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Author’s Notes

Into the Red was originally published by Damnation Books, in 2011. This version has been revised and lengthened. It’s one of the projects that I undertook during the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020. At the time, I barely left my house, ordering my groceries and supplies online. My immune system was weakened by chemotherapy and late-stage cancer a while back, so I took every precaution.

My only companions were several housecats—an elderly tabby and three tortoiseshells. And a wandering black cat I named Gypsy, who came to visit me each day. Such a solitary time for most of us. It proved to be a productive spell, nonetheless. This revised and extended tale is part of the art that was born of that period.

The story takes place in New York City and Long Island City, New York. I have taken artistic liberty with certain landmarks, and have created fictional establishments in many instances. The following stanza, used in chapter four, is from Sylvia Plath’s poem, Ariel.

The dew that flies

Suicidal, at one with the drive

Into the red


For Gianna & Sophia
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PART I

PETER

The priest’s lesson: beware the Nightlord, for his pleasure is a mortal’s doom. My grandmother’s lesson: beware love, especially with the wrong man.

N. K. Jemisin

 


1.

We buried my brother Josh today. They found his remains beneath the boardwalk in Atlantic City. I don’t know what he was doing there, how he got there. His car was still parked in a city garage; he’d never take a bus or a train and he had no business associates in the area. We went there once when we were teenagers. Our friend Peter Vila drove, a guy with a penchant for the paranormal, telling us about haunted hotels he wanted to check out, a lighthouse where sightings of the Jersey Devil had been reported. Our trio of ghost hunters proved too young to enter a casino and fiends were nonexistent that day. In the end, we walked that boardwalk, smelled the ocean air, took photos. Never made it back, lost interest, I guess. But ghosts were plentiful in my life—for all of us. Death visited often as well.

They told us that Josh’s hands were bound with a rope. And he’d been tortured before the killer slit his throat. Two fingers severed. Knife wounds across his belly, face and chest. Weather—the elements in general—seabirds and the like—eroded hope for forensics. Although, the ME found liquor in his system, some molly, too. He’d been missing for a week before his body was found.

I wonder how long he suffered and if he pleaded for his life? Thoughts of the pain he endured will not subside. A scene plays out in my head. There are subtle differences each time it haunts me. My brother’s eyes. The look on his face when he realized death was close. Sometimes he screams. Other times he merely sobs. The blood always splatters onto his clean white shirt, and then forms a dark puddle on the sand. I don’t know why those acts play out for me and I wonder if a dead spirit—if Josh—is telling me a tale of his murder.

My parents’ house is somber. Friends and family have paid their respects. They’ve left us to our sorrow. An elderly aunt will drive home to Providence—a cousin back to college—friends from school kiss me on the cheek, and then go back to their children, husbands—some to lovers who wait in misty bars.

My father wraps his arms around my mother, guides her upstairs to their bedroom. Her tears stopped when the sedative kicked in. I wonder if she’ll dream of my brother, how she held him when he scraped his knee, when he told her that he feared the dark.

Josh’s wife, Donna, sits beside me. She holds my hand.

She says, “He’s been telling me for weeks.”

“Telling you what?”

“Somebody was following him. Watching him.”

I hug Donna.

The cops say robbery was the motive. I’m not sure they’re right. I touch the gold chain around my neck, and I think about what went down years ago. I think about Peter Vila and the darkness he showed me.

I can feel Peter. It’s as though he’s waits for me in the rain, leaning against his old van. A dark sentinel who cannot let go of the past. Rain soaks his clothes and his gaze flickers to the slate gray sky. His shaggy hair is dappled with crystalline drops and his wounds are still bleeding.

I hear his voice. Singing a love song. Calling my name. Breaking my heart. He always breaks my heart.

He’s been gone a long time, but he returns in dreams. Walking through an old graveyard where his blood once trickled on ruined stone. Telling me the ritual will protect me. A seemingly innocent gesture. Yet a token of his twisted love, rites passed down by his enchanted family, blended with folklore and mysteries from somewhere in the south. The place where his love song was written—where our long-ago love was born.

We live in the present, but where we’ve been and what we’ve done is part of us—always.

My boyfriend, William paces and wrings his hands. He’s caught up in the material world. His cell rings, he excuses himself, and then goes into the next room. Wheeling and dealing money. Keeping investors happy and his pockets full. Once I thought I wanted someone safe and secure, but the core of my being craves the bad boy. For dark secrets and love. For the likes of Peter.

Peter showed me fragments of his world. Glimpses into places that could destroy me. I think he’s come back to take me there. Memories take me to when I last saw him. They bring me to where I must go.

“Someone is watching me, too.”

Peter was too thin for his six-foot-tall frame. He almost always wore black, and had an inverted Pentagram tattooed on his left palm, an elaborate circle laced with astrological symbols and a five-pointed star within. He’d often trace the circle with his right index finger, and seemed distant when he did so, as if he were communing with some arcane force. I once asked what his tattoo meant. He smiled slyly and said, “Family tradition. Symbol of our survival. Got it when I was real young.”

“Where’s your family from?”

“Oldest ancestor I know about came here from Spain back when he was a baby, around 1900, or so. Family was Catholic but belonged to a group that mixed a bit of earth magic along with their prayers. When they aligned with a ragtag group of musicians who came up here from down south, those beliefs—their beliefs—got blended with ours, too. So, my family believes in the resurrection…it also believes in a bit of magic—Afro Caribbean—charms and herbs and omens. Old stuff. Young people these days, they drift away from what they were taught as kids.”

“Have you?”

He shrugged. “I keep what I need inside me.”

I didn’t understand the full meaning of his answer—not then—but I knew he had to be tough to survive, and that his life and background were nothing like mine.

My brother and I were raised by stable middle-class parents. Owners of a lucrative furniture store in Long Island City. They took great pride in their profession and their handmade, stylishly painted furniture. When Peter became something of a fixture in our household, my parents accepted him the way one might accept a stray cat. He’d sometimes crash with us for days, and then leave with neither notice nor explanation. But he’d always return, and always with an aura of mystery.

Peter and my brother were tight as far back as I can remember. They were the same age, both two years older than me, but my brother idolized Peter and often emulated him.

Like Peter, he rooted for the Dallas Cowboys, despite my family’s allegiance to the New England Patriots, and took to listening to the same African jazz that Peter loved.

I guess Josh needed someone stronger than himself to get through those years. I didn’t realize the price of that need until years later.

Josh was timid and he stuttered when unsure of himself. A kid named Ricky Paivo taunted Josh at school, calling him names and tripping him in corridors. Ricky stole Josh’s science notebook every other day and spilled the contents of my brother’s lunch tray at least twice
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