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The smell was sweet and pungent. Decades of frying meat, fat, and blood splattered on every surface, caked in every unreachable crevice. The grime of life and death, so thick and sticky it builds up under the nails.

He breathed it in, a long, ragged breath filling his barrel chest; the scent of meat filling his nostrils and getting stuck in his lungs. Like tar to a smoker. 

A gloved hand raked through his tangled mane of hair. All that feculence meant the restaurant was crawling, from the humming florescence above to the scratched linoleum below. From the fuming grill to the poorly scrubbed wooden table. Most couldn’t feel it, but even his scalp writhed with life. The itch had faded long ago. Scratching was merely the habit of a lost life; a self-soothing gesture while he waited there in the dark.

The kid in the kitchen still had his back turned to him. He had glimpsed the name tag on a previous night.

Tyler.

The young man’s face was cast down towards the deep frier. The deep golden liquid was bubbling with potential. 

In one motion, his hand could wrap around the back of the kid’s skull and dunk it into the simmering vat. Tyler wouldn’t hear it coming. 

Almost instinctively, he glided forward. Each silent step across the linoleum was made with such gleeful trepidation. 

There it was... the real itch. The need worth scratching. It had been so long. What was life without death?

So close now... he could smell Tyler’s sweat beneath his fragrant cologne. So close he could count the freckles on his neck. 

When plunged, would his face crisp? Would his skin bubble and bloat? Or would the thrashing cause it to flake off? Detritus left to skim. Seasoning for the putrid oil.

He hoped it would stick on like a crispy coating—a satisfying crunch protecting the veal beneath. Texture was everything.

His watering mouth quivered as sense returned to his torn psyche. 

It wasn’t time. It wasn’t the right place.

A half-forgotten phrase floated to the surface of his fractured mind.

He’s part of the family.

It was a poor excuse to stay his hand. A lie born not from practicality but sentimentality. The underlying kindness he still couldn’t excise.

Pathetic.

He would have laughed if he could. 

Still, he could already feel the pull. Saturday night was not the time to play... there was work to do.

So, he moved on, behind the unsuspecting teen, through the kitchen and past the office.

The basement was waiting. 

He placed a hand on the cement wall of the descending staircase. It would have been cool, but he couldn’t feel it behind those gloves—only the heat of flesh and the wetness of exertion.

The covenant awaited. 

Cornucopia made manifest. Meat in perpetuity.

When the door swung open, he would face it alone, with a smile on his face.
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Chapter 1: The Interview
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As Angela walked through the door, she was overwhelmed by the greasy smell of pork. It made the air feel thick. She was swimming through it, like the high humidity of a swampy summer’s day.

Classic, she thought, recalling her limited experience with the ‘Clown Town Burgers’ chain of fast-food restaurants.

Even the tables she passed looked oily to the touch. The sheen made her skin itch.

Angela couldn’t tell if it was the air or her own nervous perspiration that made her hair cling to her tanned skin. She brushed her dark curls out of her face, wriggling her little nose. It was all so much wetter than she expected.

This wasn't like pan-frying a pork chop at home–this was pork on an industrial level. It didn't help that the building itself was decrepit. Both the exterior and interior paint were chipped, and the curtains were fading. The whole place was robed in beige with pastel purple polka dots, which were out of touch with both the decade and good taste. A callback to a zeitgeist that likely never existed. 

Manufactured nostalgia.

As she walked towards the front counter, her feet stuck momentarily to the floor. With each step, her sneakers pulled away with a noise like wet Velcro. 

This sensory onslaught made her stomach ache in solidarity with the people munching around her. She knew it wasn’t possible to smell salt... but when she saw them, chewing with their mouths wide open, masticated mince rolling around... yeah, greasy and salty. Had to be. She wouldn't even eat at this restaurant, but she needed the money.

Arriving at the counter, she put on her best fake smile. 

“Hi, I'm looking for Scott. I'm here for an interview.”

The man at the counter, lanky and middle-aged with pale skin and strawberry blond hair, smiled widely.  

“I'm Scott,” he said, reaching out to shake her hand. 

Like everything else, it was warm and wet.

Angela did her best not to gag as she shook.

“Give me one minute.” He released her hand. “I'm going to make sure someone can cover the counter.” 

He walked back to the kitchen but not fully out of earshot.

“Hey, Jake, could you mind the front counter for a second? Thanks, man.” 

When he returned, he nodded to Angela and motioned towards a nearby booth.

Angela sat and pulled out a clipboard with a bit of paper in it. She had learned in school that you always seem to know more if you have real paper in front of you. As she fumbled around in her pocket, she discovered she had forgotten a pen. Oh, fuck me, she thought, shaking her head. 

“I don't suppose I could borrow a pen?”

“No worries,” Scott said, handing her a pastel purple pen with a click top. “We've always got a bunch of stationery at the counter if you ever need another one.”

He was talking like she already had the job. But did she want it? Clown Town had a reputation, especially on the island. Could she become part of their dubious legacy?

Her gurgling stomach answered the question. 

“Thanks.”

“Okay, to start... my name is Scott Reynolds,” he said with a warm smile. “I’m the manager of this restaurant.”

Angela was surprised. Given that she was on Birch Island and it was such a rundown restaurant, she hadn’t expected the manager to be so friendly. 

“My name is Angela Wilson.”

“Nice to meet you, Angela. So, I see you're going to school in Seattle? This would only be a summer job, I suppose?”

“Yes, I have family in the area and want a change of pace for a few months.”

“I totally get it,” he said, chuckling. “But don't be surprised if you get stuck here. The island has a way of drawing people in and keeping them.”    

He smiled, but something was threatening about statements like that. Angela was used to it. Nearly everyone over thirty shared the sentiment. Her uncle had said something similar during breakfast.

“Yeah, for sure. It's pretty here on the island.”

“It really is.” 

Scott stared out the window, his gaze settling on the middle distance. 

“Oh, sorry. Anyway, umm, only staying for a few months is perfectly reasonable. We have more work in the summer, so temporary staff is what we're looking for.” 

He shook his head slightly as if catching himself. 

“Not that you couldn't stay longer, if you wanted to.”

Angela shifted uneasily in her chair.

“Pardon my honesty, but it kind of sounds like you need someone to start, well, now.”

Scott nodded, the hidden weight on his shoulders appearing through wrinkles around his brown eyes.

“We do. One of our evening staff quit unexpectedly, and it's left us in a bit of a lurch. I've been trying to cover the odd shift, but it's wearing on me.”

A lack of sleep explained the slight awkwardness in his mannerisms.

“Of course,” Angela said, nodding, “As long as you don't have any issues with my resume, I think I'd be a good fit here. I have plenty of restaurant experience.”

“Yes, of course. Doing my due diligence, I have to ask, what's this gap in 2024?”

Angela paused. She didn’t want to talk about it. She was fine now, but taking two years to pull her life back together wasn’t exactly interview fodder.

“I took time off school. Health reasons.”

Scott waved a hand. People rarely pried when it came to health, mental or otherwise.

“Of course, of course.” 

He rummaged around with her resume awkwardly. “I don't see a major on here. What are you taking in school?”

“Sociology.”

“Oh, is that like psychology?”

She hated this question. The humanities have never felt as easily defined as their hard-science counterparts. Easy questions led to confusing, lengthy answers.

“Kind of. But it's more like the psychology of culture. We study society and the cause and effects of different issues and behaviors.”
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