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"Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there,
wondering, fearing,

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to
dream before”

― Edgar Allan Poe, The Raven
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Mask of Sanity

Once a beacon of life, it now rotted within its
lair—a decrepit mansion, waning from years of decay and suffering.
The festering walls and grimy windows did not trouble Christian as
he gazed up at his home. No, something else did—that ominous
humanlike aura exuded by the building, that thing manifesting
itself as a shadowy ethereal being. He heard it too. Those screams,
those wretched screams of a tormented soul ascending from the
bowels of hell. Oh, the suffering!

Even the wide expansive lawn was suffering.
Left to the treacherous wilderness, ugly brown weeds saturated the
grass with dirty splotches, while repulsive creatures scavenged
around the refuse strewn in the vicinity.

One thing was certain; his home—his gloomy
fortress—was suffering because of its occupants. The misery of his
mother Madeline, his father Rupert and himself had persisted for so
long that even their dwelling was infected with this pestilent
virus of human emotion.

But the uninvolved are immune to the
sickness, he thought, thinking of his uncle Frank. Frank lived
among their misery too, but his odd demeanor could not be
characterized as being sorrowful. And their family physician Dr.
Hong Lee lived in an adjoining construct that also functioned as a
clinic. Lee was far removed from the sorrows of the family, and
even his living quarters, which they rented out to him, displayed
none of the misery and decay exuded by the building.

Christian stepped into the old run-down shack
that was once an enchanting little playhouse for his sister. He was
close, so horribly close. He flinched when he saw the grimy
dismembered dolls that lay scattered, untouched for ages—their sad
vacant eyes having borne witness to the Horror that had swept his
family.

“God rest her soul,” he whispered.

The broken mirror inside, like his home,
reflected the same inalienable marks of pain. There was no hope in
the reflection that gazed sadly back at him. He saw a face that
bore a terrible paleness—the face of a wretch with sunken cheeks,
lusterless eyes, and a grotesquely emaciated body.

Still, everything could be fixed. The mirror
could be replaced, the playhouse could be restored and even the
building could be brought back to its original splendor, but what
amount of restoration could take away the pain, the suffering, and
the anguish of having lost a loved one?

His father had found her first. Body part
after body part lay strewn in the backyard as if some vicious
predator had indulged in a tasty snack. Christian followed his
father, thinking perhaps that his sister was playing hide and seek.
She had always been good at this game, and his face had always
swelled with pride when boasting of her prowess in this game. But
now, something was terribly wrong.

“Whose hand is this Daddy?” Christian asked,
unsure of what he had seen. His father said not a word. He had been
too bewildered and too worried to answer for his lip was quivering,
and his eyes, though hard as stone did not conceal the fact that
despite his courage, his tremendous courage, he was very, very
frightened.

Everything was a blur from then on. There
were more body parts: a piece of her leg, a nose, and an eye
staring with a mixture of terror and sadness, while still gleaming
with the childlike innocence that she had never lost. Then, the
sirens, his mother’s wailing, his father’s stony silence, the
pandemonium caused by the media people camping out on their lawn,
and a thousand other awful images that Christian wished he could
forget.

It had been a terrible nightmare, and all
that remained of his lovely innocent sister were memories. Memories
of her in all her splendor and beauty for the seven short years
that she lived before being brutally cut down by a savage
beast—some monster who scattered her body parts on their lawn.

Christian looked at the mirror one last time,
sighed as a tear rolled down his cheek, and walked out of the
playhouse towards the house, carrying his broken-down and stooped
seventeen-year-old body with him.

 


***

 


“Remember the English? They were masters of
the world before they abandoned their glorious empire to the
savages. Now you see them on tv, kissing the Americans’ derrieres
all the time. What are they now? Polite little sniveling
wimps.”

Frank’s vociferous voice filled the entire
living room, breathing life into its barren air. But even as he
paused, the oppressive silence seeped in, saturating the air with
nauseating gloom.

Christian glanced over at his mother seated
across the dining table. She sat still in silence, her eyes cast
downwards. The pallor of her face and the deathly whiteness of her
hair saturated the drab surroundings with a stark reminder of their
sorrow.

Rupert drummed his fingers on the table
incessantly, looking down, not showing those angry sorrowful eyes
of his, while rays of light bounced off the balding front of his
head. Christian sensed that his father, ominous in silence, was
like a dormant volcano, explosive when triggered.

“Same story with our society, our family too.
What’ve we become? Slaves of slaves! That’s right. Slaves of
slaves, and we go around talking about equality.”

Frank slowly moved his head, focusing on
Madeline, then Rupert, and finally resting his eyes on Christian,
who managed a smile though he had no idea what his uncle was
saying.

Still, his uncle seemed gleeful with that
upturned smile of his. Despite the long white beard that hinted at
his age of sixty-seven, Frank’s countenance was vibrant in contrast
to the others, his eyes gleaming as bright as those of the dreadful
black cat that Christian saw roaming their lawn earlier.

“Please, we need to say grace,” said
Madeline, her voice faltering.

Rupert raised his head to look at Madeline
with a sigh.

“What’s the point? We’ve lost the light of
this house a long time ago.”

“C’mon! Let’s thank God for all the wonderful
things we have—tons of money and no happiness. What a hoot!”

Frank waved his hands in the air like a
symphony conductor while his effervescent face twitched in unison
with his words.

“Don’t ask me to sympathize. I say we go back
to the good ol’ days of lynching! You never had no crime back then.
Some vagrant decides to kill or rape a girl—it’s the lynching squad
for the sicko. Now, we got these little wimps talking about
equality while their women get raped and murdered by the trash of
the trash. Where’s the justice in that? And the murderers and
rapists. They’re the victims of society—you know, society was so
mean to them that they’d no choice but to rape and murder some
girl. No backbone—that’s what’s wrong with the whole bunch of ya!
If I had my way, I would...”

“Enough!” Shouted Rupert, his face quivering
as he slammed his hands unto the table. “We’re all doing our part
to alleviate our problems, but you keep spewing preposterous
rubbish like a little child.”

Frank raised his eyebrows, and unable to
speak, repeatedly opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of
water.

Rupert stared into his older brother’s eyes
as he continued. “They’re all watching us like hawks—the press, the
cops. Yes, even the good inspector believes the killer is in this
house, but you still spout off your drivel.”

It was dead silent for a few seconds. Then,
Rupert released his steely stare from Frank, and turned towards
Madeline.

“By God, we’ll find out who killed our baby,
no matter how long it takes. There’ll be justice—just you see.”

Frank finally found his voice, breaking into
a laugh as he spoke.

“Justice? Ha. Ha. Ha. Ho! Ho! Hoo! Have you
seen Court TV lately? We’ve got these superstars, and those
giraffes who put balls through hoops murdering people and getting
off scot-free. Why, they live just around the corner! I’ll place a
wager the killer is like this OJ guy, only a lot sicker. This
dunderhead inspector should wise up and place all our neighborhood
ball players on surveillance.”

“Please, let us be reverential to God,”
Madeline said with a sigh as a tear formed under her right eye.
“Please God bless this family and our meal and give us the courage
to live each day and cope with our terrible loss.”

“Amen and give us the sword of Vengeance so
that we strike down all those who oppose us,” finished Frank with a
chuckle.

“You don’t have the decency to wait until
we’ve finished praying?” Rupert said in a seething voice.

“Decency? Why—I don’t need to eat here. I’ve
got better things to do,” Frank said, and with a huff, he picked up
his plate and left towards his room.

“This is best for us,” said Rupert softly as
he held Madeline’s hand.

They munched silently for a while until
Madeline broke the silence. “Christian, have you made new friends
in college?”

“No Mom, but I joined this seminar where we
had a guest speaker. I told him about us. He was very helpful and
he …”

“Why are you discussing our lives with
strangers? And who is this person?” Rupert snapped at his son.

“Christian, just tell us what happened,” said
Madeline quietly, ignoring Rupert’s outburst.

“It’s a guy name Rastin. He’s a holistic
healer. According to him, our sickness is caused by our refusal to
accept fate...”

“What nonsense! You’re getting involved with
con artists now? We still have a reputation to protect, you know.”
Rupert spluttered over his food as he yelled.

“Now dear, please don’t be so mean. It’s not
like you’ve been that insightful with your choice of friends—like
those business acquaintances of yours.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? You
think you can just sit around in the house all day and critique me?
Damn you! And let me tell you something, Christian, we already have
a doctor, why don’t you go talk to him instead.”

Rupert got up, almost tipping his chair that
grated violently across the polished floor. Plate in hand, he went
to the living room, turned on the television, set it at an
excessive volume, and drowned in the flashing images and hyperbole
reporting of a news station.

Christian hurriedly ate his meal, while his
mother gazed at him, a few tears rolled down her cheek. It seemed
like his mother had never been happy, but there was a time when her
face was rosy and vibrant as she proudly proclaimed to the world
about the joy of her life—her ‘baby’ or Baby as they used to call
her. He recalled the photograph that captured their family
perfectly; the photo had been taken for an article in a popular
family magazine, and it showed Baby in the forefront, smiling and
waving her hands in the air as the enchanted family gazed at her in
awe. Closing his eyes, he tried to free his mind from the
memories.

After bidding his mother good night, he went
to his room. Lying on his bed, he thought of the times, those
magical times when he brought her teddy bears and dolls to life,
acting out plays he tailored specifically for her enjoyment.
Perhaps, he had been too old for that game, but her beaming face
was reward enough. The memories flashed by as seconds turned to
minutes and minutes turned to hours, but as he was about to fall
asleep, he was awakened by voices—his parents’ voices.

He peered out into the corridor and tiptoed
towards their room. Pushing open the door just a little, he placed
his ear against it trying to tune in to their conversation.

Rupert was
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