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          Editorial

          1,100 Words

          Jason Sizemore

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to issue 125! This month we bring you a varied group of dark and disturbing fiction. We have everything from questionable beauty health regimens to a chilling Southern Gothic witch’s tale.

      The Apex team finished its 2022 Kickstarter campaign. It was an exhausting, but productive 30 days. We made our initial funding goal in eight days, but then things slowed and we were worried about securing funds for all six issues and other stretch goals. In an exciting down-to-the-wire finish, we received a large, generous pledge from a backer in the literal final minute of the project to reach our stretch goal of publishing a special Asian and Pacific Islander issue of the zine. In the end, our backers contributed $26,000 to the Kickstarter. Apex Magazine thanks you for your support and promises to make 2022 as awesome as 2021!

      Having said that, we truly do hope this will be our last Kickstarter for the zine. You’ll see us putting additional emphasis on our Patreon and subscription options. Not doing a Kickstarter in 2022 is our number one goal right now.

      Looking ahead, we have a busy last quarter of the year. In October, we will release issue 126, our Indigenous Futurists issue guest-edited by Allison Mills. Then November sees issue 127. Finally, December will be issue 128, our special International Futurists issue guest-edited by Francesco Verso. The table of contents has been announced for both special issues. You can find them here1 (Indigenous) and here2 (International).
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      We kick off issue 125 with Joelle Wellington’s Southern Gothic story “COTTONMOUTH.” While I love Southern Gothic, I’m also very picky when it comes to the genre. Joelle’s use of language, history, and the paranormal are exquisite and memorable.

      There are plenty of takedowns out in the world of the self-help business. In “Next to Cleanliness” the focus moves from the less-than-honest aspects of beauty and health gurus and instead examines the suffering the recommended regiments can create.

      “Discontinuity” by Jared Millet is an excursion into space-based science fiction. While the trope is well-worn (time and space have gone wibbly-wobbly), there are some excellent considerations about substance abuse interwoven in a tightly written plot.

      Maggie Slater’s “Candyland” is another strange tale that covers tangential narrative ground to “Next to Cleanliness.” Maggie’s protagonist awakens to a saccharine, candy-coated world that is much more than a mallet-sized metaphor for the shallowness of online personalities. It’s a sly and sharp satire of personal image and what it truly means.

      “Gift for the Cutter Man” currently holds the record for the most content warning labels. Certainly, this body-horror short isn’t for the faint of heart, but it is not filled with gratuitous violence and imagery. The true pain is the helplessness and desperation the protagonist feels that leads to a devastating climax.

      Finally, we welcome back one of our most popular authors—Rachel Swirsky—with her “Wake Up, I Miss You.” It’s an unusual story that rewards multiple readings. The way Rachel relates memories with storytelling and the nature of loss is brilliant and poetic.

      We have a trio of classic reprints this month. The first is “Deep Night” by Tenea D. Johnson from 2003. “The Rat” by Yohanca Delgado is a Year’s Best selection from John Joseph Adams and Veronica Roth. “The Ever-Dreaming Verdict of Plagues” by Jason Sanford is a novelette-length story featuring the protagonist from his debut novel, Plague Birds, that arrives September 21st from Apex Books.

      Our nonfiction comes from Maria Dong and Ken MacGregor. Maria examines the ways character agency is addressed in publishing via her favorite reality television show. Ken shares a hilarious example of when a writer’s mind can be a little too creative.

      Our featured author interviews this month are with Joelle Wellington and Rose Keating. We also have our third conversation with amazing artist Marcela Bolívar.

      Rounding out issue 125 are a trio of reviews. A.C. Wise gives us the latest installment of her short fiction review series Word for Thoughts. We also present reviews of Grave Reservations by Cherie Priest and Malefactor by Robert Repino.
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      I’d like to give a special shoutout to honorary editor, Jeff Reynolds. Jeff picked up the Become an Apex Magazine Editor reward in last year’s Kickstarter, so he helped us with the construction of issue 125 from start to finish. Judging by his editorial that appears right after this one, he might be addicted to zines now!
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      Enjoy the issue, and we’ll see you next month!

    

    
      
      

      1 https://apex-magazine.com/indigenous-futurists-original-fiction-toc/

      

      2 https://apex-magazine.com/international-futurists-full-toc/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Words from the Honorary Special Editor

          700 Words

          Jeffery Reynolds

        

      

    

    
      As a youth, I considered and subsequently discarded a variety of potential occupations, as well as a heck of a lot of different jobs in adulthood. I’ve been a burger flipper, a rock core sample prepper, an administrative assistant, and an IT manager. I ever spent a summer drying seaweed in a processing facility.

      Though I’m in my fifties, I’ve yet to decide what I want to be. Why settle? I like the thought of continually remaking myself, being renewed.

      Beyond the bad jobs and good jobs, a degree in game design, and the countless training courses, there remained a buried desire to be a writer, something I’d dreamed of since childhood. To work in the publishing industry. I’ve been pretty lucky to have a handful of stories published in the past few years and hope to have more of those soon. There’s no better time to reach for your dreams than now.

      But I’ve thought about other roads into publishing, too. Ways of becoming more connected with the work of writing. To, perhaps, shift my career in a new direction. One path I’ve considered is to become the editor of my own webzine. Before doing so, I wanted to understand what the work entails. When the opportunity came to learn what being an editor meant with prestigious a publication such as Apex Magazine, I leapt.

      The past few months have given me insight into the roles that staff play in producing a great magazine. Whether it’s first readers wading through the slush pile to find those nuggets that readers will love, or selecting cover art for the issue (which was super fun), putting out a webzine takes a great deal of effort from a lot of folks. It takes many supporters, too. I’m honored to have had the opportunity to work with them on the current issue. I can only hope I’ve been helpful to them in return for what they taught me.

      But by far the hardest job for me was the selection of final stories. While Lesley and Jason made the ultimate choices, they gave me a chance to read the stories that had reached the final level of consideration and weigh in on which ones I thought were best. There are limited numbers that can be purchased for each issue. I’ve been on the other side of this process. I know what it’s like to go through the submission process, to get past first readers, perhaps second and third, to get all the way to the final round, only to receive a rejection. Those are hard rejections, maybe the hardest. But I know your stories are going to turn up elsewhere. Keep writing and submitting.

      Here are the results of all that work. There are amazing stories in here. I love the cover art by Marcela Bolívar. I’m proud to be listed as an honorary Apex Editorial Minion and am thankful to Lesley and Jason for the opportunity.
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          COTTONMOUTH

          5,000 Words

          Joelle Wellington

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Joelle Wellington grew up in Brooklyn, New York, where her childhood was spent wandering the main branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. Her love of the written word led her to a B.A. in Creative Writing and International Studies. When she isn’t writing, she’s reading and when she’s not doing that, she’s attempting to bake bread with varying degrees of success. She is represented by Quressa Robinson of Nelson Literary Agency.

        

      

      
        
        Content Warnings1

      

      

      He finds her in his grandpa’s attic, in the Big House.

      The hatch has been locked up tight since the day Grant Dixon was born—twenty-two years of locked up tight—and long before.

      He used to ask about it, between the stories his Grandpa Dixon liked to tell.

      Grandpa Dixon used to read to Grant’s daddy when he was young, and they’d all been from the Good Book. Warnings against greed and lust. Warnings about things not of God.

      By the time Grant came around, Grandpa Dixon relaxed, the starch of his white preacher’s collar leaking from his spine. But Grant remembers what his grandpa said about the attic.

      Don’t go up there, boy, Grandpa Dixon said. ‘He who is of God hears God’s words; therefore you do not hear because you are not of God.’ Don’t be the second half of that verse, boy. Don’t.

      And so, Grant listened, because he was of the first. Of God. He was good, as all the town was, crooked in their obedience, as his Grandpa spat fire and brimstone from behind the pulpit.

      But, one day, the lock falls off. It lands at his feet with a heavy crack, splintering the rotten wood that makes up the third floor of the family home. Grant Dixon swears he feels the house breathe, and he looks out the picture window, across the acres of Mississippi green sea, and feels like something is alive.

      The ladder rolls down, swollen planks of wood as steps, connected by ragged rope that looks twined together by hand. He expects the first plank to snap under his weight. He’s even more shocked when it’s the second that snaps.

      Grant snatches onto the next and climbs. He climbs and climbs until his blunt fingernails catch on the soft edge of wood and he heaves himself upward, sliding along it like a serpent would, head then belly, and finally the tail of his feet, catching over the mouth of the entrance to the attic.

      The ladder rolls up and the hatch falls shut.

      There isn’t any dust to suggest that the attic hasn’t been touched in years, but the smell of stale air and the spores of an oak tree convince Grant otherwise.

      This is where he finds her.
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        She finds him in Preacher Dixon’s attic.

      

        

      
        He is a gorgeous boy, elegantly dressed, the smell of cotton and linens at his pulse point. His skin is so pale that she can see the blue of his veins.

      

        

      
        She thinks he’d look better with a little blood on his collar.
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      She is a girl. A black girl curled on a bed of black curls that match the hair upon her head. Her hair is cropped short, a harsh thicket that looks hard as the bristles on a wooden brush. She seems to be asleep, but the moment that Grant takes a step back—step forward—her eyes open and she’s on her feet.

      She slinks, too small to be called a crocodile, but too majestic to be a garden snake—docile and green as the grass it hides in.

      There is something inevitable in the air, Grant can taste it like dust. He hesitates for a moment—this girl is in his grandpa’s attic, and yet, it feels like she’s there for him. Grant knows the Bible, knows his grandpa’s stories well—parable and verse alike—can recite them by heart too.  “Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord.” Matthew 25:21.

      And Grant has been good. Grant has been faithful. Grant didn’t open the attic.

      The attic opened for him.

      “And who are you that I see?” she asks, voice low and crooning, like the chirps along the swamp edge and a story’s breath.

      Grant moves because he’s never been able to resist swamp nor story.

      “I’m Grant.”

      “Grant no-last-name?”

      “Grant Dixon,” he says. And then, he asks, “What’s your name?”

      She is beautiful, nails long, lavender and sharp. He gorges on the sight of her, her dark skin, so different from his, the place where her cotton shift clings to the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist, and he wants to trace the lines of her with his tongue.

      It’s her eyes, though, that demand his attention, hazel bright with hunger deep.

      “I have none,” she says. She takes another step forward, and her thin colt legs tremble. He stares at them, and something low in his belly, just above his pelvis, tugs tight towards his chest. She smiles like she knows. “But, come again, Grant Dixon, and I may tell you.”

      This is the first night.
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      The next time he crawls up the hatch-hole, she is waiting.

      She stands by the tiny porthole at the apex of the Big House. He wonders what she’s looking at, the window so crusted with dust, the outside must be an eternal fog. When she sees him, the curve of her generous mouth twists into a smile that shows the fine points of her white teeth. He doesn’t see people like her often, so he pays special attention to the richness of her skin, a depth that’s missing in his flesh. When Grant inspects her, he notices for the first time, three chains wrapped around her ankle—pewter, copper, and iron. He waits for her to say something, but she just smiles.

      Grant swallows the silence, then his nerves, in that order.

      “I—”

      “You came back,” the girl-with-no-name says like she’s only mildly surprised.

      “Will you—”

      “No,” she interrupts again like she can pluck his thoughts from the grey matter. And then, she turns away, like he isn’t worthy.

      Grant creeps forward, the near-silent sweep of the soles of his feet on the rotten wood cracking the air. He looks from her chained ankles up her back. White ropes of flesh crawl up into the nape of her neck and disappear beneath the neckline of her cotton nightshirt. He thinks the scars suit her; they’re perfect. She’s perfect.

      “What can I ask you?” Grant asks because he can tell—he can see the stories thrumming in her sinew, and he wants them. He wants them more than anything.

      “Ask a good question, and I might answer.”

      “Have you ever seen the ocean?” he asks her.

      And the girl-with-no-name says against the dust-fogged window, “I have seen the edges of everything twice. Yes, I have seen the ocean.”

      Grant sits at her feet and says, “Will you tell me a story about the ocean?”

      And so, the girl-with-no-name tells him a story of moving heaven and water, of delving deep into the pools until there is only blackness. She tells him of a boy named São Jos... that rode the waves, and the beautiful girl that stole him into its depths until the blackness of the whale swallowed him whole. When she is done, Grant feels compelled to press his face against the meat of her thigh as he looks up at her.

      “Thank you,” he breathes.

      She looks surprised, for just a moment, before she smiles and runs her nails through his hair, presses it to the white of his scalp.

      “Do not thank me, Grant Dixon,” she whispers. “I only ask one thing of you.”

      “Okay,” he says because he wants to.

      She leans down, nudging her nose against his, and he thinks, I’m breathing her carbon.

      “Deny me.”
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        When she is alone, she listens to the whispers in the house. She listens to the preacher’s words and scents his blood, and she waits. She waits for the boy to break his word, to shatter her trust. She hears nothing for a long time, nothing but the sound of her breath.

      

        

      
        “Did you go into the attic, boy?” Preacher Dixon asks. “Have you been to the attic?”

      

        

      
        Preacher Dixon is the kind of man that beats truth from one’s mouth with his words. He is the kind of man that expects obedience.

      

        

      
        She will only give him violence.

      

        

      
        A breath.

      

        

      
        “No, sir, I haven’t been to the attic.”

      

        

      
        She smiles.

      

        

      
        This is the first denial.

      

        

      
        And the pewter chain cracks.
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      “You denied me,” she says when he sneaks to her in the haunt of night, when the moon is hidden behind the fat swell of a purple cloud—that’s the thing about living so deep in the country, the skies look purple, and Grandpa Dixon always said it’s the blood steeped in the soil reflecting back at the night.

      “You asked me to,” Grant says softly. He takes a step closer—tonight, her curls are longer, spilling past her shoulders. She steps away from her bed of hair, revealing the long porcelain seashells of her toenails. He wants to know her. “Tell me your name.”

      He does not ask this time—he does not realize. The girl-with-no-name no longer looks surprised.

      The girl-with-no-name hesitates for only a second, holding the lie at the back of her tongue as if it were a preciously guarded truth. When it slides from between the gap in her teeth, it comes out like reluctance and jelly.

      “Inanna, for the sky.”

      “Tell me a story of the sky,” Grant demands. He pauses. “Please.”

      The girl-with-no-name but Inanna for the heaven begins to tell a tale, lets it slip past her teeth in song and verse. He feels the heat in the pit of him swell fat as she tells him a story about a boy named Zong with oil slick for eyes and a mouth that yawns sin, and that girl that he feeds moonshine and cherry pie to, a girl that he brands with his name and hides in the hollow tree trunks in the woods. She tells him a tale about the rich man that wanted to buy his way to the sky and keeps his girl cleaved to his chest. And Grant listens, takes these stories, and seals them beside the parables that Grandpa Dixon tells.

      When she is done, he makes her kneel before him. Grant takes her face in his hands, feeling the flesh mold to his palm, feeling the sharpness of her cheekbone. When he bends down to kiss her, it tastes like bread and wine—Communion on her tongue. She kisses him back, sweet and terrible, licking over the caps of his molars. His tongue dips to the back of her mouth and he notices—there is a tooth missing.

      When she pulls back, there is blood on her teeth. Grant admires how the red looks against white, how the brown looks against white.

      “You are beautiful,” Grant swears, and her smile grows impossibly wider, yawning like the man in her story, like she wants to eat. He wants to eat.

      “You could,” his girl says, and he realizes that he’s been speaking aloud. She laughs, a bright noise that sounds like a wind chime. It’s the type of sound that could turn him into a pillar of salt.

      Grant leans forward again to kiss her, to devour her, his hands large on her neck. He kneels so that they’re both on their knees, and he presses her to the ground. Hands on wrist. Lips on neck. Teeth in skin. And then she drags his face to hers, staring at him with eyes like pools of honey.

      “Wait,” his girl whispers. “I will tell you one more story, and then, you may have me.”

      “Why can’t I have you now?” he demands, licking the hollow of her collarbone.

      “Because I have a question,” Inanna says. “Answer it the next night, and you shall have me.”

      “And?”

      “Deny me twice.”
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        He is easy, mind wrapped tight in lunacy and lust, enamored with the scars on her back, and the taste of unstrange fruit on her tongue. But he will do anything for a taste of it, a taste of her, a taste of the chains on her feet, and the stories like she is both nursemaid and whore.

      

        

      
        But he does it when he is asked again by Preacher Dixon: “Have you been to the attic?”

      

        

      
        He denies her twice. “No, Grandpa. I haven’t been to the attic. No.”

      

        

      
        When the Good Preacher comes to see her and lays a peck of cornmeal and three pounds of pork at her feet, he asks, “Has there been a boy here?”

      

        

      
        The Good Preacher comes up rarely, just enough to keep her fed, to keep her whole. With every year, his back grows more crooked, knees just a little more ruined. Still, he makes the climb.

      

        

      
        She watches him, pretends to cower when he raises a hand to her. She has long stopped flinching from the back of a pale hand. But when the Good Preacher sees her flinch, he smiles his disgust, and she sees it in his teeth. It has always been there, in the Dixon boys’ mouths.

      

        

      
        She’s tasted it for centuries.

      

        

      
        Abomination, he does not say.

      

        

      
        She remembers it on his tongue. She remembers it from the lines of hands.

      

        

      
        She thinks that he forgets—she will not allow the new boy to forget. The Dixon boys will stop forgetting her. They’ll never be able to forget her, just like she doesn’t forget where they’ve pressed themselves into her skin and scarred it over and over again.

      

        

      
        They will not own her bones.

      

        

      
        “No, sir-uh. No boy here.”

      

        

      
        Let him think it. Let him ask. Let him lose.

      

        

      
        He does not notice. And the copper softens.
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      The third night that Grant goes to her, the girl-with-no-name but Inanna reaches for him first. He goes to her like he can’t help it, and she presses her hand against his cheek, and he reaches for her, pale blue veins pressed into russet skin. Her curls are a wild mane, trailing behind her, nearly to her ankles, where only the iron shackles remain.

      “Did you deny me?” she whispers.

      “I wish I didn’t,” Grant says. “I want to scream that your stories are mine, that you’re mine.”

      Inanna hums. She pulls him close, muscles wrapped around his neck in a chokehold. Her lips press to his earlobe, and he shivers against her. His arm loops tight around her waist, pressing even tighter. He thinks she might feel the length of his cock. He thinks she might not mind.

      “I am not yours.” Hissed soft and vicious, and Grant jerks back, staring at her with hurt. And her eyes are still honey, and her voice is soft again, like cotton candy spun in the bottom of a gritty metal bowl when she says, “But I could be.”

      He looks up at her—he has to look up at her now, and he’s just realized—and nods. “How?”

      “What would you do?” she asks gently. “To make me yours.”

      “Anything.”

      She smiles at him, sweet and slow. “How do you find death?” she whispers.

      It sounds like the beginning of a story. But it isn’t a story that Grant knows. This is a question he cannot answer because he thought death was something God gives. He pulls away to stare at her neck, her face, her bare arms. His fingers trace the lines at the nape of her neck, and he wants to taste the white scar tissue.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Please, Inanna—”

      “There is a woman somewhere, with a wide memory, wide enough to hold the girth of me there still. She will arm you, if only you’d ask,” Inanna promises.

      The thrush of sickness sings in his gut because there are talks of arming and weapons as if this is a holy war—because it must be holy, for his skin to sing where it touches hers. “I don’t know how to fight, Inanna. I don’t know this story,” he insists.

      Inanna laughs against him, the sound of it rippling the short hairs of his arms.

      “I don’t ask you to fight. I ask you to look. Where do you find death? Where do you find mine?” Inanna asks. She leans forward and kisses the answer into his mouth. “Inside a little girl’s milk tooth, pressed into the pit of a peach, wrapped in a bundle of raw cotton, tucked in the hollowed-out trappings of a Bible, trapped in the belly of a great black hog, which is buried under a cypress tree, drooling over the murky swamp water.”

      And he hears all of this against the flesh of his bottom lip as he possesses her mouth, his fingers buried in the thicket of her curls. He wants to lose his soul in it if only to hear her stories.

      Grant steps back to look at her.

      “And what happens if I do? Find your death? Will you be free?” he asks gently.

      “Yes, my love. I will be free, and we will be together. Always,” she says in her sugar-spun words. Her white teeth glint like the swamp-worn bedrock.

      “Always,” he repeats, because it is a dream—a story without fire and brimstone, unlike his grandpa’s stories. He would have his story in his bed, beneath him, inside of him. He would fit himself in the space of her ribs.

      “Yes, always. Go, my love. Go and fetch my death from the woman by the swamp. Feed it to me, and I am yours.”

      Grant lets her go, reluctant, and then, he asks, “And deny you thrice?”

      “My love, you can learn,” Inanna laughs. “And deny me thrice.”

      So, that night, Grant gets into his dead father’s rusty pick-up and drives into the night, to the witch by the swamp’s edge. In his head, he thinks about her stories. All of his stories.
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        He does not remember to close the hatch this time. He has made many mistakes.

        He opened the latch with his lust. He crawled up the ladder with his greed. Leaving it open is his last mistake.

      

        

      
        When the Preacher comes, he spits fire and salt at her and she takes the licks up her back. She does not flinch from the cracking, and she does not feel her skin split. She takes it because she can. She takes it because soon, she won’t, and when the Preacher sneers at her and calls her whore and liar and witch, she bares her teeth; she remembers a time where she was ‘his’ too.

      

        

      
        She’s always ‘his’ until she’s someone else’s.

        She is tired of the Dixon boys, and her marrow is too.

        She is tired of the Preacher thinking that he’s always right. He knows too much of his verse and not enough of the way blood wails, the magic in it.

      

        

      
        The boy has made many mistakes too. The Preacher barely notices them.

      

        

      
        The iron shackles do not open, but they crack.

      

        

      
        Just a little.

      

        

      
        It’s enough.
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      He knows her. The woman at the swamp. She is more than a woman with a wide memory. She is a witch.

      Grant has heard about her—she is Eugenia Marie. Everyone knows Eugenia Marie.

      Grandpa Dixon has warned Grant about people like her. Exodus 22:18, Grant thinks.

      My girl Inanna, he remembers. He has to remember her. He’ll do what he must. For her. His girl.

      Eugenia Marie is tall, like his Inanna, but nowhere near as beautiful with orange polyester scarves wrapped around her head. When she sees Grant, she simply leaves the door open, and when Grant meets the edges of light from the inside of her shack, he looks at the crooked shelves and potions they hold. He takes in the cloying smell of spices and pork salt, accentuating the rotting smell of swamp that catches in Grant’s nostril hairs.

      “Help yourself,” Eugenia Marie says where she sits in an overstuffed chair, her daughter sitting on the ground between her thighs. She braids the young girl’s hair, nodding to the glass of cheap whiskey next to the piles of old bound books, the dirt-crusted shovel, and a butcher’s knife.

      Grant tips three fingers down his throat, enjoying the burn. It feels like Inanna’s mouth.

      Eugenia Marie sneers. “You are here for a death, then, boy?”

      “How do you know?” Grant demands. “I haven’t told you why I’m here.”

      “You think you are the first?” Eugenia Marie asks with a low laugh. Even from where Grant stands, he can smell coconut oil on her greasy weathered fingertips. “The memory is deep; this tale is an epic. You are not the first to search for a girl’s death.”

      “I am the last,” Grant promises with a boy’s earnestness because he thinks it will make for a good story—the boy that proclaims to find a death and feed it to his love, to be the last to do so, to be the only one named and mattered.

      Eugenia Marie smiles a secret smile and nods to the knife and the shovel.

      “Then be the last, boy. Be a hero.”

      Grant snatches up the shovel and the knife. He points the shovel at Eugenia Marie and her girl and sneers. “Inanna believes in me.”

      “Speak not of the girl-with-no-name. They will hear, and they will wail for her,” Eugenia Marie warns.

      Grant pauses. “Who is ‘they’?”

      “Don’t forget to deny her. Deny her thrice.”

      Grant leaves then because there is only so long that he can suffer a witch and her brood. He treks across wooden bridges towards the cypress tree that dangles over the walkway like a canopy, the Spanish moss falling into his brown hair. He presses into wet earth with his shovel and then he begins the dig.

      The dig is a climb, in some ways, he thinks, because this is what a good story would sound like. The dig is a climb to heaven. To his Inanna. His.

      The dig feels like it’s forever and a half-day, the sun rising and setting, for every inch he digs deeper, more mud slips in, and then when the moon is high, he feels the shovel hit something wet and hard, not the same wet dirt. Grant feels the belly of a beast and he falls to his knees and pulls out the carcass of a hog, stiff and rotting and smelling like fresh bacon and pork fat. He yanks it up onto the walkway.

      For Inanna, he thinks. For her death.

      And so, he pulls his knife and cuts the black hog wide from anus to sternum and pulls out the Holiest book, a Bible that resembles the one that sits on Grandpa Dixon’s pulpit. He pulls it open and in the place of Leviticus, he finds cotton. And when he digs through that cotton, cutting his palms wide with the roughness of it, he finds the pit of a peach.

      And then, he puts the pit of the peach between his front teeth and bites.
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      It is the next night by the time he cracks open the peach pit, revealing a little girl’s tooth.

      “Inanna!” Grant shouts as he crawls up the rotting ladder, her death tucked close to his breast and his fingers curl into the attic floor as he levers himself up.

      He does not notice Preacher Dixon until he stands to his feet and reaches for her.

      When he does, Preacher Dixon is upon him, his lips curled into a snarl as he takes in the tacky blood spackled over Grant’s jaw, the dirt caught underneath jagged nails. Preacher Dixon grabs Grant by the shirt and rattles him.

      “What have you done, stupid boy?” his grandfather roars. There is no fire and brimstone in his voice anymore. There is a whimper, and Grant thinks that he should end with a bang. “Do you know this girl?”

      Grant looks at her—his Inanna who has never looked more lovely, more alive, than she does as she stares at him, cowering in the corner, her back wet with red, nightshirt split.

      “N-No, I don’t,” Grant insists. “What did you—"

      Preacher Dixon slaps him hard, hard enough that Grant stumbles back, foot skirting to the side, just missing the mouth of the attic. Grant clutches his jaw and groans.

      “Do you know this girl?” Preacher Dixon demands again. “The hatch to the attic was open.”

      “No,” Grant says again, this time firmer. He stands, pulls himself up by the spine, and realizes that he is taller than Grandpa Dixon, old Preacher Dixon, who has curdled with age, liver-spotted by time. He shoves Preacher Dixon back once. “No, I do not.”

      This time, Preacher Dixon is smaller again, soft and old, and he asks in his frail voice, “Please, Grant … tell me the truth … please tell me if you know this girl?”

      “I don’t,” Grant roars. “Now, what did you do to her? Did you … did you whip her?”
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        This is the third denial.

      

        

      
        And the iron shatters.
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      Before Preacher Dixon can answer, the sound of iron clattering to the ground rings, like the sound of a clock striking midnight. The Dixons turn and there is Inanna.

      Grant has never noticed how very tall she is. She is taller than him, and her long curls are a bundle at the top of her head, spilling over her split-back, her front, everywhere. With every step, Inanna grows larger, her hazel eyes black now, her dark red mouth full of sharp white ivory, mouth so wide that he can see the missing tooth.

      And still, Grant finds her lovely.

      Inanna takes another step and then she jerks back. She looks down.

      Wrapped around her left ankle, in the space where the shackle had bound her tight is a ring—small and slight—of cotton, raw and rough against her bruised skin. She hisses something in a language that Grant does not know, and then she looks up at him, soft and vulnerable and his again.

      “My love,” she whispers. “Feed me my death, please. I can’t … cannot leave without you. Please.”

      Inanna is beautiful, Grant thinks. The world will think her beauty is for them.

      She will leave, he thinks. She cannot leave him. He does not know what he would do—without her stories, without her hands, without her mouth, without her. She is his. Her stories, her body, her face, her name, given to him and him alone. He earned her.

      This is the Lord’s gift to those that follow his Word.

      “Grant—” Grandpa Dixon starts, startled as Grant pulls her death from his shirt pocket.

      And then Grant takes the little girl’s milk tooth and swallows it whole. It goes down jagged and crooked, tearing his esophagus. When he coughs, he spits blood into his palm and he stares at her, smiling her bloody smile back at him.

      “What have you done, stupid boy?” Grandpa Dixon moans.

      “You can’t leave. Now, you can never leave me. We can be together. You’re mine,” Grant says with her tooth in his belly and ‘mine’ like a noose. “I want to keep you.”

      Inanna does not stop smiling. The cotton band about her ankle turns to ash, and she is free.

      “Four hundred years,” the girl-with-no-name rasps in a voice not all her own. “Free after four hundred years.”

      “What have you done? What have you done?” Preacher Dixon bemoans, again and again, lost to his fate.

      Inanna reaches for him and pulls him close. “There are no shackles on me, Massa,” she swears, and she tears into his chest, fingernails now black and ragged as she
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