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“The stories in Michael
Kelly’s All the Things We Never See balance on the delicate
knife edge of the weird, taking place at the moment of incision,
just before the blood rushes to the cut. Full of quiet menace and
strangeness, with characters bound into odd relationships both to
the world and themselves, relationships they themselves often fail
to understand, this is weird fiction at is finest.”

— Brian Evenson, author
of Song for the Unraveling of the World

 


 


“Michael Kelly’s sharp
collection of uncanny stories will leave you questioning your
relationships, your identity, and reality itself. These stories dig
between your ribs and place a cold finger on your heart.”

— Paul Tremblay, author
of The Cabin at the End of the World, and A Head Full of
Ghosts

 


 


“After having nurtured
a sterling reputation as a curator of weird fiction, Michael Kelly
here reminds us that he’s one of its best practitioners, too.
ALL THE THINGS WE NEVER SEE is eerie and unsettling in the
best ways, subverting reality and turning it back on itself,
questioning the very earth under your feet. In the end, you’re left
not scared so much as uncertain, even vulnerable—your throat
exposed to unseen forces.”

— Nathan Ballingrud,
author of Wounds, and North American Lake
Monsters

 


 


“Like a cottonmouth
sleeping under a silk sheet, there’s something unsettling under the
surface of Michael Kelly’s stories—and once these tales sink their
fangs into you, as they did into me, you’ll find the venom is
strangely addictive.”

— Craig Davidson,
author of The Saturday Night Ghost Club
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The
Face That Looks Back at You

 A
storm blows in, frigid and ceaseless.

Such is the
anatomy of winter, Alex thinks, peering squint-eyed through the
occluded pane of the front door. If you stare long enough into
that white abyss, you’ll lose yourself.

There has been
a persistent knocking that has woken him, brought him downstairs to
the front door. There are footprints on the doorstep, but no
morning newspaper, no neighbours. No one. He thinks he can see the
impressions of individual toes in the fresh snow, as if the early
morning caller had been barefoot. Impossible, he thinks. The
blowing snow has made strange patterns, is all.

Alex hears a
rustling sound, and turns to find Teri in her thin nightgown
standing at the bottom of the stair landing like some Dickensian
apparition. She’s shivering, so Alex shuts the door. He sees
something in Teri’s face. A blankness. She’s looking right through
him. Her mouth is pulled taffy-wide, almost comically so. Her eyes
are broad and unblinking. Her complexion is ice-pale, the colour
bleached out like those childhood rubber balls left too long in the
sun, all cracked and withered and shrinking in on itself, the life
gone out of it. Teri’s face seems frozen, and she wears that
stretched and worried smile all through the house.

He wonders what
Teri would see if she gazed into a mirror. What face would look
back at her? Because sometimes, when he looks into a mirror, it’s
as if he’s looking at some past version of himself, a slightly
different face that appears to be off in a little way. It
frightens him, so he avoids mirrors.

Teri is silent,
too.

Alex isn’t
surprised. He figures the strain has finally gotten to her. They
have been trying to make a go of it, make things work, but the
effort, on both their parts, is not coming to any sort of
successful fruition. Theirs is a union, it seems, destined to fail.
He isn’t sure when it happened. He just woke one day and their
relationship, like so many things, was dead.

Therefore, Alex
surprises himself somewhat, upon seeing Teri’s resigned expression,
by suggesting a short road trip up north to the cabin they used to
rent back in those early, heady days of love and lazy sex. In
addition, he is even more shocked, and pleased, when Teri’s eyes
spark briefly and she nods in the affirmative.

It is dead
winter, though, and they have only ever vacationed up there in
winter once before, and Alex remembers that time as a distinctly
unpleasant experience.

Alex calls the
resort just the same, and is not at all surprised to learn that
yes, indeed, they have a vacancy. Many, in fact. He reserves their
regular cabin.

Once they are
packed and in the car—the trunk fully loaded and secured—the whole
thing seems a decidedly bad decision. The storm has intensified.
Icy clumps of snow clot the roads, making the drive treacherous.
The car sluices side to side whenever Alex hits the accelerator or
the brake. Thankfully, there are no other vehicles on the road.
Obviously, Alex thinks, everyone else has more common sense than he
does.

Teri sits in
the back. Alex thinks it rather odd, but isn’t willing to challenge
her on it. It is enough that she has agreed to take the trip with
him. Once they are there, he figures, everything will sort itself
out. Moreover, except for an occasional little whimper, Teri
remains mostly silent during the drive. Alex concentrates on
keeping the tiny car on the road, and almost forgets he has a
passenger until the car swerves and slides and he hears a small
moan from the back seat. It is as if he is alone in the car.
Occasionally, there is a knocking sound from the trunk, as if
something has come loose; a can of pork and beans, perhaps.

In good
weather, the drive is 2 hours north, along the coastal highway.
They are halfway there now, and it has already taken 2 hours, and
to Alex it seems he’s been driving this road forever. The road hugs
the cliff-face, and Alex clutches the steering wheel
white-knuckled. He’s surprised, in fact, they haven’t closed the
road. In summer, this is one of the most scenic routes to take.
Now, it is a blinding fog of snow and ice, with another 2 hours, at
least, until they reach their destination. Teri sits quietly in the
back, staring out the slush-blurred windows. Alex doesn’t know how
much more of it he can take. Every time he thinks about calling the
whole thing off, turning around and finding a spot to stop and ride
out the storm, he recalls Teri’s face from that morning, that
frozen mask, and he keeps his head forward, eyes straight, and
doesn’t dare look at her, afraid of what will look back at him.

Alex blinks.
Tears swim in his vision. His chest hurts, as if his ribs are
cracking. And maybe they are. In his head he hears a sharp sound,
like thick slabs of ice shattering. He wonders how this fragile
vessel of skin and bone can contain his heart—his heart full of
love and pain, full to bursting. We weren’t meant for this, he
thinks. So much love. And pain. It’ll be the death of us. Sometimes
he thinks he should open himself up, just a little, and let some of
that love and pain leak out. Relieve the pressure.

It is his
fault, he knows. How could he have not seen it? He loves her so
much, and yet each new day she appears more withdrawn, her face
growing ever sadder, collapsing in on itself, her mood sombre and
indifferent. Slowly, she is disappearing, vanishing, becoming
something else, someone else. He has a momentary vision of glancing
into the back of the car, and despite the furious flurry of white
outside, it is dark in the back seat, like a deep and ancient hole,
and he doesn’t see Teri, so a brief panic flares up in him and he
blinks, leans over, and there she is pulling herself up the back of
the seat, and her face leers over the top and she stares back at
him, grinning blackly.

The vision
passes and he is still moving forward, but the car is in the wrong
lane. He pulls the wheel, over-correcting, and the vehicle slides
across the lanes onto the shoulder, but he corrects and gets them
into the proper lane. Teri sighs heavily, as if she’s been holding
her breath.

“It’s okay,”
Alex says. “I’ve got it under control.” What, he thinks.
What do I have under control? A chill black wave flows
through him. He has the sense he’s drowning.

He wipes a hand
over his wet eyes. He fights the road, fights his feelings, and
fights the urge to pull over onto the icy shoulder. Instead, he
does what he always does, and pushes forward.

Then Teri’s
breath is beside him, in his ear, harsh and cold. “I have to pee,”
she says. Alex thinks it comical and laughs.

“Really,” Teri
pleads. Then, quieter, “Sorry.” And Alex gets the impression she’s
apologizing for something else entirely. As if she was to blame for
the whole imbroglio.

Alex steers
across the empty oncoming lane and pulls the jittering car safely
onto the shoulder. He leaves the engine running. He doesn’t want to
take any chances that it won’t start up again and they’ll be stuck
in this frozen nightmare. He peers out the side window. A lone tree
stands in the fields of white, limbs like bones reaching for the
sky.

“Okay,” Alex
says.

“Out
there?” Teri asks.

Alex doesn’t
turn around, just continues to stare out the ice-cracked window at
the stark tableaux. He sighs. “Where else, Ter? You can’t go in
here. You can squat behind the car. No one will see. Christ,
there’s no one else around. No one.”

There’s a
whispery sound from the back seat. “The tree,” she says. “I’ll go
behind the tree. Just in case.”

He drums on the
steering wheel. “Suit yourself.”

The rear door
opens and a blast of icy air roars into the car. Then the door
slams shut and Alex yells “Be careful,” but the sudden silence
swallows his words, as if he has no voice at all. Too late, always
too late. He can see Teri trudging toward the tree, but she doesn’t
seem to be making any progress. Minutes tick by and she’s the same
dark smudge hobbling away, frozen in a different time. Then he
blinks and she’s gone.

A couple more
hours, Alex thinks, and then we can start a fire, start a meal, and
start anew.

Alex shifts in
his seat. The car is getting stuffy. He blinks, nods forward.
Tired. So tired. Of everything.

His eyes snap
open, startled, confused. For a brief, terrible moment he doesn’t
know where he is, then he remembers. He’d nodded off in the car
waiting for Teri.

Teri!

Alex turns,
looks into the back seat. It’s dark and empty. He thinks he hears
something in the trunk, a scratching and banging sound, strange
thumping, but that’s impossible because there’s nothing in the
trunk that could make those sounds.

Where is Teri?
he thinks. Surely she should be back by now. He hadn’t really
fallen asleep, had he? Alex rubs the window, squints into the
distance. Nothing. A world of swirling white.

He steps from
the car, careful not to lock the door behind him. The wind and snow
sting his face. Suddenly his bladder is a sharp pain, so he unzips
and urinates on the icy shoulder of road. Then he hugs himself,
puts his head down, and trundles off toward the tree. He looks, but
cannot find any of Teri’s tracks in the snow. He figures the storm
has quickly covered them over, almost as if they never existed.
Storms, whether literal or metaphorical, could do that, he
knew.

Alex reaches
the tree sooner than he expects. It wasn’t as far away as he’d
thought. A trick of the wan, winter light. But Teri is nowhere to
be seen. A cold ache seeps into Alex, hugs his chest and heart,
like a contracting band. His whole body may crack and split into
red shards.

“Teri!,” he
yells, but the winter wind takes his voice and pulls it apart like
smoke. And despite the incessant mournful wind, Alex thinks he
hears a knocking sound. He whirls, and he’s misjudged the distance
of the tree completely, as the car is only a stone’s throw away,
and he can see something through the rear window, a hand pressed
against the frosted glass, fingers splayed. Teri! And the band
around his chest loosens. Then her face, murky behind the fogged
pane, looms into view. Her fingers curl into a fist and she starts
to bang slow against the window. Alex smiles, trots back to the
car. But the door won’t budge, it’s jammed, so he knocks on the
window. Knock-knock. Then the door gives and he stumbles
into the front seat.

Alex sits,
catches his breath. Without turning he asks, “Where were you?”

“Here,” she
says. “Always here. Waiting. You took quite a while.”

“Sorry,” he
says.

“Where were
you?”

Alex looks into
the white abyss, gestures. “Out there,” he says.

“Don’t leave
me, Alex. Don’t ever leave me.”

He looks up,
into the rear-view mirror, but all he sees is blackness. Why is
it so damn dark in here? he thinks. Then he hears her back
there, crying quietly.

“Ter,” Alex
says, “why don’t you come up front with me?”

“I… I don’t
want you to see me,” she says. “Not like this. It’s okay. I like it
in here in the quiet, in the dark.”

Alex nods,
pulls the car back onto the road. The storm has let up, though the
day is still grey, a damp mist smothering everything. He drives
into the greying day. The fog pushes against the car, making the
headlights ineffectual. Teri is silent, so he turns on the radio.
At first there’s nothing but cold, black static, then he finds a
station playing eighties pop music and he settles in. In the back,
Teri hums, and an hour later they are pulling up the long and
twisting road into the resort.

There are no
other vehicles in sight. Alex pulls around to the back, where their
cabin borders the lake. The key has been left in a little lock box,
to which they’ve been given the combination.

In the cabin,
Teri brightens. “Look,” she says, pointing. “A ship’s trunk. How
quaint. I had one as a child, in the attic.”

They move
across the tiny room to the old trunk. It is black and battered and
fully three feet tall. A tarnished gold and leather hasp keeps the
lid closed. Teri bends to the hasp, pulls the bolt free.

Suddenly Alex
doesn’t want the lid opened, doesn’t want to see what’s inside.
“Wait,” he says, grabbing her arm.

Teri stares at
him, puzzled. “What?”

“There might be
something in there, Ter.”

“Of course,”
she says. “That’s what they are for. What’s the worst it could
be?”

Yes, he
thinks, what’s the worst it could be? He doesn’t answer,
just looks away as the lid creaks open.

Teri laughs.
“See, you daft bugger, nothing to worry about.”

Alex glances
down. The box is dark and empty. Then Teri is climbing over the
edge and into the trunk.

“Ter, please,
what are you doing? Get out of there.”

Teri sits in
the dark box, stares up at Alex wide-eyed. “Don’t worry, it’s
okay.” She shifts and Alex thinks her face shifts, too, ripples in
the darkness. And when she speaks again, her voice is changed.
Huskier. Breathy.

“When I was
very young, Alex, before Mom and Dad split up, I’d hear them
downstairs arguing, fighting. Their voices would carry up the
heating grates. They would say awful things to each other. Just
awful.

“I would cover
my ears, hide under my pillow or my bedcovers to try and escape the
noise. One day, while they were having a particularly vicious
argument, I found a stepladder and climbed up into the attic. There
I saw the trunk, just like this one, Alex. Black and old and
timeworn. I went to the trunk, opened the lid, and peered in.

“A face looked
back at me.”

Alex shivers.
He’s taken aback by how suddenly talkative she’s become, this
reversal of roles.

“I was
startled,” Teri continues. “A small shriek escaped me, but the
fight downstairs raged on, and no one heard me. Steeling myself, I
crept to the box, and peeked over the edge. There were many faces
in the box, in fact. And colourful costumes. They were masks, you
see. Plastic and rubber, some with feathers and sequins. There were
capes and gowns and hats. It was a costume trunk.

“So I played
dress-up. I could become someone else. We all do, eventually,
anyway.

“I was a queen,
a witch, and a trickster. Even a burlesque dancer. But while I was
playing, something happened. The house grew still. The fighting
downstairs had stopped. I listened. I heard footsteps below
me.”

Teri reaches
out from the dark space and grips Alex’s hand.

“Suddenly, I
was afraid, Alex. Those footsteps… the silence of the house…
nothing seemed natural. So, I crawled into the trunk, closed the
lid and waited. It was dark and silent, and my heart beat so hard
and so fast that I felt surely that whoever was downstairs
searching for me—and I knew, somehow, that they were looking for
me—would hear it and come up the ladder into the attic.”

Alex shuffles.
“Jesus, Ter, what happened?”

“I waited. And
waited. I was scared. I’d left the ladder below the attic door, so
I knew it was only a matter of time before someone would come to
look for me. I thought, perhaps, they wouldn’t check the trunk, but
I’d left the costumes strewn around, so it’d be the obvious place
to look. Eventually I heard a voice calling, Teri, Teri. It
sounded a bit like my mom’s voice, but at the same time it sounded
like someone else. I heard a creak from the attic trusses, and I
held my breath. Then the lid opened, and I blinked wildly, and
someone wearing my mom’s face was staring down at me smiling. ‘What
are you doing?’ she asked.

“‘Waiting for
my mom,’ I answered.

“My not-Mom’s
smile grew wider. ‘I am your mom, silly girl. Come out of
there.’

“Then she
reached in for me and I saw the blood on her hands.”

Alex kneels
beside the trunk. “Why didn’t you tell me this before now?”

Teri blinks. “I
don’t know. It’s as if it happened to someone else, some other
me.

“Staring up at
the woman with the bloody hands, I saw, somewhere beneath the
surface, my mom behind that flesh and blood mask. This was my mom
now. She’d changed irrevocably, somehow. She was pretending to be
someone else. And I decided it wasn’t much different from playing
dress-up.

“She gently
pulled me from the trunk. We washed up together, then had milk and
cookies, like a real family. She told me ‘Your father’s gone, dear.
I’m sorry.’”

Teri shakes.
Tears roll down her pale cheeks. Her hand squeezes Alex’s arm. “I
couldn’t bear it if you were to leave, too, Alex,” she says.

Alex stands,
helps her from the chest. They move over to the small couch. He
pulls the afghan from the couch and wraps it around them. For a
long time they hold each other. They do not speak. The cabin is
quiet and still. Outside, the wind sings a song of ice.
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It is morning. Alex is
at the cabin door. There’d been a persistent knocking that had
woken him. He glances at Teri. She is still on the couch, scrunched
child-like under the covering, at peace.

He wipes a hand
across the small window pane, peers outside. It is like looking
through a glassine envelope. Alex shoves his feet into his boots,
throws his coat on, carefully opens the door and steps outside.

Raw daylight
makes him blink. He squints left and right. There is no one,
nothing that can account for the knocking. The lake is a black
mirror with spots of dusted snow. Alex thumps down the steps and
moves toward the lake. A lone black bird soars in a grey wedge of
sky. He smiles, thinks about sweet Teri and her sad story, thinks
that he might burst in this sudden new world of infinite and
crystalline possibilities.

Alex steps onto
the frozen lake. As a child he skated on a frozen pond near his
home. It was a time of pure innocence and exuberance. Flush with
new love, and needing to release some of it, Alex pushes forward,
onto the surface, booted feet mimicking his skating moves from
yesteryear. His heart is a wild thing, thumping. His chest hurts,
and there is a sharp snap, as if his ribs have split and broken and
his heart might just escape. Then another loud crack, an explosion
of ice, and a fissure opens on the lake. Black water bubbles up. A
long seam runs along the top of the frozen lake. The fissure
widens, splits, and a slab of ice tilts, tosses Alex forward,
pitches him into the cold, black depths.

The cold
envelops him, seeps into him, becomes part of him. Cold, he
thinks. So cold. And Teri.

He is under the
ice, floating, a gentle current slowly carrying him further out. A
strange peace washes through him. He can see through the ice, a
window to the real world, he thinks. Not a mirror for the changing
sorrows of our faces, but a window. A black bird, perhaps the same
one, circles in the brightening sky. He tries to smile, but
cannot.

I love you,
Teri.

Alex waits. His
eyes are wide and unblinking. He hears her, calling his name,
coming across the ice. Above him, Teri’s face swims into his
vision, and he warms, his heart beats once, twice. He tries to open
his mouth, but cannot. Tries to move his arms and legs, but cannot.
He cannot catch a breath. He cannot even blink, to let her know
that he is fine; he is going to be all right. His face is a frozen
mask.

Teri is
pounding on the thick ice with a closed fist. Her face twists in
agony, her mouth moving, and though Alex knows he should not be
able to hear her, he is somehow able to make out what she is
saying: Don’t leave me, Alex. Don’t ever leave me.

I won’t,
Alex thinks, as his vision fades and blackens, and a dark and cold
stillness permeates him.

Sometime later
Alex is on the frozen lake, staring across the icy expanse at the
cabin. The winter wind gusts across the frozen water, but he isn’t
cold. Alex doesn’t feel anything. He moves across the glassy
expanse effortlessly, as if skating. There are tracks on the ice,
footprints, and he can discern toes, and he wonders what would
compel someone to go barefoot across the ice.

Alex follows
the footprints to the small cabin.

Teri.

He doesn’t
remember opening the door, but he’s inside the cabin now. Teri is
nowhere to be seen, as if she’s somehow vanished, because, he
knows, she’s been vanishing for a very long time, changing,
becoming someone else, but he hears a steady knocking—knock…
knock… knock… —coming from the large trunk, and he glides
across the room to the heavy black box and lifts the lid.

Teri is in the
deep trunk, curled tightly, barefoot, arms hugging her knees,
rocking forward and back, forward and back, knock-knock, her
head smashing the trunk’s inner wall.

Alex leans
down, smiles. It’s okay, Ter. I’m here. I won’t leave.
Ever.
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Teri is in the car now,
and she’s thinking that this is the point where the engine won’t
turn over and she will be stuck in this frozen wasteland for all
eternity, but she turns the key and the engine purrs to life and
she drives blindly into a new winter storm.

She doesn’t
dare turn around and look into the back seat, too afraid of whose
face she might see.
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