streets like the sludge they
carry with them. When they reach the first
vehicle, each of the creatures uncurls from its
hunched position to a tall height, curved and
gangly. They dip shovel-like hands deep into a
vat of something non-liquid, but non-solid, and
begin to smear and spread. The glass and metal
disappear beneath layer after layer of horrid
batter-like stuff. They stand and listen in the
dark as it solidifies, popping, heating up, and
then cooling into a dark grey mound.

The creatures return to their hunched
position, exhaling long strands of gas as they
roll down. They drag the ooze with them as they
crawl on.

MUD



I was riding late, much later than I should
have been. But I was never the one calling the
shots. Austin rode ahead of me, whooping and
standing over his handlebars. My bike barely kept
up on its sagging wheels and rickety frame. Dark
houses flew past to either side of us, just visible
past the glare of the street lamps.

We turned right, onto a street I recognized.
It seemed we were heading towards home at last.
Halfway along its length a bridge carried the
road across an irrigation ditch. Austin reached it
and squeezed his handbrake until the bike wobbled
to a stop. A sheet metal fence started at one side
of the bridge and ended on the other, blocking our
way forward. An improvised plywood door, spray-
painted with the words “Troll Bridge”, stood in
the center.

“Come on, let’s just go another way!” I said,
wishing he would listen to me. If we looped back
we could circumvent the bridge altogether and
never have to knock on that door.

“No way, this is too funny dude. I bet it’s
fucking Tristan and his guys or something,” he
replied. I really, really doubted it. Where would

BRIDGE

high schoolers go to get a bunch of sheet metal?
It didn’t add up for me and while Austin put down
his kickstand and dismounted, I stayed put. There
were sounds around us: the wind, the leaves
rustling in it, cars rushing past a few blocks
over. But from the direction of the fence I didn’t
hear anything. It was like my ears had developed
an aural blindspot.

“Please, let’s just go!” I knew before the
words had finished leaving my mouth that he
wouldn’t listen. Austin strode forward and pounded
on the plywood with one fist. It made a muffled,
hollow thunk. His knocks, three total, were
answered by three from the other side, like the
“tock” of a grandfather clock. I started to back up
in awkward zig zags.

“Hey troll!” Austin yelled. He turned to
grin at me briefly, as though we were both in on
how funny this was. “We request passage on your
bridge!”

The reply from the other side was deep, and
growling. It echoed as though spoken within a
large hall rather than an open bridge.

“Do you offer the proper toll?”
“Uh, sure,” he said as though the possibility

that this was not one of his friends pulling an
elaborate prank had just crossed his mind for the
first time.

“You are unsure,” the voice replied. “Please,
answer true.”

The rear wheel of my back bumped over the
joint in the concrete joining the bridge to the
street.

“Yes. I have the toll.” Austin said, standing
to his full height.

“Very well.”
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The door swung inwards and a hand, large
enough to have palmed one of the wheels on
Austin’s bike, grasped the door frame. The skin
was grey and scabbed over in more places than

not. Another hand, similarly mottled and
propelled by an arm draped with patchy white
hair, seized my friend at the waist. I heard him
wheeze, trying to scream but without the air in
his lungs to support it. The beast pulled the rest
of its girth free from the comparatively tiny
metal structure. It was apelike, naked, and when
the smell reached me I nearly wretched. If a gym
locker room could have a mouth and that mouth
consumed nothing but mustard and onions, that was
the smell.

The troll stood tall before me, the body of
my friend grasped in his left hand. Its eyes were
milky and sunken deep in its head. Its nose
snuffled the air like a dog.

“Your toll, is accepted,” it growled, revealing
teeth like old tombstones.

“Austin? This can’t be real-”
“No change given,” it replied. Then it

grabbed the side of the bridge and swung itself
beneath it. The hand reached back up, grasped the
roof of the shack, and pulled it down as well in
one smooth motion. The way was clear.

I approached the side of the bridge meekly,
wondering if my friendship obligated me to at
least peak beneath. The sounds of chomping made
up my mind for me. I got back onto my bike and
rode madly for home.

There was a police investigation into
Austin’s disappearance of course, but no one in
their right mind would have accepted “eaten by a

troll” as sufficient evidence to close a missing
persons case.

I crossed that bridge nearly every day, but
only while the sun was out. A month and a few
therapy sessions later, I’d convinced myself that
it had been a dream, that Austin’s disappearance
that night had coincided with me creating a false
memory or something. I was twelve, my mind was
pliant. I found the courage to go beneath the
bridge and see for myself what was there. It
wasn’t hard, kids did it all the time. The
undersides were stained with graffiti and growths
of odd funguses. And it was empty. No kid-bones,
no dried blood-spatter, no human eyes rolling
around like yahtzee dice. Just a door-sized sheet
of discarded plywood spray-painted with the words:
“Troll Bridge.”
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A lantern hangs humming from a cracked wooden
beam. It rattles with every slight breeze. Insects
begin to gather around, floating lazily above
their shadows. Each morning as the sun returns
they drift away. Tonight begins the same as it
always does. One moth hovers too close to the
glow, approaching and rebounding off of the glass
bulb. It circumnavigates the lamp, prodding it
from every angle.

After awhile it drifts away, rejoining the others.
They hover and spin and drift. The movements
seem so unrelated but a barely perceptible
rhythm hints at some unconscious coordination.
Without a sound the same moth breaks and hurls
itself against the light, again and again and
again, before fluttering on crumpled wings to the
dirt below.
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The steel table was cold against my forearms,

but resting on my elbows had begun to hurt

immensely. A half-full paper cup of coffee sat next

to me on the table, it’d been cold for at least

twenty minutes. The seat across from me had been

empty for nearly an hour. I laid my hands palm-up

to examine my nails, which I’d successfully chewed

down to nothing. The hastily applied nail polish, a

too-bright purple someone had gotten me for my

birthday which I’d avoided using for as long as

possible, looked messy. The room had no clock, and I

never wore a watch, so I couldn’t be certain of the

time. It was four in the morning when they’d called

me, it couldn’t be later than six now.

The door opened and a heavyset officer huffed

into the room. He leaned for a moment on the table

before taking the empty seat. One hand grasped a

thin, possibly empty, manilla folder.

“Good morning officer” I offered. He nodded at

me politely, continuing to catch his breath. I tried

to stare anywhere else, to give him some sort of

privacy.

“Sorry to have kept you waiting Ms. Brown.

Things are very busy this morning, as I’m sure you

STATIC

can see.”

“It’s no problem”

“We certainly appreciate your cooperation. We

have a few questions for you in relation to an

ongoing case. Some of the questions may seem silly,

or obvious to you, but please answer them to the

best of your ability,” he said.

“Of course.”

“Could you please begin by telling me about

your relationship to Addison Mercer.”

“Addison was, is, one of my patients,” I replied.

Addy must be somewhere in the building now, or I

wouldn’t be here.

“And what is your occupation?”

“I’m a child psychologist.” The officer stared as

if expecting more. “I counsel kids who have

problems with bullying or social anxiety.”

“Addison’s parents hired you for your

services?”

“Yes. Addison had an older sister, Brigitte. She

passed away when Addy was five. The nature of that

incident greatly disturbed her and that’s when she

started seeing me.” The officer nodded solemnly. The

explosion that had claimed Brigitte’s life had also

taken nearly a dozen others, and received national

attention.

“Last night you placed a call to the non-

emergency line at eight pm regarding a session with

Addison, is that correct?”

“Yes, regarding something we’d discussed in a

session earlier that day.”

“Would you consider the circumstances around

that session a mandate to disclose what transpired

to us?”

“Yes,” I said, feeling a weight disappear from

my chest.
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Most days when I saw Addy she came in

unresponsive. She would tuck her chin against her

chest while I talked for a bit, and little by little

she’d open up until we could finally talk about her.

That’s typical of most younger kids I see. Once I got

her going she was a great little talker. For the

session in question I’d reviewed notes regarding her

acquaintances, and her social relationships. There

were bullies she was anxious about and friends she

was trying to impress. Something was different

about her that morning though. She wasn’t just

being shy. There were dark circles under her eyes

and her hands shook in her lap. I offered her a

blanket but she didn’t acknowledge me, so I left it

beside her on the couch.

I’ve provided counseling in a few cases where

the patient was a victim of abuse. Addy wasn’t one

of them but that day you wouldn’t know the

difference. We sat in silence, until she reached over

and pulled the blanket over herself so only her

head was exposed. Then she began to talk.

She said she’d done something bad, something

her mom and dad would be angry about. I promised

that my lips were sealed. It started nearly a month

ago. Her parents put her to bed at eight every

night. They would tuck her in, and turn on the

cassette player on her nightstand. I remember how

proud she’d been a few months before when she told

me her parents had graduated her from lullaby

tapes to audiobooks. But these tapes often left her

feeling wide awake when they reached their end.

This restlessness eventually drove her out of bed

and to the top of the stairs. For a few night she

would just sit at the top step and listen. Her

parents talked sporadically over the sitcoms and

dramas. She could never remember specifics.

With kids it’s common to see these behaviors

escalate over time. They become confident with each

new step and then try and push that boundary

further. She started to sneak down the stairs, which

creaked somewhere along every step. She described

the way she’d feel frozen and terrified anytime she

stepped on one of the creaky spots. And when her

parents failed to catch her in the act the terror

would turn to excitement.

From the bottom of the stairs, she could see

her parents from behind and watch their “adult

shows” undetected. She started spending more nights

downstairs, and for longer periods of time. Her

parents noticed an increase in her fatigue and

attempted to change her sleep rules (no screens

before bed) to combat it. Still, she was hooked.

Most of the time she didn’t even understand

what was happening on-screen. The thrill of

undisciplined transgression was enough to fuel her

continued visits. She would try to stay in bed some

nights but the pictures moved behind her eyelids

and she couldn’t sleep. The night before I saw her,

she hadn’t slept at all.

Her mom had been pacing around outside her

room until late that night, Addy didn’t know why. By

the time she reached her usual vantage, the show

she’d wanted to see was nearing its end. She watched

her father fiddling with a parcel on the table

beside the couch. He sliced through brown tape on

all sides and retrieved a long, thin piece of metal

from within. He moved behind the TV with the stick

and then came back without it.

A commercial for fast food ice cream cut to

static as her father clicked the remote.

She said she could hear the voices before she
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saw the pictures. They were deep and she couldn’t

really piece together what was being said. It was

the case with a lot of these shows that the

characters talked too fast or used words that she

wasn’t familiar with. This was different.

“It was like listening to someone using all

made up words” she’d said.

The show was one she hadn’t seen before. There

were “people dressed like army men,” and “a

helicopter.” She told me that the show looked old.

The strange voices didn’t match the actors’ lips.

The canned laughter scared her, because there

weren’t any discernible jokes. Despite this, her

parents seemed to be enjoying the show. Her father

chuckled along as if everything was normal. Then he

took a pencil and a pad of paper from off of the

side table and started to sketch. From where she was

Addy couldn’t see what he was drawing, she could

only hear the scratches. Every few minutes he

reached over to retrieve a small plastic sharpener,

and then continued.

The credits rolled. She could see, from her

parents faces over the top of the couch, that her

father was showing her mother something. Her

mother spoke. The words she said made no sense to

Addy, but sounded similar to the words in the show.

Her father responded in kind. He sounded confused,

she sounded angry. Addy was preparing to sneak back

up the stairs when another episode of the same show

began.

She waited as her father drew and her mother

issued the occasional command.

After another episode her mother became

discernibly angry, hissing at her father the way

she would when they fought. There were tearing

sounds as her father ripped sheet after sheet from

the pad and tossed them backwards. The crumpled

papers accumulated within arm’s reach. She seized

one of them and then began to slowly sneak back up

to her room.

When she uncrumpled the paper it didn’t make

any sense to her. I asked her to describe what she

saw. She reached one hand out from beneath the

blanket and held out the crumpled ball to me. I

opened it carefully. My first thought was that I was

the victim of a strange prank perpetrated by Addy.

The handwriting was so neat, and in a language that,

as far as I knew, Addy had never expressed any

knowledge of. I couldn’t read it either, but the

script was unmistakable. The drawing is what gave

it away though.

I thanked Addy for sharing her drawing with

me, and asked if I could keep it. She nodded but her

eyes were fixed on a spot of floor in front of her.

For the rest of the session I asked about her home

life, about how her parents had been treating her.

She replied that her parents had been letting her

have the time of her life. Last weekend they let

her pick her favorite restaurant to go to for

dinner, “and it wasn’t even her birthday.” On

Wednesday her dad took her out of school early to

go to the movies. I nodded but it took a lot of self-

control to keep from crying.

“When the session ended I had her wait in the

room. I said I was going to have a quick talk with

her parents, not about anything she had said of

course. I went straight to my office instead, and

that’s when I called you,” I finished. The officer

opened the manila folder and retrieved a number of

photocopies, each in the same hand as the one Addy
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had given me.

“Based on your call we received a warrant to

search the Mercer residence early this morning. We

found these. The agents on the scene took Mr. and

Mrs. Mercer into custody. A representative from

child’s services woke Addy and escorted her here,

she’s waiting in another room. You’re welcome to see

her if you wish, we only ask that you don’t disclose

the more worrying details until we’re prepared.”

The drawings in front of me were difficult to

distinguish at first. There were hand-drawn plans

of a school, and tables of figures with timestamps.

Among them was the was the page I’d already seen, a

diagram of lines connecting boxes with chemical

symbols written in them. The spider web of

components converged on a crude sketch of a

backpack, with a name printed on the front: Addison.

And when I’d first seen it, all I could think of was

the IED that had gone off at her sister’s school

years ago.
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Tomorrow it comes, they know
From over the sky, or under the Earth
To erase and replace
They shout so flatly
The lover leaves, the mother turns away
They persist because they know
Tomorrow comes and goes
It never shows
Yet still they are erased.

ERASE
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The theatre marquee strobed the street below
with caramel light, declaring: Ballet Macabre,
Final Performance. Jack waited in line to enter
among a teeming crowd, one dot in a sea of nearly
identical dark winter coats spotted with flecks of
melting snow. From the gutter below a man yelled
at them each in turn and is ignored. Jack clenched
a fist. The man passed. Flecks of his spittle arced
to the ground as he screamed.

The front of the line, gathered beneath the
marquee, was free from the cold. He looked from
them to his watch, five minutes past when the
doors should have opened. Something brushed his
hair and he swatted at it, to find that a rose
petal had landed on him. He looked up, and from
the angle he could barely see that a window was
open. He could only guess at who was beyond it.
The petal was soft between his fingers, and warm
too. He tucked the petal into a front pocket,
careful not to tear it.

The man in front of him, he assumed they
were a man by their broad shoulders, shuffled
forward a few inches. Jack followed, as did the
man behind him. They progressed at a crawl, which

DANCER

created in him the unpleasant sensation of a fire
in his brain. The usher took his ticket, stamped
it, and handed it back with a smile. The skin
around the usher’s lips was red and cracked. Wisps
of hair fell unsecured from under his hat. Jack
squinted at him and then shuffled on.

The queue of people spread through the lobby
of the theater like a gas, leaving no discernible
paths through it. The chatter echoed unbearably.
Keeping his mouth closed he put his tongue
between his front teeth and bit down. The noise
dulled with the new sensation. The main stairs
were clogged with attendees leaning on the
railings and spread two or three wide across
individual stairs. Jack pushed his way through to
the East wing of the theater, where there was a
second set of stairs. He was practiced at getting
there by this point. The Dance had run six times
previous to this performance and he’d attended
every one.

The first night, some acquaintances from
work had invited him to tag-along. Some friend of
a friend had cancelled last minute and there was
an extra ticket to be claimed. He’d scoffed at the
offer but accepted upon realizing just how empty
his social calendar had become. That one
performance changed his heart or his head, he
wasn’t sure or concerned with which. Every night
he returned.

“Is your girlfriend one of the dancers or
something?” The bartender asked. Jack, who had
thrown his ten dollars on the table without
thinking snapped out of it.

“No, why do you ask?”
“I’ve seen you here every night. You must be

a big fan!”
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“Certainly, there’s nothing quite like it.” He
collected his plastic glass of wine and found his
way to the central balcony. Despite the crowds the
theatre hadn’t sold out and the seats to either
side of him were empty. Relief washed down his
body as he sat, before mania traveled back up the
same path.

Watching the play was agony. His tongue was
bleeding by the middle of the first act, and marks
of pinched skin covered his arms beneath his
sleeves. The alcohol had been a help before, but
not tonight. Dancers bathed in red light moved
unnaturally across the stage, and he thought that
if he squinted hard enough, he’d see their
strings.

His eyes never left the curtain through
intermission. He reminded himself to breathe in
and out at five second intervals as the second
half began. Shadows cartwheeled through the dark
corners of the stage, closing in on one spotlight
in the center. Music swelled. Tears welled in his
eyes from the pain in his mouth.

The lights blinked out for just a moment and
then she was there. She had stared up at him the
first night, right at him. She had sung to him.
Every night when he returned he found her eyes
on him and his mind would melt into a warm and
pleasant ocean. Each night when he returned home
he was unable to sleep or find his appetite. She
sang for him, and he was going to make sure she
never stopped.

After the performance people filed out
around him, but he stayed put, soaking in the
goliath emptiness of the space until an usher
came to see him out. An “emergency exit” let him
out into an alley behind the theater. He waited

there in the deep shadows with his hair growing
damp from the falling snow. One end of the alley
glowed with streetlight and cast long shadows
where it was interrupted by the people walking
by. A few nights ago he’d been among them, asleep.
Here he was awake, and waiting.

An hour passed before a door further down
the alley opened. There was no handle on its
exterior, and no marking to indicate its use. It
rode heavy on its hinges. She was as radiant as
she’d been on stage, framed in the doorway, as
though the spotlight followed her wherever she
went. He could see her eyes now, light blue with
flecks of gold. Despite the shadow around him she
met his gaze, and it felt warm and familiar.

She beckoned to him with her other hand,
still silhouetted in the door. He moved towards
her, stumbling on stiff, frozen legs. When he got
close she slipped back inside, leaving him to catch
the door as it began to swing closed. Inside was a
long corridor with pipes running along one side.
The girl was already walking around the next
corner a few yards away.

He moved as quickly as he could manage and
discovered that the hall continued to twist, turn,
and descend into the building. At every corner he
would catch a glimpse of the girl before she
turned around the next. More corridors branched
off from this one, and the one he followed seemed
to be getting smaller and tighter the further
down it went.

Around a final bend he saw the girl’s
silhouette haloed in red from the room behind
her. There were sounds coming from it: a crowd of
people talking, and music.

He approached the girl and at a yard away
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she began to match his every step forward with
one back. His eyes never left hers.

It had been cold in the hallway, but he felt
an immediate warmth as he entered the room. The
walls were hung with red and maroon drapes, with
matching furniture scattered around. The size and
shape of the room matched the stage somewhere
above. Perhaps, he considered, they were directly
beneath it now. A gramophone in the corner hissed
static over the jazz it emitted. In his peripheral
he could see some people standing and others
sitting around the room. Though it was clear
people were talking with one another, no one
seemed to be moving. The girl stood staring at
him.

He moved his fingers, cold and numb, to his
breast pocket and retrieved the rose petal. It lay
in his palm and he extended it to the girl. She
snatched it from him, grinning. Heat was
gathering around his face, he wanted to kiss her,
to possess her. At least to touch her perfect face.

She retreated once more, further into the
room. Had he been able to tear his eyes from hers
he would have noticed that her feet never moved.
He would have seen that the people around him
had limbs bent at bizarre angles, slack
expressions, and unseeing eyes. He heard, too late,
that the voices were all coming from the
gramophone. Even hers.




