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Author’s Introduction

I’ve written a lot of short fiction over the years. When I started out collecting it, the process ended up being kind of random, and with this collection, and the preceding collection “A Taste of Blood and Roses,” I’ve attempted to rectify the situation. This book collects stories I’ve written wherein the protagonist, or those around the protagonist, are either consumed by, or controlled by, madness. I guess you could say that almost all horror stories involve some form of madness, but my breakdown is more along the lines of psychosis.

The cover story is one that first appeared in one of the Darkside anthologies edited by John Pelan. It shows a man slowly breaking down—an artist—and associating that madness with a whirling toy man on a pair of rubber bands. The tales presented here involve killers, victims, detectives, and run all the way to guilty mothers and fairy tales. There should be something to suit a variety of tastes, and hopefully you’ll find some new favorites to remember me by. Without further ado…

Let me tell you some stories…

David Niall Wilson


This story was written on board the USS Guadalcanal during one of the most prolific periods of my career. I started with the vague notion of writing something to capture the insane reaction of a shipmate to noises around him when he was trying to sleep…it got weirder.

Absolution

The pounding in his head was rhythmic, pulsing, excruciating and complete in its delivery of pain. He pulled the red, opaque shade of his wavering self-control down tightly and began taking deep, heaving breaths. The air in the alley was stale, fetid with the odors of piled refuse and animal urine. It did not clear his thoughts the way the cool, summer-green air of the Ozarks had when he was younger. In fact, it seemed to taint his thoughts, to chisel away at his ability to focus.

The pounding was growing louder… or was it growing closer? He could hear another sound, the rasping of labored, asthmatic breaths; they punctuated the booming rhythm. Then he knew the sound. It was heels. Fat, scuffed heels with sagging, droopy hose, hanging like limp folds of decaying flesh.

Click! Click! The steps were maddeningly slow. The sound drove sharp spikes of agony repeatedly into his skull.

“Stop!” The sound of his own voice startled him. It was dry and cracked. It had no volume. The heels continued their deafening, agonizingly slow transit of the alley’s mouth.

He pushed his palms into the gravel-strewn pavement beneath him so hard that his knuckles cracked. Like the gears of a rusty machine, his joints swung into action, gaining speed. The quick rush of air past his ears momentarily blocked out the crashing of the heels, but only momentarily. Then he was on his feet, galvanized, an empty green bottle in one hand and his eyes wide. The pounding stopped, but the rasping breaths magnified to a roaring gasp. The steps began again, but faster… erratic. Aged, brittle bones tried to avoid him, but tripped on the drooping hose-skin folds.

The bottle arced in a glittering, righteous swing of extermination. One wet crunch, then no more pounding… no more rasping. Silence. The red began to fade.
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“Bless me Father, for I have sinned… and these are my sins.”

The darkened window separating Sean from absolution seemed to breathe, as if it could absorb his words. There was no face to fix his gaze upon. There were no eyes to catch with the torment in his own. It was a solitary void, a black hole, reflecting guilt back into his face like an empty mirror.

“She was old, this one,” he began, not waiting to be prompted. The sweat was heavy on his brow, already beginning to run in sticky rivulets down the sides of his neck and dampening his collar. “I think she was sick. Her breathing was loud. So loud.”

The haze threatened to descend once more, and he fought it back frantically. He had to concentrate.

“She was loud! Too loud. Father, I couldn’t stand it. I tried to stop the noise, to concentrate. I tried to clear my mind. I know there is no excuse. It was too much. I had to stop her…”

The silence engulfed his inability to continue. He could see the scenes that screamed for release, could envision his own release. No questions rose to prompt his confession. No courage remained. His mind reeled, desire waging mind-fuck wars with his drifting consciousness.

“Father…” The walls receded. Everything receded. Silence gained weight—substance. Nothingness became palpable. All faded to black, then another vision rose—a vision of hatred, of punishing, unforgiving malice. “Father,” he whispered, but it was not Father, it was—Mother.

He shrank back into the uncompromisingly hard bench, curling toward a fetal, submissive position, heart hammering.

“Sean,” came the withering ice-cold wash of her voice, erupting from his memory—from beyond the confines of her own grave—“you have been evil again.” Not a question. “You were always evil. You were born as a temptation and a trial for a god-fearing woman. You must seek absolution.”

“I will, momma,” he whimpered. “I’ll confess everything. You’ll see. I’ll go to the Father, and…”

“No, Sean. You know that won’t do. Would you add your sins to mine? Would you burden me with the weight of your own evil?

“I will cleanse you. I will make you see the light. Only I.”

“No!” He startled even himself with his outcry. “You are gone! You can’t come back to me—ever. I will go to the Father, and he will listen… I will tell him everything!”

The eyes seemed to grow, expanding until they were vast pools of swirling vertigo, grasping at his courage. “You will not tell. You are my burden—my cross to bear. I will cleanse you. Only I.”

Sean sat up with a start, sweat flying off his matted hair. His sheets were soaked. The sun blinked at odd angles through the half-closed blinds of his window. It was all gone. All but the memory and the lingering pressure of those hate-filled eyes. In the corner he could see his clothes, crumpled and soiled. Beside them, stained a dark crusty brown, lay the broken neck of a green wine bottle. Nausea took him instantly, forcing him forward in a heaving retch. His gut was a gnarled tangle of grasping, barb-wire talons, ripping and tearing with icy malice.

What have I done? He thought, his mind reeling. How much was dream? Had anyone seen him? God… what was happening?

But Sean knew only too well what was happening. His life was unraveling like a tattered banner—a white banner. Surrender. Maybe his mother had been right. Maybe he was just evil.

As his breathing slowed, his frame was racked by convulsive shivers. The sweat on his skin grew cold—icy and unforgiving. He clutched the blankets up about his shoulders, hugging his knees with knuckle-whitening pressure.

At least the red had faded. At least his mind, for the moment, was his own. He knew he had to get up soon, had to cleanse the room—rid himself of all evidence. No one must know. Know about the evil—about the red. No one must find out about him before he was able to make things right. And Sean firmly believed that he would do that.

There is no tunnel without a light at the end. The calm, serene voice of Father Brennnan floated up from his memory. There is no mountain without a summit that can be reached, nor any darkness where we cannot reach the light. You must make your own way on the road to salvation. The decisions are yours.

And Sean had sat, hunkered down next to the ominously bulky form of his mother, drinking it all in, hope—help. He had believed in Father Brennan more than any one thing in his life. He’d memorized the words, the gestures, spent hour after hour sifting the meanings of the mass and the sermons through his young mind. Every time they passed the curtained, beckoning entrance to the confessional, he’d pressed toward it, pressed against his mother’s confining embrace, yearned for the chance at redemption.

He had walked as a prisoner, a captive in the very house of the lord. “Mother,” he’d whisper urgently. “I want to confess. I want to be good. Please, let me go this once. I won’t tell him… not ever… I just want…”

He could feel the force of her grip on his young shoulders, could feel his steps falter and the flush invading his cheeks as those nearest him noticed his clumsiness. The confessional was like an oasis of peace, a haven to be reached at all costs, a goal dangled just beyond his reach that filled his nights and haunted his waking hours. A never-realized dream.

The fear proved greater. Even now, more than ten years after his mother’s death, alone in a bare, lonely room, he could feel it. It was like a barrier, a wall. It was the wall that he had first tried throwing himself against as a boy, throwing himself toward absolution.

The girl’s name was Rebecca. She’d been the daughter of a woman who’d lived around the other side of the lake from Sean’s old house—the nearest neighbors. Seemed like all the houses around his had gotten empty one by one. He and his mother might have moved out, too, if his dad hadn’t died and left them to fend for themselves.

Still could’ve moved, he now knew, with the insurance and the pension—could have moved almost anywhere. Not his momma. No sir. Evil walked those city streets. Temptation littered the sidewalks and oozed from the bright neon of the night-world lights. So Sean had found Rebecca and used her to start chipping away at the wall.

He had never really meant to harm her; didn’t even know exactly what had happened, later. He could remember the red that had clouded his sight, could still see how it had shown him his mother’s scowling face leering at him from beneath the pigtailed, curly red hair that was not her own, replacing the smiling little girl’s expressions with those of her anger and accusation. Mother’s face. The wrong face. Evil. He would show them evil, he’d thought. Then they’d have to let him confess—to take him away from her. That had been the plan, anyway.

He had pushed her down roughly, grabbing a stick and swinging it like a small baseball bat, again and again. He had aimed at that face—how could it be wrong? One minute he’d been playing with a little girl, and the next his mother’s dark scowl had replaced that of his playmate—like a possession. He knew about possession… about evil. He listened every Sunday, and he knew. He would set things right. That was how he’d seen it.

His mother had seen it differently. First she’d seen to the cuts and bruises Sean had left on Rebecca, who’d been all but incoherent with fear. Then she’d locked Sean in his room and headed off to see Rebecca’s mother.

That was when he’d thought that they would come—the police, Father Brennan, someone, anyone who would want to help Sean with the evil. But they had not come. Only mother. Only she. It had been her job to cleanse.

And there had been others. Many others. Always it was the same. The haze would come down, his head would start pounding, things would shift so it was hard to focus—hard to understand what was happening. The sound was what would drive him over the edge, the harsh, too-loud sound that the haze brought—sometimes laughter—sometimes even whispers. Too loud. Unbearable.

Sean had stopped the sounds. He’d had to, over and over, and always he’d waited for someone to come and take away the evil—to cleanse him. Mother had said it was hers to do, but she had failed. She brought down the evil—hid it from the Father. Hid it from everyone. She told him how he would end up if he confessed—how she would end up. She worked at his thoughts, twisting them back around every time he began to think that he had them under control.

He slipped from beneath the sheets and began to scurry around his small apartment, wiping up blood stains, putting the broken bottle neck into a plastic bag, pulverizing it with frenzied, smashing swings against the tiled floor. He threw his clothes into the old washer and poured in soap, starting it up. Not much time. Almost light out. Almost time to go out into the world—to walk with the evil. No slips. He knew how he would end up… knew what they would do if they found out about him.

Sean worked for the city. He walked through the parks with a canvas bag over one shoulder and a sharp, pointed stake in his hand, picking up trash. Cleansing, he told himself. A thousand paper shreds—pieces of his life. His mother’s face would appear on each one, just before the spike on his stick impaled it. With every scrap, he would pray for release. Sometimes it helped. The air was clearer in the parks—usually. There was less noise.

It was only at night, if he were out too late when it grew dark, that his control would slip, abandoning him to the haze. It was the dark—like the closet. Like the confessional. His mother’s confessional, in among the boots and tobacco-scented jackets and the bugs—confessing to the walls. Unforgiving walls. Walls without hope.

Shaking thoughts of the past from his mind, steeling himself to mask his evil from the world, Sean dressed and left his apartment, locking the door carefully behind himself. He checked the hall and steps carefully, but there were no real traces of his night’s work visible. He moved quickly down the street, eyes steadfastly scanning the ground at his feet, avoiding contact that could give him away. Hiding in broad daylight. Hiding the evil.

The day passed slowly. It was hot, and there was a lot of trash in the park—more than was usual. He found himself falling behind early on, distracted by nervous fear. Quietly cursing himself for a fool, he hurried through the last half of the park, leaving the occasional gum wrapper in his haste and satisfying himself with cleaning up only the largest of the debris. Even so, it was late when he checked back in, turning in his equipment and punching the clock. There was no overtime on this job. The clock was merely another control, a way of pointing out his inadequacy.

He knew that he should hurry straight home, get himself off of the streets. The smell of food reminded him, though, that he had not eaten since the previous day, and his stomach instantly latched onto the aroma and began to protest. A quick hamburger, then home.

But the hunger was greater than he had though. He ended up with two hamburgers, French fries, a Pepsi, and too much time. When he left the small cafe, it was dusk, just floating toward night. He walked quickly, head still down. It was still somewhat light out, not yet dark. He would make it.

Jingling. Clinking coins. Shuffling, irregular steps. Tap. Tap. Red tinged the sidewalks. The tapping was loud—too loud. Sean walked faster. TAP! TAP! Too loud, rhythmic, pounding. More jingling—like some huge machine, crashing and grinding. The shuffling was nearer. Sean looked up, and all was red.

The old man was moving slowly down the sidewalk toward him, one arm extended with a tin cup, the other probing the ground with a metal-tipped walking stick. The man’s eyes were covered by a pair of dark glasses. Too dark. Closet eyes. The blind eyes of the confessional.

TAP! TAP!

“Please, please stop…” The words came out as a pleading whisper—unheard. Unheeded. Sean could hear nothing now but the cane—the coins—the shuffling, slow-moving feet. Somewhere far away he heard words—crashing words—a deafening, whining plea.

“Help for a blind man?” The words screamed. “Spare some change, Mister?”

“Just. Go. Away.” Sean forced the words through his teeth—like a hiss of steam, a wisp of silent smoke. They drifted into the night—overpowered by the noise, the deafening, endless, unbearable noise. Sean moved without thought.

He felt his leg connecting with the cane, heard the final clattering taps as it crashed to the street. He felt his hands circling a slender, wrinkled throat, squeezing. He felt the release of air—but no sound—squeezed harder. He felt hands ripping at him, heard the echo of the cup and its cargo of coins clattering on the sidewalk, one final, excruciating clatter. He squeezed until all struggle had ceased, then squeezed a bit more. It was silent, so perfectly silent that he almost cried aloud as it engulfed him. He let the old man fall to the sidewalk, turned to walk away.

Howling! God, the howling, screeching sound! The sirens! The unending rise and fall, the haze—swirling purple, then blue, then red. He staggered away. No! He screamed silently. No! I stopped it. I stopped the noise. I…

But it was too much. He was beyond control. He fell to his knees, bombarded by sound—felt himself slipping to total blackness—passing out. And new sounds. Too loud…


[image: ]



“Forgive me Father, for I have sinned… and these are my sins.” The dark, curtained window beckoned. Sean heard breathing, regular and calming. He heard a cough. His heart sped. He pictured Father Brennan’s face, calm and forgiving. He played back the view screen memories of evil, formed carefully the words that would bring each back to life. He could feel the cold iron of the manacles biting into his wrists, could sense the presence of the jailer, beefy-faced with contempt in his eyes waiting just beyond the alcove’s entrance. He could feel his mother’s spirit, hovering above, warning him away, but too late. Too late. He could see the hallway, beckoning, its finality absolute. He could feel the presence of the chair and its blinding flash of forgiveness. The absolute in absolution.

“Father,” he began at last, “I am evil. Cleanse me.”


This story was one of many I wrote over the years in my, so far, incomplete quest to be published in an anthology edited by Ellen Datlow. It was an attempt to get into one of the Fairy Tale anthologies…it missed the boat for that book, but found a home in the late PHANTASM Magazine…

Be Back by Midnight

The silence of the empty rooms was comforting. There was nobody home to speak harshly, no hand present to deliver pain, and no vicious words to slice emotional incisions in the remnants of her sanity.

Cynthia worked steadily, sweeping floors, dusting anything with a surface that she could reach. She covered each detail with a meticulous concentration born of despair. The mildewed spots on the ceiling seemed to mock her, as did the chipped plaster on the walls and the pitted, faded tiles of the floor. She could almost imagine there were tiny jeering faces grinning out at her from the shabby trappings that formed the boundaries of her life.

In a few short hours, Barbara and Deborah would be home, tossing their jackets and garbage about the house. They would slip in just ahead of their mother, giggling and whispering about their good times and making certain that they spoke just loudly enough that Cynthia would not miss a single word.

And they would consciously make a mess… still snickering quietly between themselves, spilling small puddles of diet soda on the counters, one by one, and watching as Cynthia hurried along behind, trying to wipe them up before Mother came home. Of course, it was not her mother. Judy, “Aunt Judy,” was Cynthia’s father’s little sister.

When Cynthia’s mother died, leaving her with a father who suddenly felt too intensely the burdens of a parenthood he’d never really wanted, it was Aunt Judy who “came through” for him.

“A girl needs a mother,” she’d said. Even then Cynthia’s mind had been able to translate the truth behind her aunt’s plastic, sugar-coated clichés of false compassion. I need a slave. That’s what Cynthia heard.

“She’ll have the girls here to help her through this. They’re all about the same age.”

My girls will have time now to learn to be ladies and to marry well.

Cynthia’s father had agreed immediately, not even acknowledging her tears. He had felt the freedom of bachelorhood calling, and, of course, “Your Aunt Judy knows about raising girls,” he’d said in a momentary flash of guilt over his own imagined inadequacy. “Look how well her two girls have turned out.”

At least he’d convinced himself. These were old memories, old pains. There had been no recent contact with her father; rather than fonder, absence had made the heart forgetful. The years were relegated to endless cycles of punishment, cleaning, cooking, and her studies. That was the one point, at least, where the world beyond their four walls had laws that could intervene. She went to school, and she did well. Public school, of course, not the private, exclusive school where Barbara and Deborah went.

She knew that her father still sent money for her needs… another stipulation of the law, because when the checks had begun to come regularly, the twins had been enrolled at Forester, the private school downtown. They now wore their “cute little uniforms” every day, which Cynthia of course had to wash and press. She was actually thankful that they didn’t attend the same school—it gave her a fighting chance at a few hours of normal life each day.

Right now there was no time for any thoughts but those of the tasks at hand. If this house was not spotless, she would have to start over with Mother Judy standing over her, sharp tongue promising dire punishments if it didn’t turn out perfectly.

Cynthia knew the reality of those promises, too. Once, when she was a girl of 10, she’d run a bath for her aunt. The water had not been the right temperature—which she’d later learned to be lukewarm—but had been too hot. She could still hear Aunt Judy’s voice, chilling and filled with malice.

“Try to burn me, will you? Think this is a big joke? Very funny, I suppose, quite cute. I have lessons for young hooligans such as yourself, lessons in respect, yes. Lessons in obedience.”

Her punishment had been to run another bath. Cold water, not lukewarm—not hot—just cold water, and then she had been told to strip out of her clothes and get in. She had done so, heart racing madly, shivering and chattering as the goose bumps raised on her arms. She could still remember the thought she’d had at that moment, that nothing in the world could be more cruel. Nor could she forget what happened next, erasing that conviction in an icy spasm of pure agony.

Aunt Judy had brought in a bucket, standing over Cynthia’s shivering form, huddled into a helpless little bundle of damp hair and shivering flesh. “This will teach you something, girl,” the woman had said, not smiling, exactly, but with a dark twist to her lips and a flickering—something—in her eyes. Then she upended the bucket into the tub at Cynthia’s feet, and the real “lesson” began.

It was ice. Bright, sparkling cubes dropped from the bucket to splash at her feet. They seemed to fall in slow-motion, catching the weird flickering light from the room’s small gas-burning heater like huge sparkling gems. Turning with a smirk of grim satisfaction painted across her face, Aunt Judy had reached down to that heater and turned off the burner.

Memory blurred at that point—or maybe it was just mercifully suppressed. The lights had been turned out, and she’d been forbidden to move. She’d been unable to move. The cold, at first, had been a stinging in her feet, on her back, then it had spread. It burned—worse than any fire, a searing, painful burn. Her jaws ached from the chattering—uncontrollable, like something had taken over her body and was using it as a plaything. She couldn’t move, but her jaw could.

Sometime later, someone must have drained the water and dragged her out. She had wicked bruises under her arms and on the backs of both legs and a large, egg-shaped lump had adorned her forehead, aching and throbbing unmercifully. She’d awakened to a fever, alternately shivering and soaking herself and her already fouled sheets in sweat. She was out of school for three days, during which the only words Aunt Judy said to her were, “Eat” and “damned, worthless little tramp.”

Aunt Judy had been right about one thing. Cynthia had learned. That, of course, was far from the last of her lessons, but it was still the most vivid. It was the point at which her helplessness had truly ingrained itself in her mind—the point where fear had become a way of life. Prior to that, she had been miserable, waiting on her aunt hand and foot, as well as her hateful cousins, but she had never truly been afraid for herself. Trying to blot the memories from her mind, she continued her cleaning. “What’s done is done.” That’s what Aunt Judy would say.

The doorknob rattled and the sound of giggling voices drifted in from the porch. Barbara and Deborah were home. Cynthia’s muscles tightened, and her head dipped unconsciously toward the floor. The door scraped open, and the two sisters were inside, a flurry of flying jackets, scuffing feet, and laughter.

“He was so cute,” Barbara was saying, kicking her shoes up against the wall beside the door and leaving a small black smudge on the white paint. “I just know he was smiling at me…”

“No way, sister dear,” Deborah jabbed back quickly. “It was these luscious thighs that caught his eyes, you can count on that. Did you see the way that girl he was with was glaring at me? It was just too funny.”

“I don’t know why his parents don’t get him out of that public school and send him to Forester,” Barbara complained. “All we get are snobs and jerks.”

Cynthia didn’t look up. She went straight back to the door and wiped the smudge carefully off of the wall, trying not to show her anger in the way she walked, or in the expression of her face. Then she picked up their discarded coats, folding them neatly over her arm and taking them to the front closet, only a few feet away.

She knew they were talking about Jason Johnson. Who else? She’d seen him enough times, at school, leaning on his locker and surrounded by a small crowd of “in” friends, or walking hand in hand with one of the cheer-leaders.

Her one friend, the existence of which she kept to herself when she was at home, was a chubby, round-faced girl named Becky-Anne Backer. Becky had been mooning over Jason all year long, writing silly little notes to herself about how he secretly loved her and commenting to Cynthia at every opportunity on the merits of his athletic anatomy.

Cynthia had little time for such daydreams. She had more than enough to keep her busy, and she had her studies. She took them more seriously than any other aspect of her life, clung to them like a lifeline. In a way, she knew, that’s exactly what they were. They were her hope that one day she’d be able to do something other than clean up after her sisters and her aunt, and that was all she had to live for… hope and the future.

Still—there were times when she’d found herself, usually at lunch time when sitting under one of the shade trees in front of the school and watching the other students passing by, wondering what it would be like if someone like Jason would notice her. She could imagine standing and talking with him, the feel of his strong arm around her waist—the security of being one of the chosen crowd.

She heard the refrigerator door slamming shut, and the whoosh and pop of a diet soda being opened. It was Barbara, she knew, before she even turned around. Of the two sisters, Deborah was the cutest, only slightly chubby with long, athletic legs. When it was genuine, which was seldom, she also had a very pretty smile.

Barbara, on the other hand, had a pretty face and great hair (Cynthia had been stuck braiding and brushing it often enough), but she was overweight. Not fat, really, but just past that point where the curves of her body went in quite the directions an adolescent boy craves. She made up for her lack of looks with a caustic, evil tongue and a quick, sarcastic wit. Neither girl had had much luck with boys, though that could be blamed almost as much on Aunt Judy as on any lack of popularity on the part of the sisters.

Both girls were endlessly praising themselves, hinting at liaisons and romantic intrigues that Cynthia knew had never existed. She also went to great pains to conceal her own figure, wearing baggy shirts and shapeless pants, wearing her long, shiny gold hair in tight braids that she tied back in a severe bun. She was pretty—maybe too pretty for her own good. It grated on the sisters’ nerves constantly, and they never hesitated to find new and more cruel ways to vent this frustration. It was better if she just kept her fantasies to herself and outwardly appeared to care about nothing in school but her books and her homework.

“Hey, Cynthia! I’m talking to you. Don’t you ever pay attention?” Barbara’s voice cut through her thoughts, and she looked up quickly,

“Yes?” she said hesitantly, not wanting to say anything that might invite the other girls’ ire. “Do you need something?”

“No, stupid. I just asked you a question. Now quit staring off into space for a minute and talk to me. I asked about your prom. Ours is a week earlier than yours, but we were wondering if you knew who Jason Johnson was taking? Has he asked anyone? You never do anything else there, the least you could do is pay attention for us and take notes!”

Cynthia blushed, knowing that almost any answer at this point would be treading on thin ice. “I… I don’t see him that much,” she said lamely. “He’s in my Algebra class… sometimes I see him in the hall. I haven’t noticed any one girl, though. He has so many friends.”

“With a butt like that it’s a wonder one of the woman teachers hasn’t gone for him,” Deborah cut in. “He is just to die for!”

The two forgot her almost as fast as they’d noticed her, and Cynthia moved off down the hall toward her room with a soft sigh of relief. She could hear the girl’s words trailing off… talk of new dresses and hairstyles. The prom. She’d forgotten all about it—or, more precisely, she’d pushed it from her mind as something that was part of a world she didn’t belong in. She knew she’d never get to go. The dance was a month away, and she felt the tears rimming her eyes at the thought of her two cousins, babbling and gloating over their own dates and plans. All she had to look forward to was the extra work of hemming and pressing their gowns and braiding Deborah’s hair.

She closed the door to her room softly, going straight to her desk and burying her nose in an American History book. She stayed that way for a long time, straight on through her aunt’s noisy return and angry railing over the “filthy mess” she’d left of the kitchen, where she’d left her two cousins. For once, she hardly noticed. Tears blurred the words before her, and thoughts of people and places far away filled her mind, pushing against the relentless wall of despair that was her life.
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“I’ve received notice from your school that your prom is coming up,” Aunt Judy said over breakfast. Cynthia’s shoulders tightened, but she did not look up from the dishes she was washing. She didn’t answer. She just continued to scrub the frying pan in her hand, knuckles white from the pressure.

Just when the silence had reached that danger point where she would have to speak or risk her aunt’s anger, Judy spoke again.

“I was thinking it might be nice for you to attend. You do work so hard around here…”

Was that sarcasm? Was it possible that she was serious? The same pressure that had borne her spirits down moments before was threatening to make her faint with hope. Still, though, she wasn’t quite able to speak.

“Well?” The customary ire was jumping back to her aunt’s voice, and that seemed to trigger Cynthia’s own trembling lips.

“I… I’d like to go, if it’s really okay? I mean, thank you, I…”

“Don’t get moving too fast for your brain to keep up, girl,” Aunt Judy continued, and expression somewhere between a smile and a smirk on her face. “There’s conditions to this… things I want you to do before I say yes.”

Cynthia heard the words, but she didn’t let them dampen her new-found high spirits. The feeling was just too good. If her aunt was going to tease her with it, so be it, she would savor the emotions as long as she could.

“I’ve bought material,” her aunt went on, “for the girl’s dresses, but I have no time to get it all done. Their dance is a week before yours. If you keep up on your chores, and you get their things ready for them, we’ll see about you going to yours. Now, no promises—there’s always so much to do here. Lord knows you have enough trouble keeping up with it. The material and things are in your room.”

And that was it, then. There were only two weeks before the other girls’ dance—two short weeks that might last forever. Endless complaints and questions from her cousins, the inevitably increased difficulty of pleasing her aunt with her housework, and the carrot dangling tantalizingly before her longing eyes, all these images blended in her mind, making her almost dizzy.

“I… I’ll do my best,” she stuttered, finally realizing she’d been washing the same plate forever and moving quickly to rinse it. She could feel her aunt’s eyes boring through some point at the center of her spine, could almost picture the malicious twist of her lips.

“I know you will, young lady. I’d expect no less.”
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Cynthia worked steadily, compromising when she could on her studies—skimming reading assignments and even once, though she nearly died of fright at the thought of being caught, copying Becky’s homework for her algebra class. The dresses, thankfully, were not too complicated, which made it easier to work quickly.

As she worked, she saved little scraps of the material, little pieces of lace and extra buttons. She knew she’d never have time to make herself a prom dress, even on the unlikely chance that Aunt Judy would buy her the material, but she had a plan of her own. There was a dress, one she’d been given a long time before when Barbara was smaller, that she thought she could still fit into. With a little embellishment, and a lot of luck, she knew she could make something appropriate out of it. At least she wouldn’t look out of place.

That would all have to wait, she knew. First she had to get the cousins suitably attired, and there was a seemingly endless string of odd jobs to occupy her now-valuable time. There were closets that suddenly “had” to be cleaned and re-organized, old clothing that needed to be repaired, which meant re-threading the old sewing machine time and again. Even the meals were more complex. It was obvious that not only her aunt, but her cousins as well, were taking great enjoyment from her jittery, nervous excitement. Her only solace was that the girls would never do anything that they truly thought might keep her from finishing their dresses.

The two outfits, Deborah’s a pale blue smock with lace fringe and Barbara’s, a black gown that was designed to make her look more slender, were coming together more quickly and with better results than any of them had expected. Perhaps it was just the extra incentive, beyond fear of punishment for once, that drove Cynthia’s creativity. Perhaps it was fate. In any case, both girls grudgingly complimented her on her handiwork, and by the day of their prom, had both been down to the shoe store, new gown in hand, to pick out the “perfect pumps” for the dance. Even Aunt Judy seemed pleased, though it was almost impossible to detect in her impassive, brooding features.

And that very night, while her Aunt was
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