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			Introduction

			by J.A.W. McCarthy

			Emma E. Murray is not afraid.

			She’s not afraid of the monsters lurking in the furthest corners of night, the gods who demand unspeakable sacrifices, the machines that kill their creators, the disappointment that comes after getting the one thing you want most. She is not afraid of bodies tearing apart in acts of desperation, of beating hearts and drowning lungs as nourishment. There is an I see you; we are not so different vulnerability within the troubled minds of Murray’s characters, an embracing of obsession that is uncomfortably familiar as it digs into our own darkest secrets and desires. She knows the most nutrient-rich morsels flourish in the dark.

			Of course, as lovers of horror, we’re not necessarily afraid to follow Murray into that darkness. We stand behind her, thrilled, repulsed and heartbroken all at once, as she guides us through the lives of people cleft by desperation, pummeled by loss, buoyed by a barbed hope that births the kind of actions that seem unthinkable until we’re fully in their skin. It’s easy to slip into the skin of a character who nurtures a severed limb as a whole, living child when that character is penned by Emma E. Murray.

			We are all afraid of loss, as the stories in this collection illustrate, so perhaps that is Murray’s one fear, even as she faces it head-on. Loss is felt most acutely in the presence of love, so that leads me to another fear we share as humans, even as we spend our lives chasing it: love.

			Yes, I realize I’m dangerously close to unravelling my own theory. Still, I maintain that Emma E. Murray is fearless as a writer. She certainly knows fear well enough to unsettle her readers, immersing us in all the gruesome details of flesh and muscle and sinew, keeping us turning the pages with adrenaline-fueled fervor. She knows fear well enough to have danced with it, dismantled it, and rebuilt it with all its bile-drenched vulnerabilities proudly displayed on the outside. 

			The theme of loss remains an anvil over our heads, shadowing every step we take, and Murray’s writing shows she experiences it no differently. Because we fear loss, we as humans tend to fear love. We wrap ourselves in the armor of indifference, soothe our tender hearts by distancing ourselves from those closest to us, justifying our cruelties with the good old chestnut of “you’re better off without me.” This is the space in which Murray forces our eyes open, holds us to the page and ensures that we feel everything. This is where Murray’s fearlessness shines brightest.

			Emma E. Murray is not afraid of love.

			Monsters, serial killers, kidnappers, grotesque omens from the heavens—they hold no dominion over us if we remain afraid of love. You wouldn’t fear the noose if you didn’t have anyone or anything to live for. You wouldn’t find power in pain if you didn’t love yourself enough to fight for your autonomy. 

			Because Murray is not afraid of love, these stories hit hard. The women and children in The Drowning Machine and Other Obsessions draw great strength from their love even as they face the very human terror of losses staggering enough to shatter the soul. In these stories, love is the driving force, the flesh and bone machine that inspires a child to sacrifice herself for another, a teen to mutilate herself at the urging of a manipulative god, a woman to do the unthinkable in order to protect her child. They tear themselves open, unafraid of their vulnerability, unashamed in their need. These characters may break, but they put themselves back together, even if it’s in ways we’re afraid to imagine.

			From mothers who sacrifice themselves to the unknown for their children, to women who will do anything to become one with what they desire, this collection is an unflinching cornucopia of terrible acts rooted in a love so bright it burns away the resulting pain. Reason is eclipsed, consequences inconsequential compared to the goal: the thriving survival of what these characters love. A love so all-consuming these characters march eagerly into the flame. 

			So we follow Murray through these pages, these lives. We see the strength that comes from letting love in, and the horrors of fighting to save it. When love finds you, you fight like hell to keep it. You preserve an image, a body part, an echo of a perfect moment, all at the expense of your health and sanity. You crack your chest open, nestle what you love next to your heart, feed it with your blood, use your fear to render your flesh as the ultimate nourishment, your body as feast and seawall. After reading these stories, you can easily picture yourself gnawing off your own arm, not to save yourself, but to save the love that you once feared.

			All this to say, The Drowning Machine and Other Obsessions is not only a horror collection; it’s a collection of love. And what could be more terrifying? Heartache may be the greatest human horror, but it’s also an invitation. 

			Eyes open. Hurry up. Emma E. Murray is holding the door open for you.

			— J.A.W. McCarthy

			October 2024
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			An Angel of God

			The day after St. John died, swaddled in my arms, was the day the airplane crashed in the valley. I’d just finished washing his tiny form in the basin and was getting his clothing ready while he lay wrapped in one of the good towels, his slack face drying under the cloudless sky. I had the onesie from Mamaw in my hands, smoothing it between my fingers and wondering how the sky could be so beautiful when the heavens should’ve been opening up to weep, when I saw something come sailing into the valley, just above the treetops and silent as a monk.

			I had to shield my eyes. The soundless figure was a blip of white haloed by sunburst. My breath caught in my throat. I was sure it was an angel of God, but then it changed before my eyes. It became a plane, the small kind that rich folk like to show off in. I watched as it drifted down, a white whisper into the treetops, and disappeared into the foliage. The mountains echoed with the roar of limbs ripping from their trunks and a flurry of birds scattered into the air. Then all was quiet again, as if it hadn’t happened at all.

			For a while, I pretended like it hadn’t. I dressed St. John in a clean cloth diaper and then the terrycloth onesie with a yellow duck embroidered on the chest. The last thing from Mamaw before she passed not long after I found out I was with child. I combed the wisps of fawn-brown hair on his two-month-old head and held him close to me, rocking him in my arms as I walked slow and deliberate to the grave I’d dug with my trowel and my own hands.

			There was no reason to find a way into town for a funeral. Nobody was left to attend save myself. No reason for a plot in the churchyard with the family. That’d be too far for me to visit as often as I’d want to, so I knew I had to bury him down from the house, near the little creek. It was pretty there, shady and the ground was soft and mossy. Sure, the preacher wouldn’t approve, but he’s wrong about a lot of things. That’s why I don’t waste my time there anymore. No, this would be better. A comfortable place for his head to rest, under the earth but forever nearby; a little wooden cross to mark it with his name written as pretty as I could. The name I’d picked from my favorite book from school; a good and honest man’s name who was also taken too young.

			My hands shook as I set him down, but I couldn’t bring myself to cover him. Not yet. His placid face, already darkening from that disrespectful, violent hand of death. No, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t say a word, but my heart prayed louder than my voice ever could. Please God, give him back. I can’t take it. And that’s when I heard the sound of the Lord calling me.

			High-pitched, thin screeching, like when a frog or fish has the life squeezed out of them, but much louder and full of terror; it wasn’t at all the glorious sound I’d expected from an angel, and yet I instinctively knew what it was. I couldn’t leave St. John there, for fear some wild thing would carry him off, so I wrapped him in a blanket and set him in his cradle in the bedroom before hurrying out to follow the sound.

			My heart throbbed against my breastbone as I stumbled through the tall grass and weaved between trees. I felt my pulse behind my eyes, and my temples and ’round the nape of my neck ran with a cold sweat as if I was fevered. No pastor had ever preached about that, but I knew it was the angelic voice that caused it, along with the nausea and racing thoughts, flashing through my mind like secret messages written in light. Entranced, I followed the sound into the valley, where the plane had gone down.

			It was easy enough to find once I got close. Though the canopy had enveloped it from above, below a trail of dangling branches and ruin led me along. The wings had been shorn from its sides as soon as it’d entered the forest. They lay in strange angles, tossed into the embrace of the trees. Farther down, I could make out the fuselage, unnaturally white among the dappled shadows. The otherworldly sound had dulled to an irritating hum, like a child’s shriek muffled through a pillow.

			I climbed through tangles of undergrowth to reach the wreckage and peer inside. My still-healing womb ached with the exertion, but I continued on. Branches had snaked through the windshield and caught the pilot in their arms, winding through his open mouth and pinning him to the seat. A heavy headset threatened to slip off, trails of blood congealing down his face. His eyes were concealed by sunglasses, and I thanked the Lord in a hushed whisper that I did not have to witness their lifeless stare. That was when I realized the sound was not coming from inside the cockpit but farther into the forest. My mind was suddenly bombarded with images of torture and agony, and I knew I was close to finding the angel.

			Slinking through the branches, crawling over logs while insects rose in anger and scurried across my hands, twigs catching in my hair and etching faint lines of blood across my face, I continued through the dense brush, thick and undisturbed by the airplane. I knew he was there ahead. I heard the monstrous voice calling me, though it was weak. Then I saw the angel.

			 His arms were stretched out between two trees, and he hung between them like Jesus on the cross. From his bowed head, beneath the blood-streaked mop of hair, his mouth gaped open and the terrible, inhuman sound still ushered forth, though cracking and weaker than ever. His lower half was missing, nowhere to be seen in the rubble around, and his intestines draped down in red ropes, waterfalling to the forest floor. Behind him, beams of sunlight peeked through the trees and backlit him in holy light.

			He didn’t look like I’d expected based on all the sermons, Christmas cards, and illustrated bibles I’d seen, but still I knew he was an angel. The moment I saw him, a voice like a thousand voices boomed in my mind and told me, through the voice of the Lord, that this horrid creature was sent just for me.

			His eyes were closed, and he didn’t seem to notice when I approached, though I wondered if perhaps he was too deep in prayer, communing with God about what would happen next. It occurred to me that angels often appeared as a sort of test, making sure you were worthy of the miracles they came to bestow, so I set to work immediately on freeing him. Careful hands dislodged the tangled intestines from the bushes before lifting him from his perch, climbing back down to carry him home. It was difficult to carry him, though he was not as heavy as I’d expected. I never realized how much weight our legs held. Still, my shirt was soaked with sweat by the time the house came into view.

			The angel still hadn’t opened his eyes, but I felt his ragged breath against my chest while I carried him, though I was relieved his terrible noise stopped as soon as I had removed him. Laying him across the kitchen table, carefully coiling his innards into a neat bunch and placing them beneath him, I set to work straight away. I wrung warm water out of clean cloths, using the good towels even knowing they’d be ruined. I’m no nurse, but I knew I had to keep everything from drying up. I wrapped his waist in plastic wrap, carefully pressing the wet towels around him first, and waited. He remained silent save some wheezing through the first couple hours and the first time I changed out the wound dressing.

			I felt strange in my house with two heavenly, muted bodies. A heaviness grew on my shoulders, and I fiddled with my hands, unsure of how to keep from being idle. I washed the used towels and hung them to dry, hoping it’d happen quickly in the breeze so that I’d have them ready again for the next cleaning. As I was wiping down the sink, wringing the red, tainted water from the rag before wetting it again, I heard a gasp behind me. My whole body shuddered as the wincing, high-pitched screech that had brought me to the angel rang from him again, though quieted to a near whisper by his strained throat.

			I wheeled around, grasping the sink behind me as my legs weakened under his haunted stare. He seemed to look through me to another plane, yet still I pushed through my fear and forced him to lock eyes with me. I knew it worked because my mind seemed to fuse with his in a sudden flash of white light and warmth. I cried out in the brief moment of ecstasy, but he looked frightened and confused, and I realized he might still be testing me, so I composed myself.

			His lip quivered as he tried to speak, but only fragmented sounds escaped in the same hoarse squeaks as before. His eyes roved my face, searching for comprehension, and I wondered if he was speaking a celestial language I couldn’t understand.

			“Shh, there, there. I’m taking care of you. Here, drink some water.” I offered the cup I’d readied to his lips, but he took only the smallest sip before gagging and turning his head away. “Tell me what you need and I’ll fetch it. I want to help you.” Then it was my turn to tremble as I leaned closer, feeling his breath hot on my face as I whispered in his ear, “Tell me what I need to do so you’ll bring him back.”

			His mouth continued to move in shapes as if he were speaking, but there was nothing except the noise. I turned my head, nearly pressing my ear against his lips, trying to make any sense of his labored sounds. Then I heard something resembling words, like a whisper through static. I closed my eyes and forced them into real words, teasing out his command until my mind flooded with the image of a stained-glass window I’d seen as a child, depicting an angel with wings outstretched against a blue sky.

			“A stained glass? But I don’t know how.” I looked at him, pleading with my eyes, but he stared back in the same distant way.

			I fell to my knees and threw back my head, my neck long and craning as I prayed for guidance. The orange-red rays of sunset sprayed through the kitchen window and fell across the angel, bathing him in light. I understood. God revels in the creations of man because it is through him it is created.

			After fitting the bed with sheets and tucking him in to rest, I quickly gathered every glass and bottle in the house, laid them on the kitchen floor covered by the spare sheet and hammered them into broken pieces. Green olive oil and wine bottles, brown beer bottles, the yellow sunflower that decorated Mamaw’s old wind chime, and the cobalt blue glassware that had been an early wedding present before Samuel ran off; I took them all and smashed them into puzzle pieces to be assembled. I knew I couldn’t craft a stained glass with no practice or skill, not like the angel I’d seen in the chapel, but I tried a different approach with the materials I had.

			The cement mixture slopped in the white bucket as I stirred it in the early evening twilight, the stars just beginning to speckle the sky and a light rain misting down. I poured it into the makeshift mold I’d sawed and pieced together, stomping the pieces of plywood into the mud until they stuck in the shape I’d envisioned. Then I scrambled to arrange the glittering pieces into something beautiful. An angel.

			I rushed into the house once more, feeling the burning of the Holy Spirit flowing through my veins, and hurried to find more of my most precious and beautiful objects to add to the artwork. The small white shells from when I visited the ocean as a child, the mother-of-pearl buttons I’d been saving for my favorite sweater, the red glass earrings, and the fake diamond ring that had sparkled in the sun when I showed it off and lied that it was real. I added these all, sliding them into the thickening mixture, arranging them in neat lines and geometric patterns that radiated out through the angel’s wings. By the time I finished, the rain had stopped, and the cement had hardened too much to rearrange anything, so I forced myself away to go change the real angel’s dressings, telling myself it’d look better when it could sparkle in the morning light. Not just a collage of trash, but something worthy of the Lord.

			However, I couldn’t sleep a wink, and lay on the floor, one hand in the cradle on my son’s chest, listening to the quiet breathing of the angel above us on the bed. When the first rays of sun fell through the cold morning air, I ran outside to see my masterpiece. 

			It wasn’t beautiful at all. A monstrosity, childlike and embarrassing. But wouldn’t the Lord see my effort, and knowing my limitations, see the beauty in what I was able to create with my own humble hands?

			The morning glowed as the sun rose over the mountains, but there was a stale stagnation, barren and foul, in the air. Perhaps it wasn’t enough. I knew the angel would be disappointed before I even entered the room, but when I saw his far-off look, his breath shallow and his brows forced together in a tight frown, I wept. I fell from his side and crawled across the floor to the cradle where St. John lay, his skin more mottled and his face barely recognizable as my little sunshine.

			Above us, I heard a sputter and then a low moaning. I pulled myself back to my feet and stood at the foot of the bed. I noticed blood and fluids seeping through the towels and plastic wrap, puddling around him and soaking into the sheets and mattress. His face was blanched, and I thought about all the blood he’d lost from the injury and subsequent wound dressings, but could an angel die? I bit my lip.

			I gathered the angel in the blanket and into my arms, cradling his half-body like an infant as I carried him through the house and into the front yard to behold my offering. He instinctively clung to me with the little strength he had left, arm draped over my shoulder, and I noticed he was much cooler than before, almost cold to the touch. As we stepped into the orange morning, my eye caught two planes circling the valley like vultures.

			I had to coax him to open his eyes, parting in a squint from the rising sun and scanning briefly across my sparkling masterpiece before closing again. There was no change in expression or evidence he’d seen what I’d worked so hard on all night. Something inside me dropped like a weight in my stomach, and anger churned in the burning bile, but wrath is a sin and I knew the Lord was still testing me. Gently, I brought the angel back inside, nestled him into the quilts on the bed, and forced a dribble of water into his mouth with an eyedropper along with some baby Tylenol, even though I knew it wouldn’t help much.

			“Please, I tried my best. I really did. Now, help me. That’s why you came, isn’t it?” The words were scarcely a whisper in my dry, tight throat as I watched the angel’s eyelids flutter, but he didn’t answer. I clutched my hands into fists against my thighs. Swallowing the sob building in my throat, I threw myself across the room to my baby’s cradle and tore his tiny, cold form from it, holding him against my chest.

			I swung my body back toward the deformed creature on my bed and scowled, my lip rising high and my mouth bitter with venom.

			“Are you what I get after all these years of prayer, faith, and absolute devotion? Where’s my miracle? Look at my son. You asked for art, and I made it. I passed your test. I did everything I was supposed to my whole life. Now bring him back!” The words gushed out along with streams of tears and mucus. I fell to my knees, gasping for air between heaving sobs. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Just, please, look at him. Please.”

			On my knees, baby still pressed to my bosom with one arm, the other hand raked across the sheet, clawing toward the angel. “He’s more beautiful than anything else I could ever make. I’m no artist, but I’m a mother. That’s what you made me, Lord. Give him back. Please, just once. Just this once.”

			The words disintegrated into guttural sounds and wheezes, but the angel turned his head and opened his eyes. I knew he saw my son: his discolored skin, his distending belly, his still chest. A fly landed on his face and tried to enter his nose, but I waved it away, holding back a curse. He saw that death was eating away at him and soon there wouldn’t be enough to come back. Lazarus was empty four days, and my little St. John had already been gone for nearly two. My eyes pleaded with the angel; my every breath begged him.

			He craned back his neck and fully opened his eyes, and when I followed his eyeline, there was the small painting hung over my bed of Jesus on the cross. Something inside me clicked, and I knew this was a sign.

			I took St. John out to the barn first, swaddled in his bassinet, which I placed in the corner after sweeping away the straw. As I walked back to the house, tires crunched along the gravel road and men’s voices drifted up in fragmented echoes from the valley. My blood raced through my veins, spurring me to hurry with my work.

			The broken angel was hardly human at all by this point, having morphed in his dying into his true, strange, and unearthly appearance. His skin a translucent pale like a cave salamander, the blue of his circulatory system showing as if through frosted glass. The plastic wrap holding his guts in place had yellowed with fluid and pus, hanging loose and soggy, and the pink of his intestines peeked through, threatening to burst forth. His breathing was so slight as to only be perceived by a hand close to his nose to feel the faintest puff of air, no longer rabbit-like but slowed as if he were holding his breath to conceal the glimmer of life still within. When I picked him up in my arms, I felt beneath the cool flesh something like the flicker of a flame.

			

			As I walked him to the barn, I could see movement in the trees of the valley and more voices. I knew I had to work quickly. I laid him on a bed of straw while I tugged and dislodged the long, thin beams of the wall with a hammer. The roof groaned in protest to its shifting weight. I fashioned the cross on the floor, and then I dragged the angel’s temporary body to its final position, his limp arms easy to manipulate and his head lolling back and forth only a moment before resting his chin against his chest. Light flooded my mind with every blink, incorporeal bells rang in incessant, painful reverberations, and a frantic energy crescendoed inside me. I needed to make a sacrifice of my own.

			I took the knife and forced it through my left palm, and then struggling to do the same to the right while blood pumped hot and slippery from the wound. All around
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