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Members of the tight-knit mountain town prepared for an annual gathering at the old community center. A banner hung in the lobby, directing attendees into the main room where fifty or so people would commune and share tales of a divine nature. 

Judy dragged the last folding chair into the seating area, its metal legs screeching across the linoleum. Fellow volunteers nodded in her direction and returned to setting up booths and sweeping the winter’s dust from mildewed corners. 

It felt good to belong. Among seekers and friends. It wasn’t the same without Fred, but husbands die, she reminded herself. Wives carry on.

Judy sat to catch her breath. Her overalls snug against her chest and belly, she surveyed a small stage in the corner. Memories of her husband rushed in. He’d stood tall and testified each spring with the best of the believers. Judy had wanted so badly to be one. To have had her own experience and to have been changed by it. 

A long-haired man in cowboy boots and a psychedelic cats-in-space patterned shirt stood at a booth to her left. A newcomer: she hadn’t noticed him before. The stranger affixed a large poster to the faux wood paneling with thumbtacks. As the man stepped away, Judy beheld the glory of his art—a familiar figure depicted in a new and unfamiliar way. 

Her jaw dropped and her throat made an involuntary clicking sound, as though her voice had been shut off from the inside. Marveling the work of art, Judy felt younger and full of life. As though she could make it up that mountain and deep into the forest where she may finally find her own proof.  

She had always needed to see with her own eyes, to feel truth in her own heart. Here she felt the bewildering divine, convinced that only a true encounter could provide such realistic detail. Such anatomical correctness. 

No one else seemed to have witnessed the masterpiece. They were all going about their business. Setting up the front desk with the metal cash box and customized lanyards. Plugging in the photo booth. Stocking the coffee bar.

In all her years volunteering for the conference, Judy had never allowed herself to contemplate believing for her own sake; her belief had been not false, but in Fred’s honor. Now she’d been given both question and answer in one majestic hand-drawn testament and all she could do was blush at its wild truth.

“You alright?” The stranger had finished setting up and was looking right at her. His eyes sparkled behind horn-rimmed glasses. “You look like you seen a ghost or something.”

She looked beyond the artist at the larger-than-life figure in all its glorious detail. 

“Not a ghost.” Her voice was steady. “Hope.” 

The artist turned, regarding his work. “Ah, yes,” he said through a silver-toothed smile. “I’ve won over many a waffler with that piece.”

Judy thought then of her husband in the forest. Following behind him, full of doubt. The ritual of knocking on trees. Imagining that musky smell and a shiver down her spine but never witnessing for herself. 

“I’ll never doubt again,” she said, hoping Fred could hear her from beyond his wooded grave.

“What can I say, lady?” The stranger put his hand on Judy’s shoulder, the duo taking in the illuminating effect of the depiction before them. “That’s the power of bigfoot’s dick.”
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I’d seen the dog like this before. She rolled around on the ground and snorted like a hog, whites of her eyes on display, foam in the mouth. I admit I got real scared the first time I saw her like this. I fussed and cooed uselessly. Nothing seemed to work. Maybe I should call animal control? Did this armpit of a town even have a vet that would do an emergency call? How would I know? I was new here. Jesus.

This was a year ago now, maybe more. I pulled my hair out and almost called my aunt to beg for help, when, just like that, the dog sat up, walked over, and licked my face. Like she was telling me not to worry. Fear not.

I had found her like that in my aunt’s backyard. My aunt told me later she was a stray who lived in the neighborhood. None of the neighbors much cared, she didn’t cause trouble and she didn’t hurt anyone. Some even said she was half-coyote, which accounted for her obvious survival skills. No idea about the other half. My aunt figured she lived mostly on scavenged trash, but I once saw her kill a rattlesnake, then choke it down the hatch — no problem. Being new to town and kind of a loner, to me she was a kindred spirit.

I named her Christine — after the car, you know, and, after that first incident, I continued to find her in the middle of these seizures. She always recovered after fifteen minutes or thereabouts and I soon came to notice an unusually large toad who lurked nearby. Then one day, I finally saw Christine lick the toad. She then flopped around in her usual mouth-foaming paroxysms. I soon put two and two together and figured things out — she got high, or, more exactly, went on psychedelic trips, courtesy of the psychoactive toad venom she slurped off the toad’s back. Just like this time. So fear not. 

We were in my aunt’s yard and the toad sat over by the fence while Christine kicked up dust clouds. Everything was so different here from where I grew up. Until I came here I had never left that small, rain-soaked island, a little farther to the north and a lot farther east. Everything there was green and the air had the electric tang of salt.

Well, here in Las Fortunas, ten miles or more, as the crow flies, from Española, the climate is a little different and my aunt couldn’t grow a patch of luxuriant Kentucky bluegrass in her backyard for beans. No way. She just a heap of rocks strewn around haphazardly and a few scraggly native plants, all of them, to my mind, weeds. 

Anyway, Christine was an inveterate toad-licker by this time. So that’s what was going on that afternoon — Christine was on a trip, the toad was chill and I had my ass planted in my aunt’s lawn chair while I flipped through the local paper. Utter trash. Some kid who called themselves Halo put it together. Whatever, but they did have blue hair, I assumed from dye, although, in this town, I couldn’t rule out mutation. I had met them a few times and saw no obvious defects, but that’s doesn’t mean too much, does it?

People hide things after all. Don’t you find? Take myself, I had lived there for two years, protected under my aunt’s wing and nobody suspected I was half-demon — at least half, but probably more. 

So when Christine’s trip came to an end, she sat up, gave me her doggie smile, then bounded over and jumped in my arms. You have to imagine her — a scrawny, pale, foxy looking creature, forty pounds at most. She licked my face and, in her zeal, slobbered, as usual, but somehow the slobber ended up in my mouth.

I spit it out, but that’s dogs for you, it happens. She was worth it. My aunt was okay but she always tiptoed around me on eggshells. I think because momma died a few years back. Then me and daddy looked after the mink farm for a while, but nothing lasts forever, right?

The cop who told me he was dead said that, “His brain was more than a little bit broken.” I don’t know if that’s true. Everyone’s brain is a little bit broken from what I can tell. So then I moved cross country to live with my eggshell-walking aunt. She’s my father’s sister so maybe she was hoping her brain wasn’t broken too, or that mine wasn’t, for that matter.

Christine held me together though and that’s a fact. A little dog spit didn’t change a thing, goddammit. Despite her size, she curled up on my lap. I tickled her ears. I heard a voice and looked around — a disembodied voice. Never a good sign.

“You should look more closely at the newspaper,” the voice said.

For one, I was alone, apart from the dog and the toad. There was literally nobody around. Or so I thought. I had a staring contest with the pair of them. They just sat there and stared back with their molten mellow golden eyes. It crossed my mind at that moment that the sky kind of shimmered way up there, like a cheap shower curtain. It might have been God — maybe he had smacked the shit out of his tv — a pathetic attempt to fix the picture of what was, after all, his own terrible creation.

I watched my arms straighten out the tabloid formatted sheets and smooth the stubborn folds. I stared at a picture of myself on the front page. The headline read “Town Crowns Cactus Queen.” There I was, tiara on my head, navy sash across my chest. The sheriff was there too, so happy to shake my hand. Besides being sheriff, he was also an alderman on the town council. A real big shooter in these parts, then again, in such a small place I guess you have to wear a few hats. He was the one who put the crown on my head.

Oh, didn’t you know I was a beauty queen? That’s how I met that dumbass Halo. While I read the paper I recalled the whole ordeal. I found it difficult to believe I had ever given my consent to even enter the contest. My aunt started the whole thing. Her office had sponsored a float for this year’s Cactus Carnival. If you think this sounds off the charts mental, well, just listen.

In another picture, I was seated on a throne, which was bolted onto a trailer and tugged along by some Ram Tough pickup. My aunt was boss of the decorating committee and, so far as I could tell, her idea was to replicate her own backyard. According to her, the lawn wasn’t really a neglected dustbowl at all. In fact, it was her xeriscaped masterpiece. Maybe it was true, she did post a ton of pictures of Christine while she rolled around in the gravel under my aunt’s parched juniper.

So my throne was hung with dead branches and dried grass. They stuck a bunch of fake cacti here and there, in keeping with the theme. A few of my aunt’s colleagues even humiliated their kids by dressing them up like local animals. We had a black bear, a coyote and, of course, a toad. The kids mostly sat sullen, silent and cross-legged, randomly stationed around me on the trailer. From time to time one of them waved at the onlookers. The coyote installed his finger in his nose while we crawled the entire parade route. 

Christine trotted alongside and occasionally spared me what I took to be a contemptuous glare, but she was there all the same and that was what mattered. She was my only friend. Ever. Life on the island was difficult. I guess. People said it was. Mostly school counselors said stuff like that, especially after my father did what he did. Correction, what they thought he did. 

Whatever. Thanks to Christine I pulled through the parade and later on I gave a lying speech about the town’s partnerships with local indigenous folks and how great it was that everyone worked so hard together to save all the endangered toads. Honestly, I had no idea about the former and could’ve cared less about the latter — until now, you know.

However it happened, the judges lapped it up and somehow I won. That’s when Halo took my picture and attempted to interview me — the newly crowned Cactus Queen. They asked me how I felt about my victory. I just said I felt about as well as one might expect and that was pretty much that.

They said I could call them, but I could’ve cared less and that was probably better for them if I’m being honest. If not for what happened next, I doubt Halo with the blue hair would ever have crossed my mind again, but fate or random bullshit luck — pick your poison —  always forces those bitter pills down your throat, whether you want them or not.

So, that’s how I ended up staring at a picture of myself, the beauty queen, winner of the Cactus pageant. I looked at the next story:

Sinkhole Swallows Bronco

Sounded salacious to be honest, but that’s what it said and there was indeed a picture of an enormous hole in the asphalt next to the local pizza joint. The Thin Crust was a dump, or a one-of-a-kind local gem, depending on your perspective — no chain restaurant had ever wormed its greasy way as far as Las Fortunas. Here, the Thin Crust is what we had, and you’d better like it, or have a great drive.

There had been some kind of explosion, probably due to an underground gas leak, according to the paper. The rearend of a white SUV emerged from the hole and the entire area was festooned with police tape.

How had I missed hearing about this? Come to think of it though, maybe it was because I had holed up in my aunt’s house for five days in a row with only a toad-licking dog for company. That might have had something to do with it. But now I felt like a walk. The paper came out this morning and apparently the sinkhole had appeared a couple of days ago. Whenever it happened, now that I knew about it, I just had to go.

I grabbed my purse and headed for the gate. The Thin Crust was just a hop, skip and a jump so I tucked the paper under my arm and set off. Christine hopped off my lap and promptly sat in front of me with her hopeful doggie gaze. How could I refuse? I looked at the toad sitting there beside her and an idea took hold. I grabbed the toad and stuffed it in my purse, then we were off.

“C’mon girl,” I whistled to Christine and the two of us set out on the gravelled path leading out to the front drive. Soon the ugly yellow Thin Crust sign was in sight, shaped like a giant yellow stop sign for some unfathomable reason. Just at that moment is seemed extremely urgent that I keep my toad venom levels up, so I placed my hand inside my purse and stroked the toad’s back. The skin was a little bumpy, but not dry. I rubbed my hand softly along its back and felt an oozy dribble trickle into my palm.

“That should do it,” I  murmured, examining my hand.

There was indeed a gooey substance in my palm. I contemplated the goo, which pulsated and even glowed, visible even in the bright sunlight. 

“Hey, wait up, Daisy,” an unwanted voice called.

There was Halo, huffing and puffing down the sidewalk. They lurched into a half jog to close the distance. I rolled my eyes, there goes my alone time. Before they could see what I was doing I slurped up the toad venom. I think the dose was a little more potent this time. 

The Thin Crust sign seemed to erupt from the ground, a goldenrod fountain — golden, yes, and oh so deeply mellow, like a bucket of prana that splashed over everything. I hid the contours of my inner landscape from the world with such skill that my face gave nothing away and Halo — of course — noticed nothing, even as they were unknowingly inundated by the torrents of energy that cascaded from the sign. It was as if a beautiful golden cactus stood before us sending forth bursts of ichor. That’s what I saw, anyway; like I said, Halo was oblivious. Anyway, once they caught up, we walked the final block. 

The parking entrances were closed off by wooden barricades. Yellow police tape was draped over pretty much any available space. The restaurant building, the Thin Crust itself, was deserted. No lights were on and the huge front window, along with the glass door and every other window, had been blown out. The door frame was smashed open and enlarged with jagged edges while the door itself hung by a single whining hinge.

I tried to picture what might have caused the damage. The best I came up with was a pickup truck might have repeatedly rammed the building and finally smashed through the doors. Except, there was no truck — only the hole, a chasm that gaped from a crack that started almost at the doorstep and ran all the way across the parking lot.

From where I stood, it appeared bottomless, the bright sun failed to penetrate the inky darkness more than a few feet down. There was the white Bronco, frontend deep inside the hole, supported by some unseen structure that prevented it from being swallowed up into the pit. On the other side of the hole, there was a flattened Toyota that looked as if it had just escaped the car crusher, but only just. The hole was entirely surrounded by barricades that were wrapped with yet more police tape.

“Police line, do not cross. Police line, do not cross.” So many warnings, so much yellow tape — party streamers dumped like disaster confetti in some unconscious effort to smother the problem, to hide it out of existence, as if that were possible. So many police warnings, yet where were the police? Where was the sheriff?

Not only were there no police, there was nobody else, either. The entire property was deserted. Christine whined quietly as we surveyed the mess and Halo produced a video camera. They whispered urgently into the device while I just stood there and observed the awesomeness of the hole.

They clicked a button, then said, “That was for my social channel. Hold on.” They pointed the camera at me.

“No wait,” I said. Too late.

“Here I am with Queen Daisy, our new Cactus Queen, about to investigate the mysterious sinkhole in the Thin Crust parking lot. Something’s not right about this sinkhole. Rumors abound. What happened? What created the hole? Most importantly, what’s below? What dangers lurk beneath the surface of our quiet town?”

They looked at me kind of expectantly, as if I should say something. What a drag.

“I have no idea, Halo,” and gave the camera my widest smile, “but I could throw you down there to find out. If you survive, you can tell us all.”

“Whoa, whoa,” they backed up and flipped off the camera and I returned to my musings.

The crushed Toyota was, well, intense, to say the least. How could a sinkhole flatten a car? I mean, it looked like an enormous hand had just smacked it flat like a mosquito. This whole story about a gas explosion seemed like nonsense to me. Why did the press always cover up this stuff?

Then I realized: I stood next to the very same person that wrote the goddamn story. I grabbed them by the collar, channelling my dad’s spirit, I guess you could say. I gave them a shake or two.

“Your story in the paper was bullshit!” I ignored Halo’s fingers that scrabbled at my arm. “What really happened here?” I gave them a little shove then let go.

Halo looked startled but not scared. “Look, I just wrote what the sheriff told me, okay? I don’t believe it any more than you. That’s why I’m here. So back off.”

I let go. Sometimes I can be a little aggressive, sure. I think the toad venom was about to wear off. I walked away a short distance and turned my back, then reached into my purse and slid my fingers across the toad’s back. I pressed my slimy fingers to my mouth and slurped up a fresh dose.

My family was kind of crazy, and not only my dad, my mother was too, until she died — of natural causes. Don’t get any ideas. My aunt, on the other hand, was so straight-laced and normal, so unlike my father, that I never even heard her curse, let alone kick the wall or smash a dinner plate. My dad’s dead too, a farm accident. After he died they found a body at the farm and blamed him, called him the ‘Island Demon’ and all sorts of nasty things.  Thing is, he wasn’t the killer. Maybe you can see where I’m going with this.

The story goes that he was on his way to feed our minks and there was some kind of problem with a latch while he was inside the enclosure. They were
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