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The day Lorna moved out, Larry and I had been talking about how we were going to blow the gates off body bling. No more tats. Full speed into ornamental death weapons.

“You guys look like fucking freaks,” Lorna said, checking out our surgical amendments. “After this, I wish you had gone full-tat. This is ridiculous.” 

I looked at Larry, he at me, and we burst out laughing. Her reaction was all the validation we needed. “High concept, baby!” Larry squealed, and I leaped in the air to meet his five.

“You guys are nuts, and I don’t want any part of your campaign to abuse yourselves for entertainment,” she yelled, the door slamming behind her.

Undeterred, we felt ready for a breakout event. “She’ll be back,” I told Larry. “Let’s do this party.”

Invitations specified juried admission, open only to the most creative expressions of ornamental death weapons.

I didn’t want to admit it – my social pod was all ink, all the time – but I hated tattoos, too. Jumping to next-gen was escape from ink as much as embrace of faux primitive headwear.

I loved the shit out of Lorna, but she was such a puzzle. We invited her to the event anyway, just to show ourselves good sports. We added some influencers, although, to be frank, we weren’t sure what they looked like. To light the fire, we stirred up pitchers of martinis. Respect to retro, we poured in Solo cups. 

Now, a week after Lorna’s departure scene, here we stood, backs to the fireplace, Lorna across the room, giving me the evil. She wasn’t playing our game. All she had done was bathe and comb her hair. No crazy-ass skull decor, but damn, she was still ridiculously hot.

As hosts, Larry and I had labored overtime to set a high bar. Our surgeries hadn’t healed, but we were eager to show off. 

Every so often, Larry cringed, when someone squeezed behind him and hit the shaft of the lance sutured into his back. I preferred to keep an eye on my ornamental death weapon, which was why I opted for a Maori hatchet embedded in my forehead, its handle dangling safely in the space between us.

The party was my coming out. The dancers in my living room – Lorna’s living room, too, until she left – were first-gen tattoo victims, a dozen, maybe more. The early adopters, transitioning to what Larry called “headhunter chic.” Years earlier, all of us had looked like Lorna, skin like a baby born. Then some got tats. I did rub-ons. Lorna held out, clung militantly to the unblemished look.

Then the real tats did a steady dissolve. Now most of them were a bluish greenish reddish subcutaneous smoosh, all the images collapsed into formless color blobs that lived like Superfund sites beneath their skin. I was so grateful to have held out. On census forms, they marked “other,” only because they couldn’t choose “colored.” 

Nobody cared what Lorna thought. I didn’t. It cost me. With each of my rub-on tats, she grew a tad frostier, afraid I was tipping toward the needle. It wasn’t the only reason she left. 

Now I had authored an outré alternative to ink – ornamental death weapons. And Lorna had thawed. “Compared to that hatched head shit, tats are just plain ... Catholic,” she said.

“Glad you could make it – home,” I said, when she sidled into the party. “Why did you come?”

“Everybody loves the circus,” she replied. 

I giggled every time someone bumped Larry’s lance, and he cringed. 

Giggles would have been inappropriate if directed at someone shafted with a carved-barb meranti lance of Maori origin during an attempted Fun-Yum heist at a 7-Eleven. 

Giggles were totally cool for a surgically enhanced lancer. Like Larry. 

When I laughed, the handle of my shell-edged Fijian gugu flopped down, from the site of the blade implant in my forehead. I winced. The cranial bone hadn’t fully healed. 

“You want to be careful,” the prosthetic surgeon said at my post-op.

He reached up and thumped my noggin with his thumb and giggled.

“This is a great touch,” he said. “Props for the concept. Maybe my best body dongle yet. But this needs time to firm up.”

When I forgot, the blade inside my brain would pinch and I would seize up for a second or two. Colored lightning inside. Spilled my drink more than I sipped it.

Lorna grabbed my arm. She was trying to be friends, keep me in her loop, act like leaving at the end of the night – by herself, or with someone indecorously decorated – was perfectly fine, no biggie, good for our personal growth. All she wanted was to bask in the glow of my dongle.

She was a shitty actor. Why the heat for hardware after she dumped me for nothing more than tilting toward ink? It wasn’t as if I came home with sleeves, slacks, torso tapestries.

“I’m doin’ the dongle,” she boasted to another guest, flicking her head my way. 

Groupie groper? Maybe she was coming around. I knew she hoped I would transit this phase, quickly, and consider other ways to inject excitement into our lives. Salons were adding skin bleaching. Lorna got me a gift card, in case I got drunk and slipped up. Reversion therapy might be next.

Ever since my war club implant, she wanted nothing but sex sex sex. She hated the hardware, but “there is something different about you, I’ll say that.” She wanted to bone me back to the stoned age. If I had only known this would happen, I would’ve gotten weaponry installed months before.

Lorna had never been this competitive. Then she saw how the war club affected the other ladies. They kept peeling away from their guys, stuck in the aughts with their ho-hum Malawian lip discs or Karen-style ear plugs. They would sidle up, lean in, touch my handle. 

“This is so egregious!” squealed the dyed raspberry blonde with the nipple juncture bolt, reaching for my gugu’s handle. 

I had to slap her hand away, and that only made her come on stronger. 

Lorna clocked the teeny with a bare-knuckled left cross, pretty minimalist but appreciated by the witnesses for its retro cool. That really got the party going. Made me hot, too, if I’m honest.

Against the pulsing beat, the front door opened and there stood the three “cocktail Olives.” Each named Olive, they had been on cheer squad, graduated to a shared Apache arrow slaughter concept. The first two made it into the party, but the third got stuck in the doorway. Two guys pried the arrow nocks from the frame, and they popped into the room.

Front and back, the stitched-in arrow shafts flopped about as they danced, maybe a dozen faux-perfs per Olive. They looked like go-go porcupines.

Stopped Larry cold. “Jesus,” he said. “This is going nuclear.”

I was lost in the beat, not really in the mood to ponder what might next walk through the door. Lorna was working some great moves to dodge the swinging gugu handle when I saw flashing red out the front window. 

One of two possibilities. The fire truck Christmas parade stuck on loop. Or cops doing a slow roll down the block, checking us out.

Shit. Probably the neighbors called again. I meant to invite them, but they’re in their fifties, paired with pizza and matching recliners for MeTV. No skin art, for sure. Just a pretty good selection of age spots, things that look shockingly similar to pepperoni slices. Last time I suggested they just turn their hearing aids down, but they acted like they couldn’t hear me, just the music. I thought that was pretty quick, for pre-retirees.

A knock. Lorna lunged for the volume knob as Larry strolled to the door.

There sat a stunning redhead astride a stationary Peloton. Attendants on either side lifted the bike and carried her into the center of the room, like porters bearing a maharaja on a sedan chair. We all cleared a path. They set her down. 

One of the porters turned to me.

“She can’t walk, since she had it sutured to her butt,” he said.

She began to cycle. When she got it going good, she tried to stand up, but the sutures held her ass to the leather seat. Wild. A PellaToner girl permanently affixed to her torture device? We were slack-jawed. 

“The ultimate ornamental death weapon,” Larry said.

We resumed dancing, but not for long. The flashing cherry stopped outside. We heard doors slam, then a brief knock before the door opened.

In stepped this goddess, totally nude, except for the duty belt and an array of holsters, for cuffs, batons, flashlights, mace. And leather suspenders, gently pressing her breasts toward a meeting in the middle. Oh, and the Crime Scene ballcap. 

She had perfect skin. Not a tattoo anywhere, but on theme. From a bullet surgically implanted at the point of entry to her forehead, a translucent resin trail extended about five feet into the air and into the muzzle of a hovering service revolver.

“Arresting,” Larry said. 

Every male in the room stopped dancing, and turned toward Officer Vixen. Smitten. 

“Who the fuck are you?” Lorna asked. 

That’s my girl. Not gonna be upstaged at my party. “You know anybody here? You don’t know me.”

Officer Vixen just smiled, as if that were enough. It was for me. She had perfectly blank skin. I remembered, back when unblemished skin was the best. Then it became the enemy. I was suddenly tilting retro.

Under normal circumstances, Vixen’s bare canvas would’ve sealed the deal. But this was Lorna’s circumstance.

“Get the fuck out,” Lorna said.

Vixen left, and so did every guy in the place. It was like a parade down the block, Vixen  in the lead, all these slathering goofs in tow.

Larry watched them go, turned and looked at Lorna and me. “Well,” he said, “guess I know where I’m not wanted.” The door slammed behind him.

“What was that?” I asked Lorna. “The end of an era?”

Lorna and I shared a joint and finished our beverages. We were quiet. Then she looked at me. “I think you were right,” she said. 

“Of course I was.”

About what, I had no idea. I said nothing, unsure where Lorna was going with this.

“Inflection point,” she said. “The end of outré conceptual ornamental death weapon body defilement. And–”

“Go on,” I said.

“—the return of the birthday suit. Wanna see mine? I’ve been keeping it in storage, for a moment like this.”

“Sure, but I hope you don’t mind shagging a bleu boyaux. What if I remove this stupid war club first?”

She pouted a bit, then brightened. “All weird things come to an end. Just fuck me normal, ‘K?”
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Evie Black doesn’t need to be told how important this afternoon is for her career, or that it is absolutely critical that she makes a good impression – but Adam, her agent, tells her anyway. 

“Evie this is our chance to change the narrative. Our chance to show the world you’re back,” Adam says. 

A part of the old Evie stirs as she wonders if he means literally back after her second consecutive court mandated “vacation,” or if he means back in a more figurative sense. In the way popstars or actors will announce a new act in their career by saying they’re back – even if they never actually left. 

“Of course, of course,” Evie says, wincing at the sound of her voice. She certainly doesn’t sound like she’s back. The old Evie’s voice was husky with a splash of Kentucky twang. The vocal equivalent of an old fashioned with a burnt orange peel. The voice she hears now is that of a sycophantic child. Somehow begging and whining at the same time. A cross between a child’s plea for pity and a complaint. 

“Julie, the girl from the magazine, the journalist,” Adam says, “she’s apparently a big horror buff. Movies and books. She’s obviously excited to meet you and see the home of horror ‘royalty.’ 

Evie will concede that her father deserves the “King of Horror” sobriquet. She’s less sure when it comes to her own legacy. Unlike other writers who have to start from scratch, Evie’s father left her his name and this house. And, of course, his desk.

The desk, Evie thinks. Her father may have written at it, but he never owned it. If anything, the desk owned him.   

“How does the house look?” Adam asks.  

Evie can sense he’s fishing. He wants to know that the maid he paid for yesterday actually came and, perhaps more importantly, that Evie actually let her in. 

“Good,” Evie says. “It looks good.” 

Evie lives in a two-story Tudor style house she inherited from her father. From the outside, nestled among the trees with its front facing gables between roof pitches that came together in a sharp point, it could pass for a storybook cottage. The home of some fairytale witch. 

“She cleaned every room?” Adam presses. 

Evie hesitates, thinking of the locked door leading up to the office and the desk, then she lies. “Of course.” 

There’s a heavy silence on the other end of the line. A long pause that seems to stretch on and on. Evie tightens her grip on the phone. She can feel the pressure beginning to build as an image of the locked door fills her mind. She sees the knob twist and then strain against its hinges. When the lock doesn’t give way the door shakes, once and then twice, and then over and over again, until the wood begins to splinter sending cracks like spiderwebs across the wall. 

“Okay excellent,” Adam says. The sound of his voice is like a lifeline pulling her back to sanity.

Evie exhales. The phone is slick with sweat against her ear and she’s squeezing it so hard her fingers are cramping. She gently pries them off and switches to the other ear. 

“I’ve got to jump in a second but how is the writing going?” Adam asks. “I’m sure your publisher would love to see some pages.” 

“Great,” Evie says, another lie, although this one comes easier. “The book is practically writing itself.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Adam clears his throat. “Call me if you need anything, okay?” 

“Of course, of course.” Evie says again. 

After Adam hangs up, Evie drops her arm to the side. The phone feels unreasonably heavy, as if she’s carrying a brick. 

The layout of Evie’s house is simple. A front hall, leading into a connected living room and dining room, with a kitchen filling out the back corner. There is also a guest bedroom that Evie has converted to a storage room by pushing things inside of it, a few closets, and finally a tiny bedroom Evie sleeps in when she doesn’t fall asleep on the living room couch. With the narrow door leading to the upstairs locked, the house doesn’t feel too big for one person. 

Walking over to the table in her living room, Evie tosses her phone down next to her purse and looks down at her laptop. She considers wrestling with the blank page that is her next novel and instead reaches for her purse, digging out a pack of Camels and an old Zippo. She lights the cigarette then crushes the camel in the filter changing it to a menthol. She drags the smoke into her lungs, and, for a moment, all is right in the world. 

“Shit,” Evie says, waving a hand through the smoke.   

She doesn’t know how much Adam paid for the maid to clean her house, only that the maid had frowned with disappointment when Evie held out a twenty-dollar bill as a tip. Not wanting to ruin the maid’s hard work, Evie takes her cigarette out front. She stands on the front porch, looking out at the stretch of green trees, and clicking her zippo open and close. She thinks about the interview this afternoon. Not her first interview, but her first one in a long time. 

She has two hours until the journalist arrives. For the old Evie, two hours would have meant a thousand words on the page. The old Evie would have gone up to the office, sat down at her father’s old desk and worked herself into a frenzy. Two hours would have gone by in the blink of an eye, and they would have had to drag her away. That was the old Evie. 

Evie drops her cigarette and crushes it out with the toe of her shoe. She can remember standing here the night she finally found the courage to lock the door and, literally, throw away the key. She remembers the relief she felt as the buzzing sound that had filled her brain for so long abruptly went silent. Knowing the door to the office is locked and with it the desk. Even if Evie wanted to get back in there – which she doesn’t and never will, Evie is emphatic about that, even alone, even in her mind – she couldn’t. The key is lost, thrown somewhere into the woods out front in a moment of strength. 

Turning to go back inside, Evie wonders again if locking the door was enough or if she stopped too early. Locking the door had originally been step one of her two-part plans. 

Step two had been burning the house to the ground. 

Evie shivers and walks back to her dining room table. Again, she considers her laptop and the blank page within. Again, she turns away. The thought of writing for two hours feels like trying to get back in shape by running a marathon. 

She decides instead to watch a movie, but nothing sparks her interest, so she ends up scrolling through the options. She spends so long watching nothing she’s too fried to watch something, and even if she wasn’t, there’s not enough time. Evie reaches for another cigarette. She clicks her skull zippo open and lights it before she realizes she’s still inside and, swearing under her breath, goes back to the front door. 

Staring out at the trees again, Evie tries to decide what she’ll do with the last hour and a half before the journalist arrives. Taking a heavy drag, she makes a deal with herself. If she smokes two cigarettes, she’ll write a thousand words. She won’t worry about the quality, she’ll worry about quantity, and whatever happens she won’t hit delete. She will put her head down and push forward. 

Evie nods, mentally accepting the deal she has made with herself, but by the time she reaches the end of her second cigarette the terms of the deal have changed. It’s now three cigarettes and five hundred words. Graham Greene wrote five hundred words a day while working a full-time job. 

Reaching the end of her third cigarette, Evie considers changing the terms of the deal again but digs deep enough to find the strength to push inside. She checks her phone, sees she still has a little over an hour left, and adjusts the deal a final time. Three hundred words. It’s just three hundred words. 
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Forty-five minutes, fourteen words, and four cigarettes later, Evie stands at her bookshelf looking at her old books and trying to remember what it felt like when she could still write. There’s something magnetic about the photo on the back of her books. Something intentionally witchy and exotic about the way she cocked one eyebrow, arms crossed as her long dark hair fell down well past her shoulders. 

A wave of panic washes over her. Holding her book and staring down at the glossy black and white photo she realizes, suddenly, that this is who the journalist is expecting. Evie checks her reflection, looking for any resemblance to the photo, only to give up at the sight of her closely cropped hair streaked with gray. 

Evie carefully places her book back in its place on the shelf, then turns to walk back to the dining room table for her phone. She’s made up her mind. She has to cancel. Yes, Adam will be mad and yes, she knows how important this is, but she simply can’t face anyone. Not right now. Not like this. 

Picking up her phone, Evie feels a flood of relief, like the relief she felt when she threw away the key to the office. She had no doubt this is the right decision, and this knowledge fills her with confidence as she scrolls through her contacts looking for “Adam – Agent” when the doorbell rings. 

Evie’s heart sinks. She checks the clock and her heart stops. Only a second ago she had thirty minutes.

The doorbell ring again. She fights to catch her breath. She looks in panic at the great bay windows and feels some relief when she sees the blinds are closed. 

It’s okay, she thinks. She can just hide. Even if her car is outside. Even if they did have an appointment. There’s no way the journalist actually knows she’s there. 

The doorbell rings again and Evie instinctively crouches down. She groans as her knees pop under the surprise strain, and she tries to duckwalk around the couch before falling down on all fours. She considers her options when she hears a rattle on the dining room table as her phone shakes to life and then rings out an obnoxiously cheerful melody.

“Hello?” The journalist says through the front door. “Evie Black? It’s Julie with Slasher Magazine.”

Evie clenches her eyes shut, as if she can shut them tight enough to block out the sound. 

“Are you okay?” Julie shouts from outside and the door shakes once. “Do you need help?”

Evie wishes for a moment that she weren’t okay. That she was horribly injured at the bottom of the stairs. A figure deserving pity, not scorn. 

“I’m fine – coming!” Evie shouts instead, climbing to her feet one knee at a time. 

Evie makes a pitstop by the dining room table on her way to the front door. She isn’t surprised to see Adam – Agent flashing on the screen. 

“Hey Evie, journalist should be arriving in a second,” Adam says. “Just wanted to make sure you were ready.”

Evie presses her lips into a thin line. Sometimes she thinks Adam knows her too well. “Thanks, she just got here.” 

“Call me after to let me know how it goes.”

After she hangs up, Evie says, “Coming!” She walks to the front door, ignoring her reflection in the mirror hanging in the front hall, and grabs the door handle. She takes a breath and tells herself she’s overthinking it. She’s a writer. Nobody cares what she looks like. They only care about the words on the page. 

And, for a split second as she swings the door open, Evie actually believes it. Then she sees the genuine smile on Julie’s oval face flicker before freezing (with some effort, Evie imagines) into place. 

“Evie Black?” Julie says, extending a hand. “I’m Julie Yun, from Slasher magazine.” 

Evie’s thankful Julie didn’t call her Miss Black or, even worse, Mrs. Black or ma’am. She freezes a brittle smile on her own face and shakes Julie’s hand. “Of course. I’m Evie. Come in.”

Julie’s hand is small and surprisingly cold, so when the handshake ends Evie clenches and unclenches her hand in a fist. 

“Please, come in,” Evie says, waving Julie inside. 

As Julie walks through the front hall, Evie accidentally catches a glimpse of them both side by side in the front hall closet mirror. It’s only a second but it’s long enough to contrast Julie’s thick, black hair with one green streak, to Evie’s own shorn, gray curls. 

“Wow,” Julie says, giving a low whistle. “I can’t believe I’m standing in the Black House.” Julie turns. “You know, like Bleak House.” 

Evie nods. Perhaps because without the piles of books and the familiar smell of menthol smoke the house doesn’t feel like her home, Evie feels uncomfortable. Like she’s the guest and this is Julie’s house, instead of the other way around. 

“Yes,” Evie hears herself say. 

“And here are all of your books!” Julie says, walking through the living room towards the bookshelf where Evie had stood admiring her picture. “These are your dad’s – are those first editions?”

Evie follows Julie to the bookshelf. Seeing Julie reaching for the first editions of her father’s books, Evie feels a stab of anxiety. Like a mother seeing another adult – even one with the best of intentions – reaching for her child.

“Can I touch them?” Julie asks, perhaps sensing Evie’s anxiety. “It’s just that, well, Leviathans is the reason I got into the business.” 

Evie wants to say no, but she presses her lips into a thin line and nods. She used to hear things like this all the time when she went on tour. While her own books were popular and, when made into movies, often profitable – they never quite reached the same level as her father’s stories. Her father’s stories were never mere words. They were never just stories. Strangers would tell Evie how they named their daughter Hester after reading Falls the Shadow, the second book in her father’s loosely connected Hollow Men Trilogy. Or they would talk about reading a line and shifting career paths. 

Nobody ever said such things about Evie’s stories. Instead, Evie’s stories were always “thrilling” “page-turners” that reviewers claimed to read in one sitting. Unlike her father’s stories, which readers kept as constant companions, returning to time and time again, Evie’s stories were more like one-night stands. Casual flings. Fondly remembered if not quickly forgotten. 

“It was my dad’s fault, really,” Julie says, taking the first edition of Leviathans off the shelf. She holds it gently, the same way someone might hold a newborn baby. 

Evie recognizes the look in Julie’s eyes, and she knows the girl isn’t here because she’s an Evie Black fan. Julie’s here because of Evie’s father. She’s another pilgrim seeking the shrine of the great Noah Black. 

“I was an avid reader,” Julie continues. “And my parents would let me read everything. Everything but Noah Black.” Julie looks up. “They said it was too scary. And they put it up on the top shelf so I couldn’t reach it. Like some literary forbidden fruit.” 

Evie nods. She wonders if she should tell Julie how her dad would insist the women in his life read his pages, often sulking if they didn’t drop everything and dive right in. How he had claimed to be open to criticism, but desperately wanted compliments. 

Julie sighs, hugging the book to her chest, then she looks around and her eyes narrow. 

“What’s that?” Julie asks. 

Evie follows Julie’s gaze to the dining room table where Evie’s laptop sits, open to a blank Microsoft word document. 

“That’s my laptop,” Evie says, unconsciously leading Julie away from the bookshelf. She pauses when she reaches the dining room table and waves her arms around. “And this is where the magic happens.” 

Evie expects Julie to ask her what she’s working on. Maybe even ask if she can glance at the page for a sneak peek. Instead, Julie’s features are drawn together in a grimace. 

“No this isn’t right,” Julie says. She shakes her head as if perplexed. “What about the desk?”

Evie takes a step back. She doesn’t ask what desk – there can only be one desk. There are more pictures of her father with the desk than of her father with his daughter or his wife, or any of the loved ones he dedicated his books to. 

“Your father’s desk. The big one that he wrote all his stories at,” Julie says. “The one from all the pictures.” 

The desk where Evie’s father lived and, ultimately, died, although Julie doesn’t say this. Evie has seen the rumors about her father’s death online, although nobody has yet been brash enough to ask her about them to her face. She’s read stories – they call them “theories,” usually – online claiming that he fired three shots into the desk itself
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