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  Marianne Halbert is an author from central Indiana. She loves creepy, atmospheric, unsettling horror. Her biggest inspirations are Shirley Jackson, Rod Serling, Daphne du Maurier, and Ray Bradbury. Much of her work has been described as “literary horror” or “quiet horror”. Marianne creates imperfect characters who break your heart and make you think of them long after the page has closed. Her stories have appeared in ThugLit, Necrotic Tissue Magazine, and numerous other magazines and anthologies on the cutting edge of dark speculative fiction. Marianne has been on panels at AnthoCon and Necon, is a member of the Horror Writers Association and a member of Sisters in Crime. She’s also a lawyer, mental health advocate, wife, mother of two young adult daughters, and wrangler of her family’s mini-goldendoodle, Ripley. Marianne has two collections out, Wake Up and Smell the Creepy and Cold Comforts. She is currently working on her first novel, The Lady’s Pocket. Keep up with her at:


  www.halbertfiction.com


  @HalbertFiction on Twitter


  @HalbertFiction on Facebook


  Wake up and smell the creepy!
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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.
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  When Betsy Whispers


  She was always Betsy.


  She learned the art of whispering from her mother. The darkness opened, revealing a blinding blue sky above. An unsettling fear of the unknown made her want to scream. Then the rest of the world fell silent, a slight breeze began to blow, and her mother’s tender branches cradled her, gently rocking her back and forth. Her mother’s leaves shifted and stirred, whispering sweet nothings to Betsy. Occasionally her mother would weep for the siblings lost to the frost, but then she would resume her melancholy lullaby, sung for Betsy alone. One night, before the hour of sunrise, the wind became an angry gust, and ripped Betsy from her mother’s grasp. The umbilicus severed, she felt herself falling, helpless, carried away through the pelting rain.


  The earth felt cold and unwelcoming. In the distance, Betsy heard her mother’s frantic cries as her branches whipped back and forth in the torrent, the sound of her boughs cracking as she desperately reached for her lost child through the storm. But the effort was fruitless.


  Betsy was alone.


  Streaks of jagged light split the sky, and thunder exploded overhead. Frightened and forsaken, missing the pulse of life she’d been connected to, Betsy sought protection. Each time she tried to move, she was pounded back into the ground by the downpour. Exhausted by the effort, she relented and lay still in her new bed until just before the dawn. Upon waking, aching for devotion, she split open, and sent forth a sweet tendril. If that kind of love could no longer find her, she would find it. Digging, searching, Betsy’s misery wouldn’t end until she was someone’s sole object of affection again. At first nothing. Hours went by. Weary, she dozed in a pre-dawn haze.


  Then there it was. Something nudged her awake. A night crawler. It slid, stretching and constricting, rubbing against her. Basking in euphoria at the long-awaited contact, Betsy didn’t realize the creature was mindlessly moving away until it was almost too late. With a toddler’s greed, the only thought she could formulate was, Mine. And then it was in her grasp. A part of her knew she was gripping too tightly, but the thing wanted to slither away from her. Desperate for its love, she felt its struggle. Its flailing movements only made her grasp harder. She felt its life force fleeing it, and flowing into her. She grew stronger. As the first rays of day found her, she reached upwards.


  Her roots continued to feed on the subterranean, but over the coming years, Betsy grew unsatisfied with bugs and slugs. As she branched out, she witnessed squirrels scampering and birds flitting among her cousins. She wanted to attract these lively creatures. She morphed from stout to lithe, and grew fine branches, perfect and strong. And she remembered her mother’s gift. The way she could make any being on Earth feel as though they were the most loved. The only one. Fortunately for her, she was a fast learner. She sprouted leaves, waited for the slightest breeze, and began to rustle.


  Betsy whispered.


  Welcoming, soothing, she lulled small creatures up her trunk. Onto her boughs. Noses twitched. Whiskers quivered. She craved the feel of a critter nestling inside her. The warmth, the heaving. The heartbeat. But inevitably, her appetite overcame her and she took the life, absorbing it, letting it nourish her. Like any addict, she was never satisfied. She craved more.


  One day men on horses drew near. They were like no other prey she’d stalked before. They were watchful. They had a pecking order. The men looked around for the most comfortable spot to take a rest. And to plot.


  The air was still, the other trees lifeless, yet Betsy rustled her leaves, showing off her best side. Here, she sighed softly. They had almost passed her by when one of the men pulled on the reins of his mare, and crooked his head. His eyes studied the other trees, then landed on her. Timid, she spoke up again. Here. Yes. I’m the one you’re looking for.


  Without a word, the man’s commanding eyes brought the others back. They dismounted, the leader arching his back. The pack settled in near Betsy’s trunk, and drank in her shade. One of them leered at her lowest branch. It wasn’t long before he began to drool.


  “That’s the one,” he said.


  The leader followed his gaze. He stood, brushing dirt from his pants. He walked around her, eyeing her from every angle. Admiration, and a glimmer of excitement shone in his eyes. He tested her strength, then nodded his approval. Betsy experienced a surge of carnal longing when they mounted their horses and departed.


  They returned hours later, and she shivered with yearning, remembering their touch. One man tossed a rope over her thickest branch. The others helped to tighten it. It bit into her bark. Betsy’s roots quivered with anticipation. One end of the rope went around the neck of a man on a cart directly beneath her. He struggled, and she inhaled, drinking in his essence. The cart moved, unloading him, and she felt the weight of him under her. The spasmic movement as he flailed. Such a life force! He extended one hand up, as though if he could just grip her, the suffering would stop. His fingertips brushed her flesh, sending a tingle down her trunk, all the way to her roots. Minutes passed. He weakened, then quieted, going limp. Betsy shuddered, her leaves rustling, shuddered once more, and felt at peace.


  She heard one of the men. “Yep, that’s the one.” And that’s how Betsy became the hanging tree.


  Over the years, more men came. Each time she heard their approach it was like the rap of a suitor’s knock at her door. When they stopped and she knew it was going to be another hanging, it was like a lover’s brusque hand brushing the sleeve off her shoulder. She came to look upon the men on horses as servants, bringing her nourishment. When she felt the rope cinch around her, she held her breath in anticipation of that sweet joining of her life and another’s. She hungered for the rush of vitality those lovers provided, however brief the engagement. The coupling was always bittersweet, as Betsy realized early on, they were never going to be anything more than a one-time encounter. Then one day, the men on horses didn’t bring a rope or a suitor. They brought an axe.


  The first blow was the most excruciating. The men chopped her apart. Raw, she wanted to cry out, but they severed her branches, abandoning her beautiful leaves in the dust. Crying thick, sappy tears, Betsy was defenseless as they sawed her into beams and planks. Men hauled her away and erected her at the far end of town, almost out of reach of the gentry. Steps, a platform, braces and uprights. They pounded on her and drilled into her until she took on her new form. Bereft of her dignity and her voice, Betsy silently cursed their very existence.


  But then a man with a gold star pinned to his chest climbed her steps. He stood on her platform, and caressed one of her uprights slowly, so slowly. He clapped another man on the back. “Fine work, gentlemen. Most gorgeous scaffold I’ve seen yet.” He paused before walking away and rubbed her once more. Whispering just to her. “Gorgeous.”


  Betsy soon discovered she no longer required leaves in order to whisper. Even though she stood on the outskirts of town, there were now always men about. They were drawn to her. She could convince them to touch her, to stroke her. To bring her sacrifices. Now when her lovers came, she had an audience. The crowds’ eyes were ravenous with lust. Betsy groaned as the door dropped, and the horde cried out in a frenzied fervor.


  Over the years, there were fewer and fewer hangings. Betsy hungered. Then the men came again with saws. She felt their hands on her, tugging at her. They took her away. Under cover of darkness, they escorted her beyond a sharp-wired fence secreting acres of nothing but a few large brick buildings. Carelessly, they tossed her onto the floor.


  “Use the braces and uprights for the back and legs of the chair. Make the seat and arms from the platform.” The man barking the order commented on how appropriate it was that the chair should be forged from the gallows.


  Two men in identical blue denim went to work on her. One with dark eyes examined each plank, each post. As hours turned to days, Betsy admired his thick dark hair, the cut of his jawline, the way his muscles flexed when he lifted her into his arms. She’d never had the luxury of studying a man in such proximity for extended periods of time. And all the while, he studied her too, letting his fingers stroke the grain of her wood. She’d never felt so exposed before. So intimate.


  “Hank, back to your cell. It’s time for lights out,” a voice called from the hallway. “It’s not like that heap of wood is going anywhere.” Hank lingered. He put his fingertips to his lips and then gingerly pressed them to her, leaving Betsy with her first kiss. The sound of his receding footsteps was a like a dagger.


  Betsy came to covet the moments when Hank was near. The other man treated her like she was nothing special. Just a piece of furniture. But Hank…Hank approached her delicately. She whispered about how he was the one. The only one. He was so careful with every inch of her. She relished the pain in his eyes when he saw how the other man had drilled into her. So protective. He became so critical of the other man’s mishandling of her that eventually Hank became the only one allowed to touch her. Alone at last, he slid his palms over the curve of her arms, and used his tools to shape them until they were perfectly smooth and uniform. He selected only the best black leather to cover her seat, the finest brass buttons for her chastity belt, securing the gentle swell of leather into place. He insisted on fastening them himself.


  “Lucky you,” a guard said to Hank. “Out of here in a few weeks. Don’t worry. We’ll christen her good.” Betsy didn’t like the man’s lewd chuckle, and was relieved when he left the room. Hank’s eyes looked pained and shimmery. Don’t leave me, she whispered. He carved notches out of her footrest. Be with me. He hesitated, then carefully sat down in her lap. Stay with me. He exhaled, lay his head back against her, closing his eyes, and eased his ankles into the notches. A perfect fit. Yes…we’re a perfect fit.


  The days moved quickly. Hank massaged oil onto Betsy’s surface. He began to mumble. “I got privileges now, darlin’. Could be out in the yard.” He rubbed her harder. “Or taking visits with my sister. But none of that,” he said, choking up. He swiped the back of his hand across his cheek, staining himself with her perfume. His touch was softer when he reached for her again. “None of that seems to matter now.” His voice sounded haunted as he went on, nearly hoarse. “Tomorrow doesn’t matter now.” He collapsed to his knees, his head dropping into her lap, and as she held him, he wept. Then he was gone.


  An electrician came one morning, and put his hands on her. Groping, he bound cords to her neck and ankles. Betsy ached for Hank. She had learned to whisper without wind. Without leaves or even branches. Heartsick, in her mind she reached for him. Find a way, she pleaded. Find a way back to me, she implored.


  After weeks of despair, Betsy heard the men talking about Hank’s return. How there was no motive for the murder. But he’d done it, plain as day. In front of a dozen witnesses. He insisted his lawyers offer no defense. He declined a last meal. All he wanted was Betsy…and to die in her arms. Betsy didn’t disappoint.


  He hadn’t seen her in months. It wasn’t allowed. It was bad luck for the groom to see the virgin bride before the wedding. Shackled, he stepped in the room, and hesitated. She knew he was just allowing himself that extra moment to inhale her beauty.


  When Hank sat down, they were a perfect fit as they’d always been. Like honeymooners, spooning. He relaxed into her, his muscled back pressing against her chest. Straps bound his wrists to hers, but he didn’t struggle. His fingers flexed, then gripped her arms for comfort. Someone dipped a sponge in water, and placed it over his scalp, the water dripping as Betsy grew moist.


  Betsy didn’t care about the onlookers this time. All she knew, all she cared about, was Hank was with her again. In her arms at last. Suddenly a jolt went through her, an explosion of energy, and Hank shuddered. His muscles tensed and he went rigid, thrusting into her. Betsy felt alive like never before. Hank’s life, his love, penetrated her. Ravenous, Betsy’s only thought was mine mine mine. Again. She wanted him again and again.


  But Hank lay still. Too still.


  Men unbound them and took Hank away. His essence was already fading within her now, and she knew he wouldn’t return. She wanted to take it back. To bring him back. To feel his hands on her again. Someone turned off the lights and the door closed. Betsy no longer smelled of woody perfume. She smelled of burnt death. Confined to solitude, Betsy was alone once more.


  She agonized over her loss, and found her only solace in the suffering of others. Hank had taught her the first sound of foreplay. The clanking echoes of feet approaching the adjacent room. Sometimes the voice was silent. Others were wailing, or begging. Betsy had come to enjoy the begging. The carnal scent of a last supper. Some came to her resignedly, others were cajoled or even dragged. But none were like Hank. None sought her out. Not for years.


  Then one night, during a violent storm, a man was brought to the adjacent room. Betsy whispered to him through the wall. He waved away dinner and moved closer to the wall. Betsy shared with him her most intimate thoughts. Promised him a higher and more profound ecstasy than he’d ever known. He waved away the priest.


  When the man stood in the doorway, he gazed upon her. One of the guards was new and young, and it pleased Betsy when he flinched at a clap of thunder. He had a milky, lazy eye that seemed to roam, searching for the source of the boom, but the other eye, blue as the sky that had welcomed her into the world, was trained on Betsy. The young guard mentioned the storm outside, how it was a real gale.


  Come to me.


  The prisoner lowered himself onto Betsy. The guard shifted his head, ever so slightly, confused. He pulled on his earlobe. “Hey, did any of you hear—”


  A second crack of thunder pounded overhead, and the lights cut out. Betsy latched on to her partner and didn’t let go.


  When the lights came back on, the older guards pronounced the man dead. But with no electricity during the power outage, they didn’t understand how he could have been electrocuted. The boy with the lazy eye looked at Betsy like she might bite him, and silently backed out of the room.


  Then there came the dry spell. For a time, Betsy feared her fleeting moments of arousal were over when, according to the rumor, men’s laws made her forbidden. She felt obsolete. She whispered to the men in black robes, and eventually the court saw the error of their ways. For twenty more years she felt purpose. The boy with the lazy eye grew into a man as he reluctantly brought her more victims. Betsy brought terror to some. But to those susceptible to her whisper, those who waived their appeals and last-minute stays from the governor, she brought the ultimate joy.


  The guard, her guard, walked into her room one day, unannounced. There had been no clanking of chains. No scent of a last supper. His blue eye focused on her. “You’ve seen your last victim. Lethal injection is taking your place.” He didn’t smile. He didn’t seem victorious. Just cautiously relieved. “Store her in the catacombs,” he said. “She no longer gets to see the light of day.” Two young men dragged her away.


  Betsy was relegated to a dank dungeon. She spent those dark years settling for the spiders and rats that crawled across her lap. Splitting and cracked now, she recalled how beautiful she had once been. She fantasized about the many men she’d known. She replayed stolen moments with Hank. But mostly, she grew nostalgic for those early days in her mother’s arms. If only…then a long-rusted door creaked open. Hands were on her once more.


  It had been years since Betsy had breathed in the open air. The sun’s rays warmed her as she was moved across the yard. She heard the shushing of leaves trying not to gossip as she passed beneath them. She yearned for those mornings under the open blue sky. The chirping of birds carrying on their own conversations. Then a shadow passed over her and that door closed.


  A lazy eye searched for her from a wrinkled face, and a piercing blue eye under a snow-white brow found her.


  “I want her placed behind soundproof glass,” he said. The man, hunched over with age, began to scuffle away toward the door.


  “You mean shatterproof, right?” asked a youthful freckle-faced man. “So no one who visits the museum will damage it?”


  Betsy perked up at the sight of the young man’s dimples, and his fiery hair. She wondered, for the first time in years, if she could still—


  “I mean soundproof,” the old man growled as he turned on her. He stared her down with his one good eye, standing as tall as he could manage with his brittle back. “That glass isn’t there to protect her from the public.”


  Betsy smiled. And she whispered to her old friend. No indeed. It’s to protect them from me.


  Papa’s Wrench and the Wind Chime


  The patch of fog on the window, expanding and fading with each breath, was the only proof that I was still breathing as the school bus turned the corner. The driver slowed, and the brakes made a squeaking, squealing sound. It reminded me of the mice my brother used to feed to his snake. Of that sound they made before the fangs released a blessed silence. Most of the kids, including me, were sitting two to a seat. We were still a block away and had just passed the Dead End sign when I heard the wind chime. Dainty at first. It always sounded dainty at first. Then clanging as the breeze picked up. I knew what hung from that oak tree. We all did. And we knew what was making that sound.


  Every time we drew near that house, I thought of this old album my mom put on the turntable at Halloween. Sound effects like creaking floors, screeching cats, and a thunderstorm played as a woman with an overly dramatic, yet convincing voice described a “dilapidated” house. It was only mid-September now, but I heard that woman’s voice in my head. I looked at the Monstrum place, with its drooping gutters, missing shingles, and peeling paint. I mouthed the word dilapidated, and the patch of fog on my window grew again.


  The bus rolled to stop. The Monstrum kids stood motionless, waiting, behind a broken porch banister. They all had a certain look about them. Lanky, with
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