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            INTRODUCTION

          

          C.S. HUMBLE

        

      

    

    
      By the time you finish this marvelous collection you will see the grand absurdity in the fact that a man is writing its foreword. For Rae Wilde, the world is overfilled with pain and trauma and problems, and for each of these, there is a man who fills its shape. And though I am counted among men in the world, believe deeply in the good work men are capable of doing for and with those around them when they decide to do so, this small but powerful volume makes clear the challenge every single man presents to the whole sum of people sharing the world with them.

      Men love to worship other men, are easily drawn into the personality cult of the ‘strong man’ or the ridiculous ‘alpha male’ mentality, and certainly as a collective are much more selfish than we are willing to admit. Men’s self-beliefs, their nature, their hearts, all of them singular to each man and each man directed by those three instruments which comprise their internal compass.

      Rae Wilde wants men to bear witness to a singular fact - the compass inside the heart of every living man is broken.

      As a man, as a writer, I can make no case against her argument.

      While this collection features men, it is certainly not about men. This work is about deeply imperfect human beings living in an imperfect world. A world overflowing with passion. How they interact with the world and how the world interacts with them in ways that are shocking and violent, filled with malice. That malice suffuses the whole narrative threadline of each and every shattering story within these pages.

      I have my favorites.

      You will too.

      It’s a rare thing, more rare than most of us would like to admit, to find such unflinching human nakedness in the artistry of storytelling today. Not of the bodily kind, but the sheer genuine baring of every scar and infirmity and near every shade of harm worn on the invisible flesh of the heart. Rarer still for a collection to so simply state, “Here I am. I am as my choices and time and circumstances have made me. And I do not apologize for my position on men.”

      Though the title implicitly directs itself as a shaft toward the beating heart of all men, I would encourage them to disabuse themselves of ego. Remove vanity’s panoply. Bravely bear your naked breast and allow each and every arrow to pierce you. Let those arrows sink feather-deep into your misaligned form.

      The author has come wearing nothing but the truth.

      I wonder if you can do the same. If you can see all the strength the laying down of arms requires.

      I hope you can.

      This collection is not about men. How could it be?

      How could such a grand thing be relegated to so little a topic?

      It is my observed opinion: Rae Wilde is one of the best living writers working in the world today. And for those of you who are only reading her work now, at this moment in time, not yet having read anything else of hers or seen what is to come next, I have good news for you. Perhaps the best.

      This is only the beginning. And from this little capstone bridging the arch of the first passage of her career, you will see that she’s only going to build further. Reach higher.

      Up and up and up, far beyond the place where the heat of critical review junctions with mercurial nature of the broad audience the world over.

      This collection is the unmistakable viewing of a writer soaring and succeeding, rising above the Icarus Point.

      
        
        C.S. Humble

        Sugar Land, TX

        April, 2024
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            ELEVEN WAYS TO DIE ALONE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOHN LIST WOULD LIKE TO CANCEL HIS SUBSCRIPTION TO OMAHA STEAKS

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s right, a family vacation,” John said, lowering his hand from the dial. As the AC kicked on, he cringed. Sixty degrees would be unthinkable under any other circumstance. Who would ever need a home that cold? The bill would be outrageous.

      The whirr of a nearby vent obscured the voice of the receptionist on the other end, but he thought he made out something like winter breaks and make-up assignments.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Of course, Mr. List. Enjoy your holiday.”

      The tangled cord spun and wrapped around itself as he placed the phone in its proper resting place. From the mantle, a portrait leered. He pulled the notepad from his pocket, drawing a single line through Call the school and tucked it safely inside his coat, the next item, Photos, top of mind.

      John took a high step to reach his duffle bag, avoiding the soiled carpet. Slinging the strap over one arm and sliding open the zipper, he ushered the portrait inside. Making his way from room to room, collecting images of himself as he went, it struck him that every picture captured the same vacant expression. A bit winded when he climbed to the second floor, he was suddenly relieved to feel the icy breath of the air conditioning on the back of his neck.

      Good planning, John, he assured himself.

      A void in his stomach grumbled. The bank had taken longer than expected, he’d had to stop at the field, and then the whole mess with his eldest boy. . . His shoulder ached in the socket. John was not the young man he once was. He stretched his arm from one side to the other. Had he dislocated it? It didn’t matter. He had a plan.

      And dinner was thirty minutes past due.

      Making his way through the children’s rooms and back down the stairs, he hoped Helen hadn’t eaten all the ham, that Alma had secured the twist tie on the bread so it wasn’t stale, again. Framed photos clanked against one another in the duffle, but he knew the cash beneath would provide enough cushion to keep the glass from breaking, and when he reached the kitchen, he lowered the bag onto Patricia’s empty chair.

      There were a few slices of ham left. The bread was only partially stale, and as John munched the sandwich, he once again checked over his list.

      Omaha Steaks.

      The next delivery was due a week from Sunday, two New York strips and a porterhouse. He couldn’t have them rotting on the porch. The kitchen phone had an extra long cord, and though he usually thought it was gauche, John set the receiver face up on the table and placed the call on speaker so he could finish his lunch and remain, for the most part, on schedule.

      She answered on the second ring.

      “Omaha Steaks, delivering premium meats since 1917. How might I help you?”

      “Hello, this is Mr. List, and I’m calling to cancel my subscription.”

      “Oh!” Her voice lost none of its cheeriness. “I am so sorry to hear, Mr. List. Was the last delivery,” clicking in the background, “on September twenty-first not to your satisfaction?”

      “It’s not that.” John moved a bite of ham, smothered in a too large bead of mayo, to the back of his mouth. “We’re going out of town, you see.”

      “How lovely. A trip for the holidays?”

      “Yes.” John sucked down a swallow of milk. “The whole family will be gone, so there will be no one here to receive the package.” His eyes wandered over the center of the ballroom. “I hate to think of it rotting.”

      “Well, Mr. List, I can put your mind at ease. No need to cancel, we can delay the delivery. When do you expect to return?”

      “That’s the thing—” John cleared his throat, mucous already flaring up from the dairy. “We’re moving.”

      A beat passed.

      “After your vacation?”

      “After our vacation.” John stood and rinsed the empty glass under the faucet. Noticing a rusty smudge at his wrist, he wiped it away with the excess moisture. It must have hid beneath his cuff, but there was no excuse for sloppiness. John would need to be more careful.

      “Moving is quite the undertaking, Mr. List. Wouldn’t it be nice to have one less thing to worry about while you're unpacking boxes? We can transfer your subscription, if you give us the new address, I can update our system and change the delivery date⁠—”

      She was talking fast now, customer service training no doubt kicking in, so John had to cut her off. “I’m not interested, thank you.”

      “Perhaps you’d like to check with your wife?” More clicking keys. “Won’t the kids miss steak dinners? We have you down as a family of five.”

      “Six.” John let the ire shoot through him and waft away. “My mother has a room in the attic.”

      “How good of you, John, taking care of your mother. May I call you John?”

      John shifted. He hadn’t expected the flush of warmth in her tone. “Sure.”

      “Well, John, would you like to check with them before we cancel? Just to be sure?”

      Again, John’s eyes passed over the ballroom. “There’s no need.”

      “I understand. I’m going to go ahead and transfer you to my supervisor to complete the cancellation. Hold please.”

      A cheesy instrumental version of an Eagles song—John couldn’t remember which one—gave him an idea. While he waited, he went to the radio in the ballroom, setting it to play an AM Christian station at full volume.

      “. . . crouched, waiting to steal, lie, and devour.”

      “John List?” This voice had syrupy notes of southern sweetness.

      “Damnation awaits those who stray from the path. . .”

      “Yes!” he called over the recorded sermon, scuttling back from the neighboring room.

      “. . . Mercy shall be saved for those deemed righteous.”

      “My colleague tells me you’d like to cancel your subscription.”

      John cradled the phone using his body, his best attempt to block the background noise. He cleared his throat. “That’s right.”

      “She says you and your whole family are going away and then moving.” John couldn’t place the strange inflection on the word.

      So, he just said, “That’s right.”

      “You know,” the woman let her breath crackle over the line, “sometimes I get calls from men who think they want to cancel their order.”

      “. . . to inherit the kingdom of God. . .”

      Light refracted off the gun's barrel. He’d laid it there, still hot, and now the evening sun seemed to wink at him as it poured through the blinds and bounced off the black metal.

      “But they really just want to reduce the quantity. Say. . . from family of five—six, you said! To just one.”

      “Abraham so trusted in the Lord. . .”

      John mindlessly rubbed his fingertips together where the burn interrupted his usual swirl pattern. “Just one.” He’d been too quick to pick up the spent casing.

      “Faith! Pure faith!”

      “Our cuts are the highest quality,” she continued, “but our New York strips are nearly a pound, our porterhouses more like a pound and a half. That’s a lot of meat, John. Don't you think?”

      John’s thought, too much, too heavy, came out as a hmmm.

      “You’re not the only one. So many men think they want a family portion, think they should be able to handle that much meat. But it’s too much sometimes, isn’t it, John?”

      John let the silence hang there as he considered it. Hard as he tried, it had been too much.

      “Good men, capable providers, even. . .”

      She continued but John could only focus on the scent of iron, the relentless nagging, the beast that was sin moving ever closer to his children, his legacy, the threat that crescendoed into a scheduled series of blasts, and now the quiet—the delicious quiet made thicker by the hum of the AC.

      “So, do you?”

      A flush of embarrassment. John was meticulous; he didn’t like missing things. He didn’t like repeating things. A flash of his eldest boy, grunting, uniform stained. “Do I what?”

      “Do you think reducing your order, rather than canceling it, might be the way to go?”

      When was the last time John enjoyed a steak? Really enjoyed it, without the press of eyes across the table?

      “As I said, we can change the delivery address. Maybe somewhere out west? It’s really no trouble at all.”

      “Out west?” John had a vague idea of where he would go, but wanted to hear out this woman, this woman who seemed to understand him more than Helen, certainly more than Alma or the kids.

      “I hear lovely things about Denver. We can hold your order till you’re settled in there. You can just give me a call back. Wendy. You call and ask for Wendy.”

      “That’s kind of you, Wendy.” When was the last time a woman had taken the time to be kind to him?

      “The cold is important, John.”

      A shiver crept over his shoulder blades. “The cold?”

      “Our meat is stored in a deep freezer to ensure freshness. Without the cold, it would really be a mess.”

      John smirked. He let his gaze pass over the windows: firmly shut, blinds closed. He let his mind wander and find the image of rotted meat, a green, iridescent sheen around clusters of pearl-sized eggs, maggots nestling into layers of rancid tissue, making a home there. Then he thought of clean cuts, frozen and meticulously packaged so not a drop of blood leaked through, the blue hue of freezer lighting, the neat, chilled stack in the ballroom. “Yes, the cold is important.”

      “Very important.”

      John eyed the duffle bag, the duffle bag containing his fresh start.

      “It’s a long trip to Denver.”

      An undisturbed steak did sound nice, a steak alone in Denver.

      “You know what I’d like to do for you, John?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’d like to open you a new account, for just one under a new name. Something that will blend in Denver—or anywhere, really. Something like Bob. . . Bob Clark. What do you say?”

      “Bob Clark.” John had thought of Roger Hammons, but this was even better, less remarkable. “It’s a strong name.”

      “Oh yes.” More clicking. “A strong name for a man strong enough to start over and not cheat himself out of the finer things in the process. Are two weeks enough?”

      “Are two weeks enough for what?”

      “To settle in Denver. I’ll schedule you for a call back in two weeks, Mr. Clark.”

      It was silly.

      John knew that.

      She didn’t want to lose a customer, likely worked on commission. She didn’t know. She had no special affection toward him, but still. . . the way she rolled Mr. Clark off her tongue. . . For the first time in a long time, John felt less alone.

      “How will you get my number?”

      “Hah!” A light smack of flesh on flesh, and John pictured the woman slapping her forehead. “Of course, how silly of me. You’ll call me then. This number is just fine, you can ask for Wendy.”

      “Yeah, you said that.”

      “Do we have a plan, Mr. Clark?”

      John pulled a ballpoint pen from the kitchen junk drawer. “It’s a plan.”

      “Excellent, Bob. I look forward to speaking with you soon.” A gentle click and John walked the phone back to its resting place on the wall. Once more, he pulled the notebook from his pocket, this time penning a new entry.

      November 23, call Omaha Steaks: Wendy

      Below, he scrawled the customer service number.

      John pushed the crumbs from his plate into the sink drain and rinsed the dish, drying his palms on the hand towel. Lifting the gun from the counter, he switched the safety on and tucked it into the duffle bag still resting on Patricia’s empty chair.

      Stepping over the heap of bodies in the ballroom, John took one last look at his massive home, running through the list.

      Bank. Check.

      Gas. Check.

      Cancel milk, mail, newspaper. Check.

      Pastor’s letter. Check.

      Lights on. Close blinds. Check.

      Turn down AC. Check.

      Call the school. Check.

      Photos. Check.

      Omaha Steaks. Check.

      Turning up each foot, he examined the soles of his shoes—no blood. With a sigh, he let himself out, locking the door behind him. Duffle bag secured in the trunk, John—No, he reminded himself, Bob—flipped the ignition, and set course west. To Denver.

      Where a quiet steak dinner was waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RUSALNAYA

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake in June, free from my former self. Rhythmic beating of the tides have washed away most of the troublesome details from before: my name, how I came to be, relations. Scrubbed and purged by my mother the sea, I stretch upon a bed of shifting sands. Glowing orbs twinkle through the otherwise impenetrable darkness, a blanket of nautical stars through the midnight zone. Quiet lays thick in the deep, and if not for the hunger driving me, I think I’d settle, plunge what’s left of my toes into sugar sand, and let the water’s gentle sway rock me back into slumber.

      Alas, my craving wins out. I push off from the bottom, a flurry of disturbed seabed rising around me like a waterspout. I don’t see it, but feel the grit tickle my edges, burrow into my rotted flesh. Sunlight begins to penetrate the black and I see the full truth of myself. As I kick, chunks of me cling to bone. Strips of gray flesh wave like tattered flags. Some snap off, roots too gnarled away by saltwater to hold their grip. But it’s no matter, the bits of me that spiral back down to the deep will feed my lessers: sharks and squid that scan the bottom looking for tasty morsels. I am pleased to be of service to them.

      My billowing tendrils of hair collect kelp in the ascent like so much jewelry. The mirror surface of the Adriatic sea, Adriana, my mother, welcomes me with my own warped reflection. I think, before I crack the surface, of how beautiful I have become, how powerful. The moment I breach, I’m gifted with a name. Eleanor. A tad troublesome in my mouth, so I shorten it. Ella. This is the name I will give them.

      There’s no pain as my eyes adjust to the sun. Adriana collected my pain in her generous waves, ushered it to distant shores. Only the hunger remains. Atop white caps I travel toward the smattering of green in the East. What was a splash of color becomes raised treetops, becomes the baked clay roofs of a town surrounded by forest, becomes a weather worn dock, a port speckled with fishing vessels. The men don’t see me as I reach the shallows, too distracted by stringing banners and lugging barrels of spirits.

      My skeletal feet find purchase on the rocky shoreline, and my head and neck clear the water. As droplets slip from emerging shoulders, their luster is restored. Smooth skin stretches over my chest and arms, and my young, hollow body glistens in the daylight. I trudge up to shore, waves sloshing about my knees, stirring sea foam in my wake, and my bodice clutches at my breasts, once again full beneath my burgundy skirts, silken and untattered as the day they were tailored. My hair is a tangled mess of curls. The tips lick my elbows as Adriana kisses me goodbye.

      I will see you again soon, I whisper, though only in my mind.

      A fisherman has taken notice of me. My red skirts and youth are stark against the gray stone and lapping waves. He hovers above a crab trap, rope in hand, observing me like a specter. I let him watch as my bare feet meet the cobblestone road. Painted signs adorn vendor tables on either side of the main street. La Serenissima is painted blue and pink and yellow by ribbons extended from balconies and affixed to clothing lines. I sense my sisters amongst the bustling crowd, hungry as I am and hidden from view. Our name is whispered by a thousand tongues, Rusalka. It is their mentioning that wakes us, ignites our hunger, draws us from the sea. Each June we answer their call, and each year they call again, like fireflies to the flames of their own misfortune.

      We needn’t consult one another. We each will do what is bidden, what we are driven to do, as soon as the sun dips below the mountainous horizon, and the men have swallowed much wine and ale. I wander and wander until it begins, listening to strange beings talk of strange things, of donkeys and childbirth and weddings. A woman crunches green apple in her mangled teeth as a gray bearded man leans too close to listen, gets bits of fruit spit onto his mustache while she chomps. Their horrid flirtation sparks my lust, a sweet reminder of my purpose. The festival, Rusalnaya, is held in our honor, and we honor them by accepting their sacrifice.

      Finally it is time. The street is bathed in orange glow as the sun nods its fiery head.

      His chin is foamy with warm ale. His tan pants grip his calves. He is yours. Find him.

      The wind speaks to me, and my craving becomes so deep and wide I think it might tear me open. I scan the crowd and my eyes lock upon a salt and pepper man with a silver mug to his lips. He pulls me to him. I dodge children spinning tops, push aside a stray dog begging for scraps, duck beneath a fallen streamer. My pulse, or something like one, thrums at my temple. I am all fire and craving. He spots me, his glare tight to my bosom. For this I cannot blame him. It is his nature, and this is mine. My lashes flutter and I pass him, though my head turns over my shoulder, so he is bidden to follow. Down an alley I go, away from the noise and chatter of the busy town. Rapturous sounds of folly dampen in thickening fog as I wind through back alleys that stink of fish bellies and rotted lettuce. His steps are close behind me.

      Yes, follow.

      My loins ache with desire, my belly a vacuous hole. Through the damp air, I see my mother, Adriana, lapping the shore with her greedy tongue. I turn to my man once again, show him my teeth, my curled lip invitation. His pace quickens, and finally the breaking of gentle waves on the rocky shore overtakes the jolly of the now distant festival.

      Adriana speaks, Bring him to me.

      I will! I will!

      The tide swirls about my bare feet and finally I stop walking and turn to face him. I say nothing as his boots splash into the tide pool. When his calloused hands catch on my silks, I don’t move away. The pressure about my hips only deepens my lust as I take a single step toward the sea. He thinks naught of it, stepping forward to meet me, to clutch at the strings of my corset, to untangle them behind my back. I hear my labored breaths, toss my head backward and gaze into the glorious night. He strips me of my dress, tossing it to the shallows, leaving only my pale bodice to reflect the moonlight. We are at the precipice now.

      I step backward and step again. He nearly trips over himself to regain his hold on me, and my passion stirs between my thighs, shoots like lightning through my emptied chest and into my fingertips. Waist deep now, I am feral with lust. Desirous lightning dances about my palms, invisible but deadly as my mother sea. When he reaches betwixt my legs, I feel his fingernail scrape bone, and a flash of recognition alights his irises.

      “Speak my name,” I whisper.

      He is frozen as a rat in a glue trap.

      “I—I don’t. . .” He trembles.

      “Ella is my name.”

      I yank his arms round my body, the contact ecstasy on my skin above water. Only beneath the depths does my true form show: my mottled flesh hanging in chunks, bits flaking off and nibbled by passing silver fishes.

      The crescendo builds, threatening as rolling thunder.

      “Speak my name,” I command.

      “Ella.” His grown throat emits the voice of a frightened child. He’s weak within my grasp, impotent as a flopping fish.

      “My true name.”

      His quivering jaw hangs open, and the word ekes out. “Rusalka.”

      I plunge his head beneath the surf, stand square over him with legs parted. The bubbles from his underwater pleas caress my most sensitive places. The crescendo builds. I thrust my hands beneath the water, wriggle my fingers about his underarms, his ribcage. Demented laughter spills from his drowning mug. His wide eyes beg for mercy beneath the waterline, but I tickle and tickle, pulling every bubble of air from his lungs. Delicious pressure from the rising air is a generous lover. My fingers work him and work him, and the crescendo builds. I toss my head back, unable to contain my moans. They escape my full lips like prayers to the oldest gods. At the brink now, I cast my eyes to the hovering moon, and at last his spirit leaves him in a flurry of tiny bubbles, pushing me over the edge of craving into rapturous delight. I shriek. Filled. Sated. Pleasure overtakes me like a torrential storm.

      I release my grip on him and let my hands glide around my goosed chest, my nipples pressing against my bodice, and wave after wave of exquisite pleasure rocks my gifted body. I don’t know how long I delight in the aftershocks, but when I regain myself, his corpse floats face down in the shallows, already beginning to bloat.

      I feel my sisters drawing their targets from the crowd, pulling them toward the beach. I have more decency than to intrude, so I slip beneath the surface, smooth and silent as an eel. Adriana calls me deeper. Happy to oblige, I swim, no need of breath, the black sea stripping away my temporary flesh. I find a cozy spot in the dark deep, beside a coral formation in the shape of a cave. The sand here is fine and smooth, and the bones of my fingers burrow easily beneath it. I turn and dig my way in like a ray, and the sea floor happily accepts me as one of its own. Faintly, I see the smiling moon through the bucking, mirror surface. She lulls me into a dreamless sleep, heavy enough to last a year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I AM NOT THE GHOST YOU WANTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Brinn stirs the macaroni until the heat’s burned too much liquid from the sauce. It congeals, climbing up the side of the pan, spreading itself in clumps over soggy noodles.

      “I’ll go shopping tomorrow,” she says, spooning matching portions into matching Target bowls. I take my seat across from her at our scarred kitchen table, stare into the goop as she takes her first bite. Too-soft pasta and too-chunky sauce squelch between her molars. Brinn doesn’t take care anymore; but she still serves me a portion, out of habit, out of hope.

      I am not the ghost you wanted.

      “Looks good,” I say. My tone does little to cover the lie. Perhaps I too have stopped taking care.

      “It’s not,” she says with a scowl. “You remember what good food looks like, don’t you?”

      A little barb. More will come, if it continues like this.

      “I remember.” I shift in my seat. The wooden legs don’t creak for me. My tattered clothes drape around deep lacerations in my chest, the memory of glass shards glistening in just the right light.

      “Try a bite,” Brinn says. She says it every night.

      I stare into the yellow mess. Brinn hopes if I can eat, that’ll mean I’m not dead. If I’m not dead, I can leave. “No, thank you.”

      She grunts, shoveling spoonfuls of the slop into her mouth hole rapid-fire.
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