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  Introduction for “Alchemy”


  By Gerard Houarner


  Long Island is a thin sliver of land stretching out into the Atlantic, home to the fabulous and privileged, the ordinary and the broken. Nestled between New York City’s hyper-hub of civilization and the sea’s raw wilderness, Long Island is like any other human-settled place. There are strip malls and huge shopping centers, stunning mansions and small, decrepit hovels, busy industrial parks and quiet, lonely bits of wasteland. Highways pulse with the flow of man and machine, while some sidewalks never seem to harbor any sign of life. Big deal.


  But through a certain kind of eye, filtered by a soul tuned to the frequencies of anguish and sensitized to every twitch of pain, the Island’s shadows deepen. Words exchanged carelessly between acquaintances suddenly lope to the wild cadences of subterranean need. Details lost, half-buried, in the roots and foundations of larger things suddenly quake and tremble. Cracks widen and swallow the unwary. Secrets escape. The fine dust of despair whirls in dust devils at the feet of the desperate.


  Long Island in Tom Piccirilli’s voice becomes something much greater than its ordinary reality. The rolling landscape of middle class dream and ambition becomes a haunted crossroads between the rational world of the everyday and the torturous realm of the unconscious. The hungers and agonies of youth burn with supernatural intensity, fueled by life-long descents into personal hells as much as by beer and hormone-saturated bodies. There are moments of dislocation in which we are startled by the recognition that expectations of a setting and its inhabitants are not going to be met, that something else is going to happen and it’s going to hurt more than we can imagine. A disturbing sense of wrongness creeps like salt-tang fog over sand, through wind-warped trees, and odd things are cast off, or cast ashore.


  Then things get really tough.


  Anyone who’s read any Pic at all knows how large the Island looms in his imagination. What follows is an extreme example of that passion. Desire, love and self-destruction seep from wounds his characters pick at every day of their lives. Then the ocean makes an offering which cuts deep, and the wounds open wider. Appetites roar as they’re released from their cages. Blood and rage flow, inevitable but still surprising. We go past the warped and broken hearts, the poisoned connective tissue that has held lives together, and sink down to the bone, to the structure of the pain Pic’s vision has exposed. Reality suffers a violent transfiguration.


  Tom has come home, and he’s showing the rest of us what the place might look like under the right –– or wrong –– light. We may feel like we’ve fallen off the earth, but where we’ve landed is as true as it is dark. It is just another place in which humans have settled and made their own.


  Welcome to the Long Island of the damned.


  –Gerard Houarner, author of THE BEAST THAT WAS MAX and ROAD TO HELL


  Alchemy


  For Dallas & Lee, my big brothers in blood


  I’m another of those quiet ones that nobody ever notices. For some that means nothing but fear and harassment, being bullied and ostracized through school and beyond. They go to the grave gratefully, hollowed out and less than a shadow.


  But for others it’s a gift that allows them to glide into the right place at the perfect time, to surround themselves with protection and slip away, when necessary, without notice.


  I was a little of both, and it worked against my nerves on certain nights, driving the others around. Dan and Betty were squeezed into the front seat of my ’62 Chevy and Jude and Wes were laid out and lying easy in the back. The stink of their cigarettes would never get out of my cushions. They were all drinking from beer cans in foam holders, splashing my seat covers. Nobody had offered me one because they knew I didn’t drink, but it would’ve been nice if somebody had been thoughtful enough to pick up a six-pack of ginger ale and toss it into the cooler too.


  I didn’t mind much. I didn’t mind anything much, really. I’d made an ally out of indifference and it came in handy.


  We were heading out on Ocean Parkway past the public beaches and the nightclubs on the water. Every now and again we’d hit a pocket of heavy traffic made up of BMWs, Caddies, and Ferraris, the beautiful people all congregating at some action hot spot where they’d wait on line hoping to be recognized by one another.


  Finally the cars and lights faded until we were the only thing moving out towards the point. Betty sat in the middle, between me and Dan, and occasionally her fingernails would rest against my leg. They were painted blue with little gold designs of them, just pointed enough to cause my nerves to tingle through my jeans whenever we hit a bump in the road.


  Dan’s window was open a crack and the wind blew her blonde hair up against my neck. She was ultra-cute in that non-intimidating way, and when she angled her chin towards me and I saw the side of her face, my chest would hitch to the left. Then my pulse would settle again and we were back where we belonged.


  As always, Wes had already drank too much and it was hitting him pretty hard. He was mean to begin with and got even uglier with every can he consumed. He’d flunked out of his junior year in college and his parents wouldn’t let him back in the house. He’d been a low-level star on our high school football team, and he’d had just enough of a chance to make it if he’d applied himself. He didn’t. He was cut from the college team early on and had never fully recovered from it.


  I’d had to help him find an apartment and a fair paying job, hunt up a decent car for him and lend him enough money for a down payment and his first month’s rent. It was one of the few times he’d looked at me with real respect. I’d been on my own since I was seventeen.


  For all my efforts, Wes was still coming apart. He couldn’t handle the loss of his moderate dream, even though he’d done nothing to maintain it. I could see the fibers of his being snapping one after the other, and sometimes I wondered how many he had left before he completely unraveled.


  Wes let out a belch that made all of us gag. “Do you ever get so fed up that you’ve just got to stab some son of a bitch four or five times in the chest just so you can eat your breakfast in peace?”


  Dan gave a bark of laughter because it sounded funny, actually, to hear that sort of shit while cruising down the route with the sawgrass tilting towards the fender. Dan had stabbed a kid in the leg with a protractor once, back in the tenth grade, and he’d been forced into therapy for a couple of years. It was either that or juvie time. It hadn’t helped.


  I looked up into the rear view and tried to lock eyes with Wes, but Jude was on top of him, snuggling or sleeping, with all her reams of red hair splayed out across his body. She was frightened of him but she loved to be kept on the edge, terrified and bruised, so it worked out just fine.


  “I think I know what you mean,” Dan told him. “Yeah. You’re just trying to get to work and you’ve got five minutes to spare and there’s this hole in your stomach. No way to make it to lunch without sucking down some of that cheap quick crap they got in those Styrofoam trays, with the little plastic forks always breaking so you. Not enough syrup in those little packs they give you. Some old blue-haired biddies squawking about senior discounts, and a couple of punks talking tough shit in the corner. You’re sitting there trying to eat a Mega-egga-bun and hash browns, and then that, you know, that feeling—”


  “It’s a swirl of blackness,” Wes said, “that sort of starts spinning at the back of your brain. The pain begins but it doesn’t mean anything at first, it’s just the same sort of twinge you’ve had to deal with for years.”


  “It is?” Betty asked, smiling. “Maybe it’s time for that orthoscopic surgery, let them look around in there, check the cartilage out.” She thought he was talking about his knee again. He blamed his failed football career on a knee injury that didn’t exist and she liked prodding him for it. Wes didn’t take offense, but he crawled deeper inside his own anger. It made him warmer in there, closer to his fires, and he began to sweat.


  This was still only a joke to them, just the alcohol talking, but I knew that thrum in his voice. I’d heard it many times before in my father.


  Jude licked the threads of sweat off Wes’ neck. His molars clicked together. “Sometimes you wonder what the hell you would do if—”


  “Yeah yeaah,” Dan urged, with a sort of praise the lord rhythm going now. “Uh huh.”


  “—if your head ever cleared and all the noise receded enough—”


  “Yeah, uh huh …”


  “—for the world to show up in colors—”


  “Uh huh, yeahh…” Dan was chuckling, pissed off about goddamn plastic forks.


  “—instead of—of—”


  Sure, I thought. Wes let the sentence die off and nobody picked it up. I knew the next words should’ve been something like…instead of through the bloody tint of rage.


  Ineffectual drama. The banal and commonplace ache of ordinary decay.


  It had been my father’s pain as well. He’d begun several business ventures with the glitter of gold in his eyes, and as each one tumbled down around him he took further solace in the bottle. It had been his own father’s story as well, and for all I knew the narrative went back fifty generations of quiet men. He walked through the house with whiskey on his breath, staring into reflective surfaces but hardly ever the mirror. It wasn’t his defeats and bankruptcy that killed him at fifty, but the knowledge that despite his best efforts he’d sat back in his lounge chair to become nothing more than a cliché.


  Jude muttered to Wes and he mumbled back, and soon they drew the blanket over themselves and began to play around clumsily. She squealed and squeaked, and his teeth kept grinding. Dan lit a cigarette and rolled his window down further, shaking his head and lost in the strained mood that now filled the car.


  I snapped on the radio and let the soft melody of Sam Cooke’s start to raise my hackles and take me out of myself. Betty snapped it off and said, “Christ, no more oldies, all right? There’s nothing but oldies stations out this far. Toss a tape in.”


  I didn’t bother because all my cassettes were oldies too. She took a hit off the cigarette and let the smoke roll out slowly between her lips, blowing it down across my lap. The three of us stared ahead through the windshield as though fate would lunge up ahead and show us something besides sand and rock and saltwater weeds.


  More or less, this had developed into a weekend ritual, and I didn’t see it coming to an end any time soon. Wes would murmur his failures and frustrations in the back of my car. Jude remained defined by his disappointments, without an identity of her own. She was only an extension of him and that black swirl he’d mentioned. It didn’t bother her much either. She hardly ever spoke or voiced an opinion. Certainly not one that went counter to Wes.


  Betty and Dan were different. You could see it in everything they did, even now. He deferred to her in all instances, and it bothered the hell out of her that he was so soft, but not enough to end their relationship. She wanted a sap but was revolted by his sappiness. She occasionally looked at the side of my face.


  Temptation is nothing more than ability to fantasize. Betty had an imagination. I’d been biding my time, in a way, since the seventh grade, hoping she’d eventually become aware of me. Perhaps it would happen.


  I pulled up to the point and everyone poured out of the Chevy. Jude unfurled from beneath the blanket and I saw that her lip was bleeding badly. It made sense. Wes didn’t need soft words and tenderness, he wanted something to kill.


  Dan and I carried the cooler down to the rocky beach beneath the abandoned lighthouse. No one used the old shipping lanes anymore and the shore had eroded so severely that a commission on safety finally closed the lighthouse. Another twenty feet of land despoliation and the whole thing would slide into the sea.


  The night had a chill to it but not the kind that slices you to the bone. Moonlight crashed down on us, illuminating the point until it was nearly as bright as morning.


  Betty kept closer to me than usual and Dan noticed. I wondered if he’d release some of his hurt and hate on me, come launch himself in my direction with those ham hock fists clutching at my throat. He used to carry a knife, just like Wes, but I wasn’t sure if he did anymore. Maybe he wanted to stab somebody in the heart five times too. Maybe he thought I’d bothered him too much while he tried swallowing down his Mega-egga-bun. The little insanities eventually added up.


  Jude’s mouth wouldn’t stop bleeding. She’d gone through three tissues already, balling the bloody ones at her feet. She sneered and the red ran over her chin. I had a first aid kit in the trunk that contained a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and a septic pencil. I got it and kneeled in front of Jude, cleaned her wound and then used the pencil on her. It had been my father’s. He’d never quite learned how to go from shaving with a straight razor to a safety razor and he used to tear his face up all the time.


  She seethed and spit. “God damn it, that thing hurts!”


  But it did the trick and stemmed the flow of blood. Two of Wes’ teeth marks could be seen clearly, including the jagged edge of his broken left canine. With forensics they would’ve nailed him in five minutes.


  “Ah, shit, it still burns. When’s it gonna stop?”


  “Just be glad he helped you,” Betty told her.


  “I am, really.”


  Yet she didn’t say thank you. That was all right, I didn’t mind. Betty had given me the nod and that’s all that mattered, for the moment. We all had our stations. Jude was a chew toy.


  A coast guard cutter trailed by, and about ten minutes later another one. They each had their searchlights on, scanning the water.


  “Do you think something happened out there?” Dan asked.


  “Don’t know,” Wes said. “Maybe an accident?”


  “Out this far from the channels?”


  “A couple of stupidass kids probably stole their daddy’s sailboat and got lost.”


  “Dumbass pricks.”


  I turned on the car radio and tuned in to a local news station. It was the major breaking story, although there wasn’t much information yet. Betty moved in next to me, listening as she pressed against my body.


  “Holy Christ,” she whispered, then stood and called into the wind. “They’re saying a ferry sank off Echo Island. Forty people are missing.”


  “More of those club scene mutts,” Wes said. “Think of all the Jaguars and Mercedes that went down with them. The clammers are going to be picking hood ornaments out of their rakes for the next month.”


  I turned off the radio and perused the waves, the night tide dragging up all kinds of detritus. The coast guard must’ve assumed the ferry had been far enough towards the island to base their rescue mission much further west. The couple of stray cutters we’d seen were just checking along the outer edge of their search grid.


  The girls collected some driftwood while Dan I gathered stones to form a pit. We started a small fire and sat around it with the blankets and beers. I’d stocked some sandwiches in the cooler and, except for Wes, we all ate, mostly in silence.


  This would be about the time that things would be at their roughest, as we watched one another and moped and considered ourselves in the eyes of each other. Our histories should not have been so entwined, but when I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with any poignant or even especially distinct memories. It all just sort of blurred and fused together. There was just a dull wash of the blunted past putting pressure on the back of my head. They felt the same way. It’s just as easy to become sick of your friends as it is to become sick of yourself.


  Wes had moved out along a butte and stared down at the rocks below, smiling.


  “The hell are you doing out there?” Dan called. “There’s one roast beef hero left and I’m eating it if you don’t move your ass.”


  Taking off his jacket, Wes climbed a bit further down as the waves kicked up against his boots. The moon flashed off his teeth and he let out an odd yelp, and then did it again. I finally realized he was laughing.


  “You see something?” Jude asked.


  “Yeah,” Wes said.


  She waited at least a ten count. “Well, what is it?”


  “Some drowned fucker caught in an eddy.”


  They’d been together for so long that Dan and Betty both had the same sort of titter. They brushed Wes off and Dan tossed his can into the fire, where it hissed and snapped. He took another and cracked it as Jude looked over at me. She knew Wes wasn’t kidding and so did I.


  There were plenty of stupid tricks to be played, but not about death and not by him. He sounded so much like my father that I could almost imagine the man out there instead of Wes, staring over the whitecaps and ready to hurl himself in.


  Jude tongued her torn lip and touched the holes he’d made in her flesh. She tensed so much that I heard her elbows pop.


  I got up and wandered over to the butte, walked out among the larger rocks and stood beside him. He said, “That’s some unbelievable sight, huh?”


  It was.


  The corpse rolled over in the water, twisting around and around in his little foaming whirlpool before we could get him up onto land. He was dressed well—in a black silk shirt and dark chinos. A life-preserver was improperly tied around his neck and it appeared that he’d strangled as much as drowned.


  Dan had taken the last roast beef sandwich and spit out a mouthful. “Holy shit!”


  Betty and Jude stood just out of reach. They weren’t frightened. None of us were. It broke up the monotony.


  I expected the guy’s face to have been torn up by the shoal ridge but when his chin angled towards me I could see that he was handsome and freshly shaved. He still had enough mousse in his hair to make it stand up a bit, a couple of carefully crafted curls in front waving.


  I tried to imagine his fear on the ferry as it went down—all that screaming in the dark, people pummeling against you, wondering whether you should leave your clothes on, your shoes and socks on, or strip to your skivvies with the ladies yelling around you. His clothes were new and had cost him too much. I could understand why he didn’t want to lose them. His shoes were still tied.


  Who could you help, and who would help you? Then into the freezing water, as the ferry went further over on its side, with everybody flopping over each other, and continued to go down. The drag of the great beast holding you under even while the life preserver tried to draw you up. The shrieking need for oxygen.


  He couldn’t have been dead for very long. There was no bloating at all, no discoloration. He literally looked as if he’d just fallen into the water five minutes ago. Now he wanted to towel off, go out and party, get laid. He’d have to get his clothes dry cleaned, no big deal.


  We stood in a ring around him and stared.


  Jude said, “He’s cute.”


  “Jesus Christ, is that any way to talk about him now?” Dan said.


  “But he is.”


  “Oh stop it.”


  “But he is!”


  Dan drained the rest of his beer in one gulp. A shiver worked through him and his shoulders tilted. “Guy can’t be over nineteen, he must have fake I.D.” He glared at Jude as if she’d kicked his puppy to death in front of him.


  “What? I’m just saying…and it’s true. I mean…right, Betts?”


  Betty said nothing, but I knew she liked the look of the drowned guy too. Even his dead lips had a boyish charm about them.


  We were getting into something here. Sometimes you have just enough presence of mind to know when you’ve finally turned a corner and the world will never be the same again. The breeze stiffened and I sniffed to see if the smell of rot was coming off him yet. Instead I picked up on the scent of after-shave that still clung to him.


  Dan’s hands trembled badly and he began to lose it. His mouth moved but he said nothing. This was an ugly enough matter made worse by the fact that he’d found his younger brother dead a few years back. The kid and his girlfriend had left a long and loving missive behind as part of their suicide pact, locked in with the family mini-van running. They’d worked on the letter together even as the garage filled with carbon dioxide. They’d written poems to one another on a yellow pad, and Dan’s brother died in mid-sentence.


  The girl had lived. Now she was married to a young exec and they had a baby. She still sent Christmas cards to Dan and his family, and every Christmas he threatened to hunt her down and murder her in her sleep.


  “Check his wallet,” he said. “See who the fuck he is. Come on, we need to go call the cops.”


  We all had cell phones but they wouldn’t work this far out.


  Jude snaked her hand into the dead guy’s pocket, feeling around. I could see the bulge of his wallet but she slipped by it and continued on towards his crotch. Wes let out another quiet yelp of laughter and she responded by sighing deeply. Her fingers patted the drowned guy’s package. She opened her lip again and a dollop of drying blood worked into the corner of her mouth.


  “No no,” Dan said, “hey, no.”


  “So, you like him, Jude?” Wes asked.


  His scarred hands were on the kid, tugging the body forward through broken shells and dried seaweed and tossing it down at Jude’s feet. Wes still had muscle, and lifting the dead weight on his own barely made him huff. He untied the knotted life preserver and hurled it back across the rocks, grinning ferociously. Veins in his neck and arms stuck out as thick as grubs.


  “Take him then. Go on.”


  The jaws of her muscles tightened and she gave a rictus grin. “Sure, Wesley, if you want me to.”


  “And what if I didn’t want you to?”


  “But you do, don’t you?” That sigh again, coming from so deep down inside of her that it sounded like a breeze sifting through a cavern.


  “And what if—”


  “Don’t you, you goddamn pig son of a bitch?”


  Moonlight draped over the lighthouse and set the windows up top ablaze. They gleamed a vicious silver, staring down on us and holding court. The surf continued to roar and smash against the shore. We were as much a part of the world as the tide, and suddenly I wanted to feel the kid’s frigid flesh too and ask him what the hell kind of trip he was on.


  “Yeah,” Wes told her, “go on.”


  “Go on and what?”


  “You know what,” he said, and there was a hitch in his voice, a tiny tremor of fear or reluctance, or maybe it was just perversion.


  “Say it for me, Wesley, you bastard.”


  But he couldn’t, at least not all of it. “Let me watch you.”


  The weight of night grew oppressive and battered the beach. I began to sag a little. Betty let out a groan way in the back of her throat that I found exceedingly erotic. Dan had the shakes and his teeth chattered together so badly that he could’ve bitten through bone.


  He whimpered, “Jesus, no, hey, this isn’t funny anymore, look—”


  I could see it playing out one moment following the next, as inevitable as our lives leading us, step after step, to the point. I glanced into Betty’s eyes and she crooked her head at me. We had maybe one moment left where we could snap free from what was happening, sneak off and get in the back seat of my car and peruse one another in the normal fashion. I would have what I’d always wanted, what I’d dreamed about for ten thousand nights. She could be mine and the ache inside would finally abate, at least a little, and we could share the convenience of a reasonable and routine life.


  Betty crooked her head the other way and looked back to the action.


  All right, so we were into it.


  With his fingers flashing, Wes got the corpse’s pants down and Jude let loose with a manic giggle.


  “Get on, you cunt.”


  She had some power to her and muscle of her own. She kept her hands on the drowned kid’s shoulders, shoving and pinning him down as though he might actually try fighting back. Who knew, maybe he would. I knelt and nabbed the guy’s pants, went through the pockets, and came up with his wallet. Frederick Wilson, nineteen years old. Two Gold Cards. No photos.


  So Jude was gonna fuck a dead guy. There it was. I could handle that. Dan looked ready to throw himself into the sea. He moaned softly and wrapped his arms around his chest as if to keep his heart trapped inside his rib cage. Betty’s fingers clenched at her inner thigh, where she rubbed in a circular motion. I wondered if she might actually begin fondling herself in front of us, and if I could take it. There are people you lust for that you don’t even really like, but that doesn’t ease the savage and endless burning inside of you.


  Freddy wanted to fight but it was too late, his speedos were gone and Jude was already toying with his cock. Wes stared at her with a mixture of delight and disgust, the same way he probably glared into his mirror every morning. He wasn’t defiling her as much as he was himself.


  Jude licked the length of Freddy’s shaft and let it hook along her top teeth. I was sort of with him, getting into it, enjoying that pleasant feeling until she wrapped her hand around the corpse’s cock and stroked way too hard. It would’ve hurt like a bastard if he’d been alive. She tugged and yanked and jerked until I wanted to scream for him. I clenched my jaws and groaned, and Jude slowed the pace, much more gentle. I almost said thank you.


  Dan vomited in the sand, straddled over the cooler. He didn’t wipe his mouth as he nabbed another can of beer and sucked it down as fast as he could and then one more. He started to throw up again but held the liquor down, and the fog soon began to settle on his brain. He dropped heavily onto the beach and swooned, shaking his head and begging, “No no, come on now, guys, no….”


  Freddy probably felt the same way. Jude had his limp prick hauled up as far as it would go, staring thoughtfully at it. She inspected it closely, the head and underside, the size of his balls. She smiled up at Wes and he realized then that he never should’ve started the game. She was better at it and always would be, and now he was trapped with nowhere to crawl away to. He’d bitten through his own lip and a trace of blood threaded down his chin.


  “Fine, baby, fine,” he assented as she hummed. “Let’s get him hard for you.”


  “Yes, Wesley, for me.”


  He found a piece of driftwood in the sawgrass, cracked off a five inch jagged section, and then stabbed it into the corpse’s scrotum just beneath the testicles. Wes carefully maneuvered the stick up through Freddy’s shaft until it stood on its own, the wood jutting free from that torn dead pecker. Something oozed but it wasn’t blood.


  Collapsing in the sand, Dan curled up and hid his nuts. With a theatrical flourish, Jude took off her jeans and panties and tossed them onto the rocks. She lay across Freddy’s icy chest and slithered her cunt over his leg. She moved wildly over him, fisting that mangled prick, writhing in a frenzy. She used her own juices to lubricate him. This was a mysterious and arcane theater, and I didn’t want to think about what she might be acting out.


  Finally Jude mounted the drowned kid, easing her pussy lips open with one hand while guiding that mutilated cock in with the other.


  She kept their movements slow, rocking as she pushed down harder. She let out a grunt of pain but kept sinking further. A spurt of blood erupted black in the moonlight and she cried out but didn’t stop. A disfiguring smile scarred her face. She gasped and squawked louder as she found the rhythm. Betty stepped closer and breathed against my neck. I didn’t have an erection. This wasn’t sex or even madness, it was simply the way things had to be.


  Soon Jude was quivering, keeping her eyes on Freddy’s dead face as she moved above his body. The stick splintered and pierced her further so that squirts of blood gushed out every time she slammed her hips down to catch his cock again.


  Wes’ eyes were as bright and blind as the unbroken panes of glass at the tower of the lighthouse. A part of him wanted to kill Jude and yet an even stronger part of himself just wanted to suffer. He’d been with her for five years and hadn’t loved her for a minute, but at this instant she reached him in a way she’d never done before, and the sad bastard was actually grateful for it.


  Jude dropped, clung to Freddy and drew her nails across his chest over and over until thin lines as white as fish bellies opened in his flesh. So far they could still have an open casket for him, but his mother better not ask the mortician too many questions. Jude smoothed her fingertips over his face, brushing his forehead, running her hands through his hair, holding on while he punctured her further. She let out a harsh “Ngg,” noise that actually made Betty suck air between her teeth.


  Jude climaxed, shuddering so hard that the stick snapped between her legs.


  There was no point in trying to figure any of it out.


  She’d been badly perforated, the blood swelling between her cunt lips and pouring out in a river filled with dark clots and torn tissue. She didn’t seem to mind. She slid back and dropped aside, where she coiled beside Freddy as if he were much more of a man than Wes had ever been. It drove Wes even further out of his skull. His brain was in flames and it made his eyes narrow until tears squirted out onto his cheeks. But he kept on smiling.


  The dead fish stench of the night tide wafted past. Freddy’s after-shave mixed with it and came up with some new horribly foul odor. Dan had thrown up so much that he was wracked by the dry heaves, sobbing softly to himself beside the fire. Shadows danced across him as he spun and begged, “Please, we’ve got to get out of here. They’ll be coming for us. The coast guard might be out there right now watching. This is murder.”


  “He was already dead,” Wes said.


  “We killed him.”


  “We didn’t kill the drowned pervert. He fell off a ferry and couldn’t swim in his Gucci shoes.”


  “What just happened,” Dan said, “this…this…” The heaves interrupted him. He sputtered and coughed and his whole chest sounded parched and raw. He could barely catch his breath. He checked over his shoulder twice, as if his brother that committed suicide might be sneaking up on him. “What happened, that…that wasn’t right.”


  “He didn’t complain.”


  “But—but—she’s bleeding all over the goddamn place, just look at her.”


  “It’s over, stop bawling. We’re leaving.”


  “Thank Christ!” Dan wailed, and he actually brought his hands together as if in prayer. “But what are we going to do with him?”


  “Bring the fucker with us. We’ll toss his dead ass out in front of a hospital someplace.”


  Dan nodded and reached down but couldn’t bring himself to touch the corpse. That busted cock hung at a freakishly weird angle, the splintered wood jutting out from the scrotum and shaft in several places. Dan started to retch again and fell back into the sand. I had the feeling that he didn’t give much of a shit about plastic forks anymore.


  Wes and I tossed Freddy in the trunk and everybody piled into the car. I drove away from the point slowly. It made me a little sad to leave, and I didn’t quite know why.


  I was wide awake but a certain tightness had gripped me. The road curved and I didn’t want to follow it. We drilled along on Ocean Parkway heading towards the bridges and the clubs, waiting for the police cars. The heater softly hummed as the headlights chopped twin channels through the darkness.


  Betty chewed her bottom lip and squirmed beside me. For the first time since seventh grade her presence didn’t give me a sexual charge. It was so unfamiliar that I felt nearly weightless. I gripped the steering wheel harder just to keep hold of reality. She needed something all right, and I could see those questions running through her mind—what was it like, how did he feel to have him deep inside like that? How did the dead love?


  We hadn’t gone ten minutes down the parkway when Jude said, “Let’s go back.”


  I didn’t slam on the brakes, I was very proud about that, but I did let off the gas. The headlights ignited the saw grass and the empty road ahead. Dan grimaced and began to sob but the tears wouldn’t come for him. His eyes snapped back open in fear as he stared out the window. He remained silent.


  Betty said, “Wha–” Her voice had become strained, but wasn’t full of anger or even disbelief.


  “Let’s go back. Maybe there are more. There should be more by now, the way the wind is blowing. The current ought to be taking them past the point. Those that don’t wash up on Echo Island.”


  Weakly, Dan said, “Oh no, Jesus Christ, no. We can’t.”


  Betty turned. “You’re bleeding bad, Jude. You’ve got to see a doctor.”


  “No, I’m fine.”


  “You’re not fine. You could bleed to death.”


  “It’s all terrific, Betts. We’ve got to get you one of your own.”


  Wes let out that laugh again and Betty drew her palms to ears. “Oh, stop it, would you.”


  But Wes couldn’t stop, or didn’t want to. Neither did Jude.


  Neither did I.


  I stepped down on the brake and made a U-turn across the shallow grass and gravel of the median. Freddy shifted and thumped against my spare.


  We pulled up back to the point and scoured the black shore. The fire had died down to only glowing embers that sizzled. The beer cans we’d tossed in were red hot and the metal was smoking. We gathered up more driftwood and laid it over the embers until the branches blazed. We used them like torches. I had a very definite impression I’d once witnessed this same scene in Lord of the Flies.


  The surf battered the rocks and gurgled up the beach as if vying for our attention. The moon was still high enough to offset the whitecaps and etch the rolling waves in silver.


  Jude had been right.


  There were more now.


  Not nearly the forty presumed missing, but another four corpses had washed aground like beached mermaids. You would think all the bodies would make this a place of horror and death, but instead there was an almost buoyant milieu, like other friends had arrived and joined us. I could feel myself wanting to talk aloud to them, and I had to press my lips together to make sure I didn’t. I thought I heard Betty giggle in a sweet, bashful sort of fashion.


  Wes grabbed each corpse and pulled it from the foam by himself. He looked deeply into their faces as though he might recognize every one of them from out of his past.


  There was an elderly man with a massive head wound. Cerebral arteries splayed from his ruptured cranium and brain matter like egg yolk dribbled and hung in viscous strands. Fifty yards further down the beach two middle-aged women housefraus, who must’ve summered out on the island, lay sprawled over one another, mouths open and trickling sea water. On the other side of the butte was a guy about Freddy’s age, who wore a gold chain with the letters SOL hanging from it. Whether that was his name or only his initials, it’s what they called him.


  “Sol is kinda cute too, don’t you think, Betts?”


  Betty could only nod.


  “I’m not greedy. I’m giving this one to you.”


  “Jude, listen—”


  “No need to thank me.”


  “Is that what you expect?”


  Jude tittered, but she sounded sleepy, insubstantial. She moved slowly, blood staining her jeans down to the knee. I knew she wasn’t going to make it, that she didn’t want to leave the point, and I didn’t care much. But Betty—what did I feel about Betty, if anything?


  Maybe I’d never find out, or maybe I would. Jude sluggishly undid Sol’s pants, and drew them off. Sol wore boxer shorts with purple stripes on them. For some reason, this delighted her and she fell into a raving fit of laughter. When she’d finished, she looked over her shoulder at Betty and licked her lips.


  Firelight sent orange and yellow flashes scuttling across the surf. Sol appeared very young and innocent but also eager. There was an air of expectation about everything. Betty let loose with a passionate growl as she dropped beside Sol’s corpse. She took his cock between her lips and sucked at him. She screwed up her face from the taste of salt on him, not because he was only rotting meat. She continued working at his prick as though he might actually respond and grow hard. Her tongue darted to his balls, swabbing them lovingly. It didn’t affect me the way I thought it might. It didn’t fill me with heat, I didn’t want her, and even the familiar sadness and desire was gone.


  Jude let out with a caterwaul laugh and went to get another stick she could use to prop up his dick. She struggled off into the night still pouring blood.


  I wandered down the shore in the opposite direction. I couldn’t figure out why the coast guard had given up searching the area, except that maybe the ferry had been close enough to Echo Island for most of the bodies to wash up there. The currents were odd in the channel. Bodies that were only a foot away in the water might have wound up drifting miles apart from each other.


  Sea spray blew into my face. Timbers of the lighthouse groaned and gasped in judgment. History and change streamed on the wind, no different than ever before. The downed ferry probably still hadn’t completely settled into the silt at the bottom of the channel. I’d only by chance become a part of some much larger force. A process, an alchemy designed to take what was common and turn it into the extraordinary.


  The night wasn’t done with me yet.


  I found the girl.


  She floated in the weeds like drowned Ophelia, buffeted by the softest edges of the dying, ebbing waves. She lay out before me like every heartache I’d ever suffered, each unfulfilled goal that had turned into hell. I swayed. She held a purity that I’d never seen in anybody before, a simplicity and naked depth that weakened my knees but drew me forward.


  I didn’t want to touch her and ruin this grand image. Gradually, the waves brought her up to shore and released her into the sand at my feet.


  In life she’d had golden hair but now it was thick with seaweed and glowed a bitter bone white in the moonlight. Drops of water rolled off the muscles of her neck, shoulders, and thighs, leaving the lightest of salt trails behind. She wore a light cotton summer dress and the slap of the breakers had actually folded her hands across her belly. She looked healthy and melancholy.


  One freckle-spotted breast had worked free—the nipple small and pink, not entirely hard but just enough to give it a point. I moved to clench her and stopped, then gently placed her breast back inside her dress.


  Over my shoulder, Wes chuckled and hissed his hatred.


  “Watch this,” he said. “I’m gonna fuck this dead bitch. Right here, in front of that other cunt.”


  He still thought there was something left to be jealous about. He’d hold onto his wrath even when there was nobody left to be furious with. He found no solace and saw no beauty in this alchemist’s dream occurring around us.


  “Leave her alone,” I said, but he didn’t hear me. We both planted our torches.


  “You’re gonna see something now, man. Jude is gonna learn two can play at a game as sick as this.”


  “Wes—”


  “What, she thinks cutting up her pussy on a dead kid is going to make me feel sorry for her? Gonna make me love her more? Fuck no! I’m looking forward to this.”


  I walked back over to where Freddy’s pants lay and worked the belt loose. Betty and Jude were still busy with fixing up Sol’s dick with a stick. I scanned the area for Dan and found him staggering out along the butte. I couldn’t have rushed out there in time to save him from throwing himself down against the rocks, and I didn’t want to. I watched him drop from sight.


  I raced back to Ophelia. Wes had gotten her dress off. Her arms lay over her head and she appeared to be scowling, the terror of rape written in the lines and shadows of her features. He’d forced her eyes open.


  “This frigid bitch is mine.”


  “Leave her,” I said again, even more softly, but this time he heard me.


  “What?”


  “Go away and let her alone.”


  “So,” he said, letting loose that crazed laugh. “You’ve got some rage of your own, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s see it.”


  He me that infected grin. It was abhorrent and gruesome, and how he must’ve hated seeing it scraped on his face every time he dared look into a mirror. I realized then that his knuckles weren’t scarred from football or from hard work, but because he’d driven his fists into a hundred mirrors over the years. I looked into Wes’ eyes and saw that he’d rested all his final hopes on me.


  He roared and drew his knife, a butterfly blade that he liked to snap open and shut but had never really become proficient with. I burst out laughing and it felt damn good. Freddy’s belt held power. The property of dead men is holy. I held the ends of the leather belt and snapped it together. The sound of a whip-crack burst across the darkness.


  Wes halfheartedly jabbed with the blade twice but he didn’t actually want to save himself. He’d been imploring someone to kill him for years. So I strangled him.


  He’d been far stronger than me once, but he’d given up his strength for pettiness and self-pity. I got behind him, looped the belt over his head, and let out all the rest of what I had howling inside me—seeing through only the bloody tint of rage—and pulling tighter. He barely fought back for a moment and then relaxed, mewling, reaching back to place his hands on my wrists. He patted me with a kind reassurance, urging me onward. I yanked harder and he dropped to his knees in a mockery of prayer before the dead girl. Wes wheezed and gurgled while she watched me with an affectionate gaze.


  My hands turned blue from the exertion but it felt so good, this relief, and we both grunted in time together. I felt his windpipe collapse and he let loose with a thankful hiss, patting me one last time.


  He fell forward onto his face between Ophelia’s legs.


  We took death and made it into life, somehow. I held on to her as if my very heartbeat depended upon it, because it did. She would save me from the long bleakness of the world.


  I had at last fallen in love.


  “Ophelia,” I said. I carried her up to a dune. She watched me closely as I curled up beside her and went to sleep.


  In the morning, as the sun seeped over the horizon, Betty was still on top of Sol and she was dead. She’d bled out across his corpse and hadn’t cared enough about her own life to clamber off him. The sand around them had grown a deep red.


  Dan’s body lay crumpled and broken on the rocks. He hadn’t died immediately. From the looks of it his spine had shattered after he fell, and he lay there forced to look back towards shore. He couldn’t get away from the sight even then. The tide was tugging at him and I decided to let him go.


  Jude had found Wes in the dark and decided to die beside him. But not before she evened the score a little. She’d bitten his lips off and chewed away a fair amount of his face. I left him where he was.


  It took hours to move the rest of them, but I was safe. I had never felt so protected and secure in my life. Usually the point was filled with beachcombers and tourists by this time of the morning, but today the beach would reject everyone but us.


  The Chevy’s trunk easily held the two housefraus and Freddy, and I only had to break one of their ladies’ legs to get them all in. I laid the old man with the crushed head in the back across the foot wells and sat Sol up in the seat between Betty and Jude. The three of them relaxed against each other, drowsy and cuddling, murmuring endearments. I envied their devotion and the tenderness they showed one another.


  They too had their dreams, and I realized that hope and longing and hunger don’t die as easily as delicate flesh. I could see their faith and passions that continued to burn inside their peaceful faces.


  I checked the rearview mirror and saw that my own eyes were finally as alive as theirs.


  All you really had to do was open yourself up to love, and it would eventually find you. Ophelia sits next to me, whispering her encouragement and gratitude.


  Of all of us, I’m still the quietest one.


  Introduction for “Voice C”


  By Edward Lee


  Tom Pic is one of my most vital friends in this bizarre professional coterie known as the “horror” genre. But that friendship didn’t come first. Personally, I didn’t know Tom from Adam when I began reading him, but I sure as shit DID know his name as a writer. Over ten years ago, his stuff was all over the place, and he was one of the few writers I DIDN’T know personally whose fiction I’d always pursue. Why? Because it kicked ass. It wasn’t just good, it was extraordinary good, a benchmark for the genre. Tremendous short stories that rose up above most of the field’s material, novels that stepped out in ways that made me jealous, and poetry so good it makes me want to throw in the towel. The oddest thing is the fact that I’m friends with this paramount writer––it just seems weird to read his outstanding work or simply see it on the stands, and then realize, “Wait a minute––I KNOW this guy!” Read this to believe him. Everything Pic writes makes me feel honored to exist in the same field with him.


  In this day and age, America loves buzzwords and acronyms, and today the business in question is called “EVP” which, if you watch Sci-Fi Channel, you know stands for electronic voice phenomena. It used to be called “remote recording,” however, and it’s been around for a long time. Sort of like the Atkins Diet…Anyway, it’s kind of a big deal now, popping up on all these new ghost-hunter shows and Hollywood extravaganzas like WHITE NOISE. Tom Piccirilli was kind enough to include a selection of my verse in his poetry anthology THE DEVIL’S WINE, and one of my pieces wasn’t a poem at all but an oddment of sorts that I thought appropriate, called “Four Female Voices in an Empty Room.” It’s merely a transcription of a remote recording––an EVP––that I made with some friends on, of all nights, the Eve of Beltane (April 30, 1981), at a house in Maryland that was supposedly haunted. To me, though, there’s no “supposedly” about it. The place is haunted. Period.


  I won’t say the name of the house because that would be potentially libelous; it still stands and is now a recreation center at a very upscale and high-buck residential community in Maryland. (Yeah, that would really do wonders for the property values, huh? “Who’s this fucking horror writer who just defamed our beautiful rec center? Sue him!”) To make a long story short, my “poem” is true. It really happened, and those voices really were recorded. I was the night watchman for this rec center; hence, I had full access, and on the given night in 1981, I let my friends in, then we began our little ghost-hunt. It was me and another guy and two girls. (The “house,” by the way, wasn’t really a house; it was a big-ass mansion––which I borrowed from in my novels THE CHOSEN and FLESH GOTHIC.


  Seriously, the place looked like the joint in HELL HOUSE: sprawling, garrets, high arched doorways, narrow windows, and old brick walls with ivy growing in the seams. Cool. I’m not sure what it used to be, but I think it was some sort of seminary or religious school.) Back to the story: my friends and I brought three tape recorders. Two were cassettes and one was a big reel to reel with, like, four hours of tape on it. Were merely placed the recorders in strategic locations, turned them on, and retreated to a back room and fooled around with an Ouija Board for a few hours. (The mystical oracle yielded no results.) Then, later on, we collected the tapes and recorders and left the house. The reel to reel and one of the cassettes had absolutely nothing on them but the second cassette did indeed record some voices. These are the voices in my poem, and one of them, the one we labeled “Voice C,” is what gave Tom the idea for his excellent story. It was a wan female voice that sounded distant yet somehow very close up at the same time. The voice uttered these two words: “I’m dead.”


  I’m not bullshitting, I swear! And anyway, that’s the story. And I’m delighted that Tom found this little oddment interesting enough to write a story about, a superb story to say the least. The house is still there, by the way, and anytime I revisit Maryland, I toy with the idea of sneaking a tape recorder inside and making another remote recording. I’m certain, in fact, that one day I will.


  –Edward Lee, author of FLESH GOTHIC and MESSENGER


  VOICE C


  For Edward Lee


  Jenks averted the cold spot in front of the foyer closet as he stepped into the house where his sister had been murdered.


  He hadn’t expected a media frenzy and there wasn’t one. Two reporters from the yellow journal city papers, a small crew from the local cable station, and that was it. The girl’s mother, Mrs. Mallory, was doing all the talking, trying to nail down her moment in the spotlight. Her hair had been done up in a carefully constructed tower of braids and tails that threatened to topple starboard. The new dye job hadn’t completely taken at her temples and it appeared that she’d tried to trim out the offending grays.


  She sat on a worn couch which was clearly set for the trash, large boxes stacked up before her being used as a coffee table. Paper cups and plates with half eaten slices of pizza littered the top. A couple of fold-out chairs encircled her and the two reporters were sitting, scribbling haphazard notes, looking weary as hell.


  The girl, Tracy, sat silently beside her mother with the micro-cassette tape recorder in her lap, eyeing the device with a mixture of disinterest and loathing. It was an odd fusion but she pulled it off.


  No one had noticed Jenks yet. He glanced around the nearly empty room. The house had gone through some changes in recent years but nothing too extreme. At some point the family had broken
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