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			Chapter One

			The squelching sound made her cringe more than the images on the screen. She squinted to see those better. Destiny Arnold was not the kind of person to turn away from the sight of a hugely pregnant woman, face smeared with blood, crouching in the corner of a filthy basement, feasting on a carcass.

			Nope. This was right up her alley, generally. And though she had to admit that the sound design here was…well…it was noticeable. It was noteworthy—yes, it was noteworthy—she wasn’t so sure the balance of the film merited an audience at Madness and Mayhem Film Festival.

			Still, she watched the whole thing. Every minute of it. Because a ton of people worked really hard to make Metamorphosis, and even if they did a mainly terrible job, they deserved to have their whole film seen.

			“Don’t you think?” she asked Church, the large, dark gray cat shedding on her Muppet pajama pants. He smelled like Doritos.

			She brushed orange dust from her furry companion, then peeked back at the movie when she heard the grunting and screaming. Church hopped onto the bare dining room table, his eyes the only thing you could see behind the light from the laptop screen. It gave Dez a sickly pallor, that light, while the rest of her empty dining room remained hidden in the dark. 

			She winced as the woman onscreen held a giant, gooey, squirming larva as if holding a beloved newborn. Dez pulled the mainly unwilling cat back to her lap.

			“At least she’s not alone, amirite?”

			Dez didn’t start at all when her phone buzzed. She turned it face down and hugged the cat closer. It buzzed again, and Church mewed a little tragically. Then came the doorbell.

			“Maybe we just won’t answer,” she whispered. Dez hugged the reluctant cat close to her face. The phone buzzed again. And then a knock. Then she heard “I know you’re home” from outside the door. “Where else would you be? Give me back my cat.”

			Dez abandoned the laptop and walked, cat dangling, to the door. Yolanda stood, hair wild, arms out for Church.

			“Oh, you’re home.” Dez had no skill in delivering false emotion. She tried, but her fake smile gave her the look of a dialed-down lunatic. She handed over the cat, then gathered up some toys scattered around the dark floor: a bold pink shoestring, a green ball with a bell inside, and a tiny Chucky doll.

			She felt like she should ask Yolanda … something.

			“Did you guys have a good time?” That was a good question. That was totally normal.

			Yolanda nuzzled the cat.

			“Well, I did not murder my husband. And we’re still married.” She held one raincoat pocket open for Dez to fill with Church’s toys. “Life is not like the movies, you know?”

			Dez suddenly pictured Yolanda eating her husband’s carcass and cradling Church in a larva suit.

			“Anyway,” Yolanda said, squirmy cat under her arm, “thanks for keeping him. The kid’s asleep in the car, so I need to scoot.”

			Dez closed the door behind Yolanda and returned to her laptop. After she watched the last credit—and held back a snicker as text on the screen announced, “You have just witnessed a Metamorphosis!”—she minimized, brought up the rating rubric, and typed: Story asks why we want to be scared before literally giving birth to horror. A fine underpinning for a horror film. 

			“Just not this one,” she said to the empty house. She typed again: Good effort, but not a great fit for the festival.

			

			About to shut the lid for the day because it was very late and she couldn’t remember if she’d eaten anything other than Doritos, Dez saw a new title pop up at the top of the list of submitted movies: Adam.

			“Adam, eh?”

			She hovered the mouse over the title. Her eyes already kind of burned and she for sure needed to pee. For sure. 

			“It’s a short one, though…”

			Dez clicked play.

			Gauzy curtains blew. A hand in black leather gloves lifted the window. Inside, a woman danced, her silhouette obscured by the shining dark hair falling over her features, grazing her shoulder. Was there another figure in the distance?

			Dez dug the whole Dario Argento vibe and appreciated the way the camerawork drew her in. She heard his laugh, this mystery man in the distance. As the woman tossed her shirt his way, the tattoo of a lizard climbed her ribcage.

			Dez got comfortable just as it seemed the gloved marauder had made it all the way into the house. And then it was over. Done. Black screen. No credits, nothing. 

			“That’s it?”

			She clicked around the festival platform, looking for some explanation, but could find no actual information about the film. No filmmakers to contact, nothing. She thought about watching it again, then eyed the rest of the titles waiting for her attention.

			Dez absently scratched a deep suicide-correct scar running down her wrist.

			“Too many movies,” she said, stretching, cat hair and Dorito powder clinging to her pajama pants. “I am never going to survive this film festival.”

			***

			Next morning, the laptop relocated from her empty dining room to her empty home office. Dez sported makeup, combed hair, and a clean button-down—and scuzzy Muppet pajama pants, not that anyone on Zoom could tell.

			She clicked the ‘allow video’ icon and waited, her insincere smile hovering above the Destiny Arnold label. Yolanda’s beaming face appeared on the screen, her hair barely contained by the edges of the frame. It wasn’t as if Yolanda still clung to the 1980s. Her hair was simply meant for that decade.

			“Morning, D,” Yolanda said. Before Dez had to think of a response, a grinning, densely bearded face materialized over the name Adam Vivod. His big, sweet smile no longer seemed ill-fitting to Dez. She liked the disconnect between his lovely personality and his Cannibal Corpse shirt collection.

			It took him a minute to get his audio working, then he sing-songed, “Hellllo.”

			Yolanda pointed to her Twin Peaks coffee mug.

			“Hey, my coffee’s depleted,” she said. “Amuse yourselves while I refill, yeah?”

			Dez stared at the empty space where Yolanda had been, worrying for a second about the inevitable awkward silence when she remembered.

			“Hey, Adam!” she said. “Did you see that movie? The one in the queue? Called Adam?”

			Adam’s look was of delightful surprise.

			“No! There is one?”

			“There is!” Dez confirmed. “That’s the title. It’s not great…it doesn’t seem finished, I guess. It’s like it could be an Argento remake of Body Double.” 

			Adam’s face implied intrigue, but the conversation was cut off when Yolanda returned, and Howie joined. Yolanda was clearly texting as she greeted him, “Morning, handsome.”

			Howie grinned modestly, and then, on Dez’s phone, the message: there’s your boyyyyyy

			Dez pretended not to notice.

			“Grant can’t make it,” Yolanda announced to the group. “He just arrived in Mexico at Fantasma with his own movie, and the timing didn’t work out,” she said, holding her phone up and squinting. “He left a message. Always the artistic leader.” 

			

			She smiled, then read: “I like what I’m seeing in these submissions, but I don’t love it. The best horror filmmakers are the ones who can’t be trusted. The ones who make you believe they are not interested in your wellbeing. If you watch a movie and know in your gut that the children aren’t really in peril, or there really will be a final girl, instead of whatever scares you most, the filmmaker has failed. We’re not looking for failures.” 

			Yolanda nodded, then tried to swig her coffee, set down her phone, and share her screen simultaneously. The phone clattered, and the coffee sloshed, but it was overall a success. The film festival judging site overtook the screen, and Yolanda said, “Looks like some folks have seen Metamorphosis, Dick Eaters, and Meatboat.”

			“Meatboat!” the entire team shouted in unison.

			“Thoughts?” Yolanda asked.

			Adam’s image took over most of the screen as he talked, and Dez’s eye sought the thumbnail image of Howie.

			“I really liked all three,” Adam finished, stroking his beard. Dez had missed whatever else he had to say, but she noticed disagreement on Howie’s face. Then she wondered how long she might have been looking at Howie. Could people tell? She looked at everyone’s little square and tried to figure out what they were looking at. Adam kept talking, but she didn’t hear him.

			Yolanda’s bzzz brought her around. Adam likes everything, the text read.

			Dez tried to conceal her fingering and messaged back: too nice to be a judge. Feeling guilty, she looked back at Adam, determined to pay attention.

			“And even though they were pretty gory,” he was saying, “they had some great themes.”

			Howie laughed. Howie had such a great laugh. Big. “I think I missed the themes.”

			“They might have been drowned out by the sound of eating,” Yolanda offered.

			Smiles crossed all the faces on the screen except Adam’s.

			“I mean, did she have to eat him?” Yolanda howled. “I draw the line at cannibalism. They can eat me—that is their prerogative. But I won’t eat a person.”

			“No better way to dispose of a dead body,” Dez offered. She almost froze as she heard herself say it, but with this particular group of people, talk like that was accepted without a thought. In fact, Yolanda laughed even louder.

			Then Howie asked, “What about Meatboat?” and everyone yelled out, “MEATBOAT!” 

			“How do you let that many people die and still end up the hero?” Howie continued with that saucy laugh.

			Adam, always a little more thoughtful than the rest, responded, “I think the filmmaker was saying that you have to forgive yourself if you want to survive.”

			Murmurs and nods suggested reluctant agreement from the team. 

			“Real quick,” Yolanda brought the group back to attention. “The fest hired a new marketing firm to help bolster attendance this year.”

			Her shared screen went to the marketing group’s website: Killer Pictures. We make nightmares come true.

			She scrolled past images that looked like behind-the-scenes shots, others of massive lines circling movie theaters, others of likely colleagues looking at laptops, and one of a solidly built man in a suit and a man bun talking into a megaphone in front of a crowd.

			“I don’t think we need them, actually,” Yolanda admitted. “And I thought, maybe if we had some ideas that might help market the festival, we could throw them around here, and I could share them.”

			“Maybe something to draw media attention,” Howie offered. “Like a stunt.”

			Dez had a thought to share. “We should throw stuff off the theater roof.”

			She could tell from the way Adam lit up that he agreed. 

			“Like condoms filled with red Jell-O,” he suggested. “Or a mannequin head!”

			“Filled with red Jell-O!” Dez returned.

			

			Howie’s turn: “Whole mannequins filled with red Jell-O!”

			“Would we move the cars?” Adam wondered.

			“No!” the entire screen of faces responded.

			Dez could see it in her head: limbs and viscera and lifeless, frozen faces, cars mangled from the impact. She shuddered, but, eyeing the Brady Bunch zoom frames, brightened at the smiles and camaraderie.

			Yolanda shrugged. “We are getting off target. Wrapping up so I can get Michael over to preschool. Dez, we need a tiebreaker vote on Meatboat.”

			As Yolanda closed out the meeting, Dez joined in a unison chant: “Meatboat!”

			Adam added quickly, “I’ll check out Adam.”

			“Remember, it’s not great,” Dez warned him. “Although the naked dancer has this badass tattoo, like a lizard climbing up her ribcage.”

			It surprised Dez the abrupt way Adam’s smile disappeared as she clicked out of the meeting.

			***

			Later that morning, still wearing the pajama pant/dress shirt combo, Dez typed away at a spreadsheet. No music played. No photos or mementos decorated the desk or walls. The blinds were low, the laptop screen was the main source of light in the room until her phone screen lit up with the word GRACE. Dez saw it, but she let it go to voicemail before listening. 

			“Hey, lady! Want to help me make Maude’s costume? It’s complicated. You’ll suck, but it will be fun.”

			Before Dez could decide whether she did or did not want to attempt elementary school Halloween costumery, she felt more buzzing. Her phone was suddenly alight with texts from Yolanda.

			OMG!!

			Oh my god

			For real Oh my god

			WTF? Are you even seeing this?

			I can’t even

			Dez liked that Yolanda never seemed able to collect her thoughts. She also felt a bit overwhelmed and dizzy because of it sometimes. She texted back: What is up?

			Yolanda called.

			“What’s the deal?” Dez asked.

			“Adam!!” was Yolanda’s startlingly loud answer. 

			“Did you watch it?” Dez asked, assuming Yolanda was talking about the film submission. “I didn’t think much of it.”

			***

			From her seat on the floor in a homey living room, warmly lit and littered with action figures, Yolanda pieced together Legos on a glass tabletop. Her 4-year-old struggled to separate a red block from a yellow, so his mom reached across to help.

			“I cannot believe he did it.”

			“Did what?” Dez asked.

			“Holy lord!” was the response, and Yolanda hoisted herself up from the floor and walked toward the open kitchen to put some space between her mouth and little ears. 

			She smiled at Michael and pointed to the separated blocks, like ‘keep yourself busy,’ when Dez asked again: “What are you talking about?!”

			Yolanda grabbed a URL and texted it to Dez. “Watch it,” Yolanda ordered nonchalantly. “I’m just heading out to pick up Michael’s costume. I’ll stop over.”

			“Hey, Mark,” Yolanda called, unsure where to even focus her voice. “Hey, I’m heading to Target for a costume that actually fits Michael.” She could not believe he thought his own son wouldn’t split the seams on last year’s Boba Fett suit. “Keep an eye on the wee one, yeah?”

			She smiled at Michael, and when he smiled back and used a Lego hand to wave goodbye, Yolanda came in for a hug. 

			“I’ll be right back,” she told him. “Listen to Daddy while I’m gone. And make good decisions. Make Captain America decisions.”

			“I will,” he answered with a Lego-hand salute.

			***

			Dez walked her phone to the charger, plugged it in, and sat on the floor next to it. She clicked the link Yolanda sent—a clip from the local news. A newscaster—Dez recognized him from his “on your side” coverage ads—stood on the front lawn of some suburban house surrounded by police tape. Dez didn’t know the house, figured it was some true crime thing she wouldn’t be interested in, and nearly clicked out until she heard On Your Side say, “Ellen Vivod never made it to work this morning.”

			“Vivod?”

			On Your Side turned to an elderly man, his arm being tugged by a dog leash. Maybe two. The newscaster continued, “According to neighbor Arthur Poignon, when he and his two dachshunds left for their morning walk, he heard her screaming.”

			On Your Side held his microphone out. Arthur Poignon surprised the newscaster by taking the microphone with his free hand. He spoke slowly.

			“The girls got to barking,” he nodded, first at On Your Side, then at the camera. “There was shouting.”

			Mr. Poignon looked sadly down at the dogs. 

			“Then it was quiet, and Mr. V opened the door.” 

			Arthur Poignon’s head nodded slightly with each sentence as if acknowledging to himself the truth of what he’d seen. Behind him, the perfectly benign house—beige siding, white shutters, a little American flag on the mailbox, curtains blowing along the side of the building—looked like anything other than the scene of a crime. As usual.

			“He was bloody,” Mr. Poignon nodded. “He smiled at my dogs.”

			Mr. Poignon looked up at On Your Side, whose expression was the frozen image of interest. 

			“And he…he just…he cut his own throat open.”

			“Oh my God...” Dez gasped, her focus
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