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          A HORROR SHORT STORY BY JOSEPH D’AGNESE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Letitia Huger knows her time on this earth is short. The year is 1887. Her lungs are rebelling against her, and the man she loves has run away with another woman.

      

        

      
        Wracked with pain, Letitia races against time and nature to get her affairs in order.

      

        

      
        First order of business: design a tomb that allows the light of the sun to shine on her face forever.

      

        

      
        Second: use her witchcraft to curse her husband and his kin for all time.

      

        

      
        Third: die—and await the horrific, final reckoning.

      

      

      
        
        Sunshine Lady is just one of six short stories in the ARM OF DARKNESS collection. The full collection contains six short stories of horror: Skullworm, Roadhouse, Glow, Kin, Sunshine Lady, and the origin story, Arm of Darkness.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE CLIENT, 1887

          

        

      

    

    
      The dying woman had beautiful hair. It was the only thing about her that looked fully alive. It was the color of a Carolina wren, and very long. Just how long was difficult to gauge, since the woman did not stand up much any more.

      She wore a dress of purple velvet with a fine lace collar. She was bundled excessively for spring, it seemed; the weather had begun to climb into the mid-seventies. From her settee she peered at the undertaker as if he were a potential lover. Indeed, he would be the last man on earth to touch her.

      “I think you will recall that all along I have termed it a strange request but not an insurmountable one,” he said. “I’ve made some discreet inquiries, and I’m happy to say that we now have samples which arrived by train from Chicago only this morning.”

      He gestured at the boy, his sister’s son, who carefully lifted two boxes from the carriage and carried them to the porch of the boarding house. The boy was young, no more than thirteen, his face just beginning to show the faintest sign of greasy whiskers.

      The undertaker removed his jacket and draped it carefully over the porch railing. Wielding a pry bar, he bent to his task, his chest practically bursting from his waistcoat. The lids of the boxes squealed with the sound of wrenched nails. Inside each box, a piece of white glass lay on a bed of straw. One was a round disk a little bigger than two inches in diameter, and about three-quarters of an inch thick. The other was more peculiar: a clear three-inch-square cube, which sprouted a jagged glass tooth from its bottom.

      The undertaker pulled on some leather gloves, and one by one, held each of the glittering treasures up to the sky.

      The woman peeked through each, noticing that each distorted one’s view. Yes, sunlight shone through them, but one could not clearly see through the glass to the softly undulating mountains in the distance.

      As the boarding house was only a few blocks from the main square, she waited for the horse-drawn trolley to finish clanging before she spoke.

      “You seem intent upon directing me toward opaque glass, Mr. Vaughan-Nichols, though I specifically requested clear.”

      Ah, he knew this was coming. He drew himself up to his full height and cleared his throat for a long time. She would not relent. She was a well-bred woman, but a strange one. She’d come from Charleston nearly a year ago with a dashing young husband who, rumor had it, had abandoned her when her illness had made itself known. Worse, he had taken up with a visiting Yankee lady and fled north to join her relations. To Boston, if the undertaker’s memory for innuendo served correct.

      The gentleman’s actions appalled the undertaker, who was old enough to remember the late unpleasantness between the states. In the spirit of that old conflict, the undertaker wished that he could track the cad down and avenge the lady’s honor. Mr. Vaughan-Nichols envisioned shooting the man in the back and, forsaking all professional instinct, leaving him where he dropped. Food for crows.

      But he would not have that chance. The lady’s final wishes, however macabre, were what demanded his attention.

      “It seemed incumbent upon me to make certain choices, Mrs. McIver.”

      “Don’t use that name in my presence,” the lady said hastily, shielding her eyes from him. “The name my father gave me has been good enough for four generations of our people, and it is good enough for me.”

      “Of course, Miss Huger,” the undertaker said, adding a hint of French to the last syllable.

      “The request is simple. I wish only to see the sun,” she said. “To feel its rays on my face.”

      “So you have indicated, ma’am, but surely, for the sake of those who pay their respects⁠—”

      “I think when I am finally availing myself of this particular commodity that I would have little ability or desire to accommodate the sakes of those who call on me.”

      He was about to respond, but paused when he saw that the lady’s entire body had gone tense. She appeared to be on the verge of expectorating. The undertaker descended the steps of the porch to wait it out. He did not care to be in the line of fire, which was why he always arranged to meet with the consumptives in the outdoors.

      He would not want this to get around town, but these people kept his business thriving. They came from all over the coast to take the mountain air. And it was indeed his good fortune that they always took up residence in the city at the precise time when they had need of his services. But still—one should not have to catch one’s death just to earn a living.

      “I left you materials describing the various casket models,” he reminded her.  “Did anything there catch your fancy? The glass window model is popular, especially for, ah, the untimely young. When the time of interment draws near, we affix a cast iron plate with a series of screws⁠—”

      “Over the face?”

      “Yes,” he said, stiffening, “over the face.”

      She flicked a pale wrist at him. Encircled around the wrist was a little gold chain with a pair of gold charms on it. One bore the image of an eye, the other a chicken bone. “No,” she said, “you know my wishes.”

      “I do, but I just wanted to reiterate that there are…conventions.”

      “Damn all conventions!” she yelped, thumping her hands on the wicker.

      The undertaker and the boy leapt back again as the lady commenced coughing.

      Thankfully she covered her mouth and nostrils, and daubed at her lips when she was done. Her face, which had seemed so red when racked with paroxysms of congestion, now resumed its previous pallor.

      “There will be no casket, sir,” she told him after a bit. “Just the tomb, and the glass over it.” She pointed at the specimens he’d brought. “These are certainly beautiful. How on earth did you come by them?”

      “They’re prisms, ma’am. All the fine cities use them to light their basement rooms. Eliminates the need for gas lights and the build-up of toxic fumes. A clever solution indeed. The glass is cut on the underside to an angle, the better to disperse light.”

      She took the cubed one and held it, feeling its heft. She inspected the jagged glass tooth at the bottom.

      “Careful, ma’am. That part will cut you, sure as a knife.”

      “No doubt.” She lifted it to her eyes and tried to peer through it. “Lovely,” she murmured after a bit. “I have no wish to be unreasonable. You have been remarkably patient with me.”

      “It’s been my pleasure. The only other thing I might mention is that these pieces—and I’m leaning toward the cubes, myself—will allow the rays of the sun to penetrate, and serve my own needs for professional decorum. I see them as a happy compromise of our two wills.”

      The lady smiled for the first time in their visit. “It is done, then.”

      The undertaker’s shoulders dropped. “That’s quite relieving, ma’am.”

      “I admire your perseverance in seeking out such a solution so outside your realm of expertise.”

      “They aren’t without additional cost.”

      “I expected no less. But there is only one modification I wish to make. May we correspond with the manufacturers?”

      “Certainly.”

      She straightened, and coughed and coughed. When at last she stopped and dabbed at her lips, the undertaker spied a droplet of blood on her lace collar. He could not bear to look at it. He hated himself for it, but a shudder of disgust rippled through him.

      Die or don’t, he thought, just make it quick.

      

      Owing to the urgency of the situation and the depth of the lady’s purse, the new glass pieces were completed and shipped from Chicago in twelve days, following confirmation of the lady’s modifications. Because the undertaker was busy supervising the stonecutter, he sent around his boy in the carriage to share the lenses with the lady.

      The landlady swore the boy to secrecy before showing him to the sick woman’s bedroom. The lady of the house received a good bit of trade from tourists, especially now that the high season was starting, and she did not wish it known that she took in consumptives.

      The room was heavily scented with lavender and rosewater. Open windows with horsehair screens kept the mountain air circulating around the room.

      The lady was not in the bed but under a coverlet on her divan, handkerchief clapped to her lips.

      The boy brought seven long boxes up from the porch, one by one, and lay them at the lady’s feet. He was about to take his leave but the lady insisted that he stay because she had need of his assistance.

      He brought over a tuffet and sat, keeping on his jacket because he anxiously wished to leave. She bade him open the crates and bring the prisms to her.

      While he opened the crates, she busied herself with lighting two candles, a small and a large, both enclosed in stained glass lamps which sat on the table beside her.

      Next she stripped some strands of hair from a man’s comb and brush set. She bundled these leavings into a sloppy knot and lay it on a silver tray. As he worked, the boy smelt burning hair. When he handed her the first of the lenses, he watched with curiosity as she took them each in her hands and held them up to the light, peering into each.

      She dipped her finger in the ash and rubbed it in circles on the first lens. Then took the bloody handkerchief from her lips and rubbed it too in a series of circles on the lens.

      Years later, when the boy was well into his nineties, he would tell his great-grandchildren that the words he’d heard the city’s most legendary character say were these:

      
        
        “Eye to eye

        Blood to blood

        Bone to bone

        I curse them and their progeny,

        now and forever, unto all time.”

      

      

      When she was finished, she lowered the lens to the carpet beside her chair. The boy feared to touch the effulgence of her ailment but she assured him that, when dry, the lenses would be harmless to him. And so they worked into the forenoon, the lady muttering her words, the boy unpacking and repacking, until the day grew shady and the room darkened and the boy resolved that he would never follow in his uncle’s line of work.
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