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Everyday Horror

Their farm lay in a wide, flat valley bordered by ancient elevations to the east and west. These worn ridges weren’t high as mountains go but there was no way over them. The nearest town was a ten-minute drive, but the brothers rarely bothered. They had what they needed, nothing of much value: a few head of cattle for milk and the occasional cut of beef, a dozen or so chickens, a pig, a goat, a garden with corn, tomatoes, beans. A small inheritance dispensed slowly by a local banker paid most of their modest bills. They resented his babysitting, but there was nothing they could do. Mother had been wise enough not to trust them with a lump sum.

Their valley was beautiful in the way most desolate things are beautiful, with nothing obvious to mar the impression. So much sky overhead and what’s not to like in a sky? The ground beneath was unremarkable but whole, unlike the region of strip mines, long inactive, a few hundred miles away.

Aubrey had been home a year after decades away. As autumn progressed darkness closed in earlier with each passing day. Here the world didn’t turn into lovely shades of brown, but grays and blacks and the dullness left after the color leaks out of leaves and stems.

Aubrey spent most days sitting on the front porch, away from Brother Jeff, indulging his visions, that other, less useful thing he inherited from Mother. Jeff, otherwise unlucky, had been spared their family’s special way of seeing. Aubrey was convinced if he didn’t periodically discharge his phantasmagoria he’d become as disconnected as Mother was at the end.

Suggestions of death and dismemberment journeyed across the darkening dome of sky. Symphonic wraiths gathered for meaningless consultations. They all had something to say, but Aubrey struggled not to listen. He saw and heard things normal people’s senses could not perceive. Like a dumb mutt plagued by an invisible dog whistle. It was all quite useless and beyond interpretation, although sometimes he found these appearances entertaining. At least half the secret to living sanely was learning how to fill the time.

“If you’re done seeing stuff we should get back to sorting,” Jeff said from the other side of the screen door.

Two things brought Aubrey back to the farm: to help bury their mother and accompany his brother to his doctor appointments. “The doc says you should be there, because you’ll hear everything he has to say, and I might not.” That’s how Audrey learned of Jeff’s cancer. Jeff still refused to speak the word. “Do you think Mother knew? I think she knew. She must have.”

Inside the living room, boxes were stacked almost to the ceiling, labeled KEEP or BURN. Most of the boxes said BURN. Aubrey hadn’t lived here in forever, so as far as he was concerned most of the house’s contents were properly Jeff’s. But Jeff said, “I’m not going to cheat you, not now,” and insisted they go through everything together.

Jeff picked up a battle-scarred toy truck. “Yours or mine?”

“I have no idea. It might have been Dad’s. What’s the difference?”

“We’ll call it yours. Keep or burn?”

“Burn.”

They’d been doing this for weeks. Aubrey said he didn’t want anything. He told Jeff whatever happened—he couldn’t say after you die—he’d be moving on. Jeff persisted. “We have to do this. Dad always said you have to clean up after yourself.”

“What did he ever clean up? He ran off, left us all high and dry.”

“He couldn’t listen to Mother describing every awful thing she saw in her head. Can you blame him? At least you have the decency not to share everything you’ve learned about Hell.”

Aubrey said nothing, listening politely as Jeff continued to rant. His brother was in obvious pain. Jeff’s skin began to blacken and peel away, the tissues underneath swelling and bursting. His mouth writhed open as his face began to melt, lips shrinking back and teeth exploding, jaws snapping open to release clouds of steam. For weeks Aubrey had watched cancer eating his brother, filling Jeff’s belly with fluid, wondering if he had been here if he might have seen it developing, and gotten his brother to the doctor in time. But this wasn’t cancer. Unlike his brother, Aubrey believed in neither heaven nor hell, so what kind of new misery was this?

“Wait. What are you looking at, Brother? What are you seeing?”

“Nothing. I was trying to remember the last time we saw Dad. You’re older, maybe you remember better?”

“No. No. I know the look. You and Mother—I know both your lying looks. What the hell did you see?” Jeff was out of his chair, hovering over Aubrey’s head, fists raised. He’d lost so much weight, and yet it hadn’t registered with Aubrey before now. How could that be? Seeing so much, yet not seeing this obvious transformation?

“Nothing! Get back in your chair. Let’s finish this pointless ritual so I can get out of here. I didn’t see anything.” Jeff clamped his forearm onto Aubrey’s neck and went down, pulling Aubrey out of his chair and onto the floor with him. “Are you crazy? Wrestling? Let go dammit! Are we kids now? Is that what we are? Are you eight years old? I don’t want to hurt you!”

“You think you can hurt me? You’re a fool if you think I can’t beat you!”

They rolled into a stack of boxes and the boxes came tumbling down, covering them both with things to keep and things to burn. “Dammit, Jeff! Now we have to start this whole deal over.”
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At least Jeff allowed Aubrey to make his choices quickly this time, so after another couple of days they recouped the lost time. The Keep collection was much smaller than before, consisting of a few of their parents’ wedding photos, an old pull toy he remembered from his kindergarten days, and a water-damaged copy of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. There were a lot of old boy’s toys around, guns and plastic soldiers, tiny military equipment. They’d always liked army stuff. Every day had been filled with pretend dying and killing. Now Aubrey couldn’t recollect the attraction. Burn burn burn.

“Do you think having another female around would have made things easier? A sister …”

Jeff looked at him. “Don’t you remember? Mother said we couldn’t have a sister. She said we would’ve killed a little sister with our roughhousing.”

“I hated when she said it. But it wouldn’t have to be a sister. It could have been a wife or a girlfriend for one of us.”

“That seems unlikely, Brother. Don’t you think? You live too much in your head to have a girlfriend. Just like Mother. It must come with the territory, when you have that second sight.” Jeff’s face and arms were layered in bandages. Some had bled through, but he refused to let Aubrey change them. He didn’t see the point. Aubrey himself was in similar shape. They could have been killed beneath that avalanche of boxes. He hadn’t changed his either. He avoided mirrors.

“Second sight is like precognition, remote viewing. What I have, what Mother had, isn’t all that straightforward. I used to think I saw the future, but when the future came it wasn’t always exactly what I’d seen. Sometimes it wasn’t even close. I see potentialities, worst case scenarios, but I also see the now we don’t like thinking about.”

“Mother said it was like a horror movie every day. Everyday horror. She said she never wanted to get used to it, but she did. She said sometimes she made up things even worse in her head and she’d see those things, just to distract herself from the horror every day.” He stood up and went into one of the bedrooms. Jeff couldn’t stand sitting in one place. Aubrey could hear him in there tossing things around. A man sick as he shouldn’t be tossing things around. Jeff came back dragging a couple of trash bags with swollen sides. “You left a lot of clothes behind. And we still have some of Dad’s old ones. They might fit. You should go through them.”

“Burn the lot. No telling what’s gotten into them, all these years. Bet they smell.”

Jeff opened a bag and stuck his face in, jerked it away. “They sure do.” He piled them near the Burn boxes. “I don’t want to die, you know.” He was still looking away.

“I know. Don’t snap at me, but remember the doctor said there were treatments which might give you a few months.”

“A few months of puking and fuzz brain. I want to be clear so I can think about things. I should be thinking about things. But hell, I don’t know what to think.” He turned around. “Are you going to be sad when I die?”

“Of course, I’ll be sad. How can you ask such a thing?”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing somebody will be sad. I think I want to be cremated, if you don’t mind.”

“Why would I mind?”

“Some people don’t like to think about it, the body burning like that. Damn, I don’t like to think about it. But it seems clean, don’t you think? Not like this mess here.” He looked around. “God, how did we let things get to be such a mess? It won’t bother you, seeing me burning?”

“Hell, Jeff. Such a question. You’ll be in a box, inside a furnace. I won’t see.”

Jeff sat down in a chair. “I wish I hadn’t asked. Now I’m seeing it, inside my head.” Aubrey saw Jeff, dead, slumped in the chair, his mouth hanging unnaturally open, his flesh disappeared from parts of his body. He tried to think that’s not Jeff, that’s just his body. Jeff has gone on somewhere else. At least that’s what you were supposed to think if you were a religious person. Thinking like that was supposed to fix it. But Aubrey wasn’t a religious person, and he couldn’t think that way. Jeff’s corpse started speaking again. “Is that what you see, me burning like that? Is that what your sight shows you?”

Aubrey recalled the steam issuing from Jeff’s mouth like annihilated thought, vaporized language, and didn’t know how to answer. “It’s what the saints possessed, some of them. They had visions of heaven and hell and felt compelled to testify, when maybe they should have kept their mouths shut. They suffered as a result.”

“Are you saying you’re some kind of saint, college boy?” Jeff was suddenly moving aggressively around the room, lifting a bundle of newspapers into a rusted wheelbarrow for the bonfire. Their mother collected newspapers for decades, read them and kept them as confirmation of the terrible things she witnessed.

“Not at all, but you know that. I’m just trying to explain.”

“Oh, I know. I stayed here with Mother while you left to find yourself. You went to college, and I stayed here with the crazy.”

Aubrey glanced up at Jeff. “You didn’t kill Mother, did you? If you did, I could understand. Her delirium, dementia, whatever you want to call it. I know she was suffering. The death certificate just said heart failure, and it would have been easy—”

“Hell, Brother! You think I’d kill our own mother?”

“Under certain circumstances. I might have myself, if she was suffering. If I were scared enough. And if she was telling you all those awful things she saw. It might have been too much.”

“Too much for her heart, you mean. It was her heart, Brother. I didn’t murder our mother! You’re just like she was, aren’t you? Paranoid and crazy.”

“It isn’t crazy. Maybe the visions drove her crazy, but the sight itself? Not crazy.”

“Whatever. You got the college education. I got lots of stuff to burn.” Jeff took several wheelbarrow loads out to the pile in the yard, then began shifting bags and boxes at a frenetic pace. Aubrey sat watching him, Jeff’s body appearing to fall into pieces, cuts of meat. At one point pieces of Jeff were hauling other pieces of Jeff out to join the rest of the bonfire fuel. Aubrey got up to help a couple of times, but both times Jeff pushed him aside, almost knocking him down.

Jeff held up a bundle of old letters. Aubrey blushed in recognition. “These old letters of yours to and from various women. I see some letters from you that were never mailed. You knew Mother kept them didn’t you? She kept everything having to do with you. So, what do you want to do with these confessions of unrequited love?”

“Some were requited, thank you very much.” Jeff must have read them. “Go ahead and burn them.” Aubrey was getting angry. He needed to leave.

He went out the door and past Jeff who was busy throwing objects higher up on the pile. His brother was going to give himself a heart attack. Aubrey didn’t understand how he had the strength in his condition.

“Walking to town,” he threw back over his shoulder. “I’ll bring you back a treat!”

He passed a couple of the cows in their fenced enclosure. One turned and gazed at him with its huge, lazy eyes. It began to separate into a slow-motion avalanche of living cuts of meat, its tortured tongue expressing a suffering Aubrey could only imagine. A chicken trotted over to look, its almost severed head dangling from a thin strip of skin. The everyday facts of life were brutal if contemplated too long.
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It was unusually cold, but following his dramatic exit Aubrey didn’t want to return for a jacket. The road away from the farm appeared broken, whole stretches missing. It hadn’t been like that before. He’d gone to town just last week for some chicken feed and a few groceries. There had been some old barns, a few out-buildings, an aged wooden fence, but now they were missing. He saw evidence of a grass fire—the black burn stretched for miles. He could see piles of dead prairie dogs, thousands of them, more than a few generations worth. He spun around. He should have been able to see the farm from here, but there was nothing but more burn.

A hundred years from now. Maybe less. It was hard to tell sometimes if you were looking into the future or the past.

The wind picked up, grabbing dirt and spreading it throughout the sky. The disrupted soil beneath his feet revealed more bodies, some of them human.

The wind blasted across the fields carrying debris from far off places: tons of burnt paper, rags, street signs from cities hundreds of miles away.

“It a beautiful place, here where we grew up.” He’d said this to Jeff just the other day.

Jeff laughed at him. “So, you are crazy, just like Mother.”

Audrey tried to control his anger. “Look at the sky. Those fields. If you’d lived in the city like I did, you’d appreciate this more.”

As suddenly as it came up, the wind fell away. Audrey gazed at the sky. Birds appeared to be floating rather than flying. Aubrey wondered if that was what they looked like when they dreamed.

He hated being out here alone. He picked up the pace until he was practically running, anxious to be around people again.

He was relieved at how normal everything in town appeared. People jammed the sidewalks, and most of the parking spaces were full. He realized he didn’t know what day it was. Maybe it was a Saturday when people from outlying farms came into town to shop. So many couples, many hand in hand, touching. He should be pleased to see such things. But he never was.

Even on his good days Aubrey didn’t like looking into people’s faces. He was naturally shy, but he always had some anxiety about what he might see within a particular arrangement of features. He didn’t want to see their troubles. He didn’t want the facts of their mortality rubbing him in the face. But he couldn’t always avoid looking. Some of the passersby appeared to speak so rapidly their lips wandered in and out of focus.

He went into a small drugstore and bought some of Jeff’s favorite cookies, some chocolates, and some of the bubble gum they’d liked as kids. A peace offering, he supposed. Jeff might say, “You’re just buying me all this stuff because I’m dying.” That would annoy Aubrey, but at least he was prepared for that kind of response. The clerk’s face disintegrated and spread all over the glass countertop.

Some of the townspeople had wings. They kept them folded and tight against their backs, although occasionally a gust of wind or some burst of emotion would make the wings rise and flutter. Now and then he would stumble upon a pair of empty shoes on the sidewalk or in the street. It thrilled him to imagine the possibilities.

If he could have spent the day walking around and observing until some of these people took flight he would have, but he knew such behavior would draw unwanted attention. He saw more when people stared at him. He saw too much.

He witnessed a couple kissing on a bench. Their faces melted together and one of them—he wasn’t sure which—began to scream. The result of too much intimacy perhaps. Or maybe something else.

An elderly man stopped him on the sidewalk, pointing to something in his mouth. Aubrey leaned in closer as the man opened wide. There was a fish inside the man’s mouth exercising its fins.

Hands appeared over people’s shoulders and yanked them out of the world.

The horror was always there, churning beneath the surface. He couldn’t always see it, but he often caught a whiff of its stink.
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When Aubrey got back to the farm he was amazed by the size of the burn pile. The middle of it was taller than the house itself (and how was that possible?), and it spread yards beyond the house’s width, resembling a giant wing the way it tapered toward the ends. It was a conglomerate of everything they had ever owned and kept, back at least until their grandparents’ time. He was overwhelmed by what Jeff had put together, something much more than a pile of assembled junk. It was an art piece looking quite capable of taking flight.

He went inside looking for Jeff but couldn’t find him. He called his name with no response. It occurred to him Jeff might have worked his own body into the burn pile. Aubrey was racing toward the door when he heard, faintly, “In here.”

“Where?”

“In here.” The voice came from Jeff’s room.

He tapped on Jeff’s door. “I’m not allowed in your room, remember?”

“Just come in.”

Aubrey eased himself inside. It was a small room, his brother’s bed filling the space. Jeff lay in the middle of the bed wearing an assortment of ragged clothes. Aubrey wondered what he’d done with what he’d been wearing. Those clothes had been perfectly fine. His brother resembled a giant rotting cabbage. Jeff said, “Let me sleep another half-hour. Then I’ll be ready. I promise. I’m not dead yet, but I think I’m on my way, don’t you think?”

“Only the young and the crazy don’t know they’re going to die.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

There was a hole in the ceiling over Jeff’s bed, with a considerable water stain surrounding it. So many trash bags had been stuffed inside the cavity they were falling out. “How long has there been a leak?”

“It’s been that way for years. A few more days won’t matter. Every fall and winter I stuff a little more plastic into the hole. I use a bent coat hanger to spread it out a little. It’s not pretty, but at least I rarely get wet.” Aubrey was ashamed his family couldn’t manage a necessary household repair.

The night before the burn the winds coming off the ridges and across the valley felt different. The sky itself looked unusual, a bit lower than normal, like a ceiling on the brink of collapse. The brothers stayed up all night sitting on the porch, watching, and waiting. There was no reason to do the burn on the day Jeff selected for it, except he insisted. “It’s the right day. You only have one chance for a right day.”

They watched a light rain begin to fall. It was hard to tell for sure, but it appeared to be raining upwards, as if the weary ground were weeping into the sky.

“Sorry, but if it keeps raining we’ll have to do the burn another day, maybe even next week,” Aubrey said.

“It’ll stop raining. But if everything’s wet we’ll just add gasoline. There’s some in the cow barn. That’s where she kept it.”

“Jeff, I always thought you were the patient one. It can wait.”

“I just need to see it done is all.”

In the distance lightning carved the sky into lace. The cows left the barn and went out into their enclosure, gazing up at the display. You don’t see such things every day. Aubrey wondered if it was common. The cows swayed and moaned.

Aubrey woke up on the porch the next morning, cold and exhausted. Jeff stood out by the pile, shrouded in his disintegrating clothing and a tattered blanket: a giant, decaying bird. He turned around and gazed at Aubrey. “I think it’s dry enough, but I sprinkled gasoline all through it. Mother kept a ton of cans in the barn. What was she thinking?”

“You know the metal stuff isn’t going to burn!” Aubrey shouted back.

“Of course, I know the metal stuff isn’t going to burn! I’m not stupid, college boy!”

“Don’t ruin it now. We’ve been getting along pretty well.”

“All that metal is old and rusty. If it gets hot enough it’ll break and fall apart. At least it’ll be easier to throw away.”

“Right,” Aubrey said, although he had serious doubts. “Get away from there. I made a torch last night. I’ll light it and throw it in.”

Jeff moved to a safe distance, then started running around, dancing and shouting “Light it light it light it!” Aubrey started to laugh. His brother had always been this big, dopey, unhappy kid. His tremendous weight loss enhanced the bird resemblance. He looked like he might fall over any second.

Aubrey lit the torch, ran up within a few feet of the pile, tossed it in, and retreated. The wing went up in flames with a giant whoosh. It looked like it really would depart the ground. Then here and there across the wing’s span there were pockets of explosion. “Did you toss full cans of gas in there?”

Jeff may have answered. Aubrey couldn’t hear him over the noise. A massive detonation sent the firebird soaring, one wing tip lighting up the house, the other dipping low enough to touch the outstretched wing of that sorrowful and foolish, dying and dancing bird, in a vision so extraordinary Aubrey could recall nothing close to matching it.


Fish Scales

Sometimes sorrow falls into such a deep place it cannot escape.

When Charlie saw the first evidence of vandalism at the summer house—gouges in the front steps, the screen door ripped away and in pieces, the inner door off its hinges and lying inside—he sank onto the porch and wept. It had been a terrible year. This house, which he had been unable to visit in almost five years, was to be a haven.

The vandalism was not typical. He wasn’t sure he could even call it vandalism, as nothing had been taken, and the destruction didn’t seem so much deliberate as incidental.

He studied the front door lying in the entrance. There were prints all over its surface as if it had been walked on many times, but it was hard to say by what. The impressions overlapped in a vague wallowing pattern strewn with sand.

The furniture was pushed into the corners, and plants had been dragged in from the beach dunes several hundred yards away, sea oats and beach grass for the most part, along with cane and broom sedge, mashed around until they’d knitted together into a sprawling nest filling the space. The walls were festooned with streamers of dead Spanish moss scavenged from the nearby magnolias. Water and mud had been tracked in. A few of the floorboards were still wet and rotting and would have to be replaced. Everything stank of the sea.

He cut a long stick and poked around for critters, rattlesnakes, copperheads, maybe a fox or a weasel or a sleeping alligator, or possibly one of the squatters still hiding in the debris. He was vaguely disappointed not to find anything, which meant all that remained were the weeks needed to clean out the house, assess the damage, and make repairs.

It could have been worse. A few chairs and some broken ceramics had to be thrown away. Wall and floor repairs, wood and plaster replaced. There were deep scratches everywhere: in the floor, the wooden furniture, even in one corner of the ceiling. He had no idea from what. He spent days puttying, filling, staining, and painting. He kept the windows open and the smell slowly dissipated, but he could still detect its presence in random locations, at the bottom of a drawer or the back of a closet, underneath the bed.

Charlie hadn’t done such work in years and it exhausted him. He took frequent breaks to sit on the porch and read from magazines he’d collected during his wife’s final illness. “Skin Hunger” was the title of this particular article. He’d never heard the expression before, but he certainly knew the feeling. He read with growing embarrassment how touch is the first sense we acquire, how in experiments baby monkeys chose emotional nourishment over food, how infants who weren’t held enough sometimes stopped growing and died, how that physical ache for another person’s touch—he threw the magazine on the trash pile. The sub-tropic climate in coastal South Carolina wasn’t a good place to collect magazines. After a while they began to smell.

Charlie hadn’t much cared for the summer house when they first bought it. It was a ruin that would require years of work. He’d never found the ocean soothing, and the television reception was nonexistent. But Linda wanted this place badly, and Charlie would have done anything for her. Over twenty summers he designed rooms and built furniture exactly the way she’d wanted them. He got used to turning on the TV only so they could watch movies on the VCR. She always followed the stories better than he would have expected, but he had to describe the non-speaking parts for her. He enjoyed the task and became quite good at it. He also came to like the white noise of the ocean on their long afternoon walks.

“If you want to marry, you’ll have to find yourself a blind woman.” His father told him that when Charlie was just fifteen. The old man wasn’t trying to be cruel. He was a simple man trying to give his son practical advice.

When Charlie told his wife the story, waiting a year into their marriage because he wasn’t sure how she’d take it, Linda hugged him so fiercely he thought he might break. Then she laughed. “Well, I guess he was half right.” Linda wasn’t completely blind, but blind enough.

Charlie was born with Ichthyosis vulgaris, “fish scales.” He had a relatively mild case, mainly on his forehead and the left side of his face, the palms of his hands. More severe cases sometimes involved the whole body, so he considered himself lucky. He used ointments and a sponge to remove scales every few days.

Much of the past year Charlie woke up with blurred vision. Sometimes the blurriness lasted until lunch or after. He worried it might be a new progression of his disease, but not enough to see a doctor. He’d had his fill of doctors. They wouldn’t tell Linda how long she had, though he was sure they knew. None of their treatments worked and they promised her she wouldn’t suffer. They lied.

Some days there was ambiguous movement in his peripheral vision. Turning his head, he couldn’t find it. Maybe whatever it was had a talent for stealth.

He speculated whether this disturbing inexactitude was the way Linda saw things. She could see the individual leaves on trees, although her doctors said that should have been impossible. But she couldn’t make out facial expressions unless she was extremely close, so she usually touched or held onto him when they talked. He’d gotten so used to that it seemed the only reasonable way to have a conversation.

At least once an afternoon he stood in front of the bathroom mirror and splashed water over his face. Sometimes it helped. “Wake up!” he’d say to the mirror. “You need to wake up.” There were nights he fell asleep wondering if he’d be blind the next morning.

If he could see well enough, he’d recreate those long walks to the cove at the end of the trail. It had been Linda’s favorite thing. At one time it might have been a wonderful spot for sunbathing and swimming, a private hideaway tucked away behind the rocks. But it hadn’t been kept up. Thick underbrush grew almost to the shoreline and the water looked a nasty green. Some days you could see a film floating on top of the water, translucent and sac-like, a container with things moving around inside. He didn’t like to swim under the best of conditions. No chance he’d venture into this.

From the summer house the trail meandered among the pepperbush, oleanders, and cabbage palms to the cove and a bit beyond. Each time he walked it he searched for signs of disturbance. The environs looked pretty much as he recalled from five years before, but the path was a little wider than he remembered, and swept relatively clean, as if subject to a regular stream of traffic.

He was surprised by the scarcity of wildlife. In summers past he and Linda had seen fox along the path, the occasional wild pig, and closer to the water brown pelicans, herons, gulls, osprey, plover, and on the beach itself a few ghost crabs. He’d point them out and describe them the best he could, researching the animals to do a better job for her. But since he’d been back no animals of any kind had made an appearance, not even the smaller birds.

Maneuvering through the world with his blind wife had been a kind of dance. Linda could see well enough in the city the regular landmarks and her cane skills kept her from getting lost. But out in this semitropical landscape she needed his arm and his elbow to guide the way. Now he thought he might have taken the closeness, the grace of it, too much for granted. Some days he missed it desperately.

Sometimes on these walks by himself Charlie thought he could hear voices in the tall grass, or in the trees, or somewhere in the curtains of vine, and he pondered if they were from those missing animals, their voices distorted because of some barrier or illness. They sounded like people speaking an unfamiliar language. He reminded himself the human brain makes things up all the time.

One afternoon when he got back from his walk, he noticed how flattened the vegetation was around the sides of the house. Investigating further, he observed the flat areas were more pronounced beneath the windows, and there were scratches in the siding, broad trails of grit and something oily leading up to the sills. He couldn’t remember if he’d checked here before. Now he felt he’d been irresponsible.

Over the next few days Charlie experienced several flare-ups of his disease. This sometimes happened with a change in environment, or from added stress. The scales had not increased their spread on his face, but they felt thicker, and at times they cracked so badly he had to use heavier creams, and the areas burned as they hadn’t since childhood.

With the flare-up of his symptoms he wasn’t surprised by the increased intensity of his dreams, swimming with fish and gazing eye to eye, fascinated by how their armored flesh kept the liquid within separate from the liquid without. Someday he knew they would lose that barrier completely, becoming all eyes and fleeting movements. Attuned to the most subtle indications of danger—a temperature change, a shift in the spectrum or angle of light, some vaguely perceived failure in the environment—they swam unbothered through their silent domain. He woke up with the sun blurring his vision, his scales ablaze from their first contact with early morning light.

In the months after Linda died, Charlie hid in their city home, avoiding people, even old friends. He never answered the door or the telephone. He didn’t want to be around those who’d known her, who’d want to talk about her, who wanted to ask how he was doing. Some days the doorbell ringing and the telephone ringing felt so abusively persistent he took to his bed and stuffed wax plugs into his ears.

Neighbors and friends came to the house, beat on the doors, tapped on the windows, walked around the outside calling his name. Finally, the police came to his address to do a welfare check and forced their way inside. Everyone wanted to talk to him about Linda, but that was the last thing Charlie wanted. That’s when he sold their city home and moved here.

Most nights at the summer house Charlie stayed up late, all the lights turned off as he sat on the porch in the dark, staring and listening. There was usually moonlight, so the open area in front of the house had a silver radiance. And there was always movement out in the brush, just beyond his ability to see. But he could hear it, the branches brushing together, the leaves murmuring, the occasional rustle of the grasses. All those missing animals, he supposed, or the fish having grown legs and come to visit. Or maybe just wind. When he was a little kid he imagined lizards were just a kind of fish with legs, but his mother told him that many of them were related to the birds, and their scales related to feathers, which both thrilled and disturbed him. Flying lizards could do a world of damage, he’d imagined, if they decided they weren’t your friends.

Deep in the night he was awakened by some sound, a temperature change, a shift in the spectrum or angle of light, some vaguely perceived failure in the environment. He kept his eyes tightly closed in case someone was in the house watching him, and strained to listen, seeking auditory clues as to whether he’d heard the usual house sounds, or if something else were at play.

It was difficult to tell. Anxiety made him breathe harder, and sometimes he could hear his own heartbeat as a throbbing pulse in his ears, and he knew from experience occasionally when he woke up he was still half-sleeping, still chasing the tattered ends of a dream.

He heard another sound, a kind of shifting, followed by a pause, and then another shifting. He thought about chancing a quick peek at his surroundings, raising his head ever so slightly from the pillow. He tried to open his eyes but could not. As sometimes happened, they were glued shut by sleep. He didn’t want to lift his hands to rub them. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself at all.

After some effort he was able to part his eyelids enough to see something, a glimmer of ambient light, of shape and shadow. Once or twice he detected a smooth glide of movement, something pulling itself out of view, but it still might be his eyes caught in sleepiness, still adjusting to the dark, and he was imagining he was seeing more than he was physically capable. Maybe he had become the blind one.

He remembered how Linda’s doctors said she was always able to see more than she should have. Her doctors said she saw the almost impossible.

Charlie remained perfectly still, measuring what he could see in slices, maybe for hours. He wasn’t sure what kind of impression he was trying to make on whoever might be watching. When he was a kid, he imagined the night creatures might think him dead if he lay still enough, and so they wouldn’t bother him. The logic of this now escaped him. A dead body was easy prey.

Around dawn there was a clear change in the tenor of things. The shadowy movements increased, and there was a nebulous smell, not entirely unpleasant, which Charlie associated with hurry, or maybe the fear of being caught.

His own body, however, was working against him, as he desperately needed to pee. At his age the urge could only be put off for so long without an embarrassing accident. When he couldn’t put it off any longer, he sprang out of bed, arms waving, shouting “Ah!” at the top of his lungs. He staggered into the bathroom, still not seeing all that well, but aware of fuzzy movement around him, perhaps trying to get out of his way. Of course, he was highly agitated, and kicking clothing and bed sheets around, so any sense of other occupants in the house might be pure delusion.

As he sat there, he rubbed his eyes with both hands and felt bits of something coming
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