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  Later on, Richard decided it was during the second trimester that his wife stopped being pregnant and started being possessed.


  Maybe the fifteenth or sixteenth week is when it really became noticeable. That’s when Molly ceased being a mother with child and became a host for something else entirely. She had been acting strange for some time, strange even for a first-time mother; then one night he had woken next to her, feeling a torpid heat rolling off her and smelling a sharp, almost chemical odor that clung to her like sweat. There in the dead of a warm August night, a perfectly ordinary night, he became convinced that what was lying at his side was not a woman, but a bloated and living pestilence.
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  But who could he turn to with that revelation?


  Other fathers he knew admitted they found their wives somewhat unsightly while they were expecting, growing larger and less feminine by the day, but what Richard was experiencing was light years beyond that. Sleeping next to Holly in the darkness, occupying the same space with her, filled him with a loathing beyond anything he had ever known before. An atavistic revulsion like plunging his hand into the maggot-swollen belly of a dead cat.


  He could barely even admit it to himself.


  The sight of her reminded him of spiders and crawling things, worms and mating insects. Malignant things that sucked blood and webbed up their prey. And worse than that, maybe, was the idea that what was growing inside her was not a fetus, but a parasite.


  Christ, what’s wrong with you? How can you be thinking such awful things?


  But he did not know. He only knew he could not stop thinking them.


  Day by day then, he could only watch the terrible change coming over her, watch her belly expand as that nameless thing in her grew fat and fleshy, leeching her of nutrients and sucking away her mind. He lost himself in the murky vacuum of denial, playing the happy, proud papa…even though his stomach was weak and his skin was literally crawling.


  He told himself it was all his imagination.


  In the morning, he’d wake with a positive attitude, more than ready to cast off all those wild and ugly thoughts that filled his mind, but one look at Holly and it all came back. There was no earthly doubt in his mind—what was inside her was not remotely human.


  She had, in effect, been invaded.
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  No one else saw it, of course.


  Her friends and his friends, family members…they all came to see the expectant mother, bearing gifts and good wishes. The men talked of their firstborn and the women talked of labor. They were all happy and content and so was Holly. Until they left, that was. Then the change would come over her.


  She would lie in bed, propped up by pillows, ringing her damn bell and like a salivating dog, Richard would come running, hoping beyond hope that his smiling, cheerful wife would not leave again. That that other…creature would not return. But it always did. The sallow-faced woman with the crooked grin and the shining eyes like bits of broken glass. It got so he began to tremble and perspire just reaching for the doorknob to their (her) room, which he began to acquaint with the latch of a coffin.


  After Holly’s Uncle Dick and Aunt Pauline left one Saturday afternoon, the bell began to ring immediately. Richard poured a shot of bourbon down his throat and went up the stairs like he was carrying a sack of bricks on his back. Outside the door, he hesitated, his guts crawling up the back of his throat. He reached for the door…but he couldn’t bring himself to touch it. It was like reaching out to throw open the door of a mausoleum.


  Then behind the door, that rasping treble: “Well? I’m waiting, Richard. Don’t play possum…I can smell you out there.”


  He grasped the knob and threw the door open. He tried to put a smile on his face, but the best he could do was something just this side of a grimace. It was hot in the room, not just warm but torrid, sweltering, steaming and rank like a miasmic swamp. In his mind, he was seeing pale green vapors seething from her oily skin. And the smell…things pulled up from bogs and stagnant ponds.


  How? he wondered. How could the change come so quickly?


  When Uncle Dick and Aunt Pauline had been in the room, she had looked pink-cheeked, glowing, and effusive with life. The perfect little happy mother, beautiful, radiating with that warm inner glow. There had been no bad odors. Just a slight memory of lilacs and hand lotion. But now?


  “Don’t hover there like a little worm, Richard,” Holly said to him with a voice like a razor scraped over yellow bone.


  But he did hover. He was dizzy and weak and almost overcome by what he smelled, felt, and saw. This was not his wife. Richard did not know who or what it was, but it certainly was not Holly. The thing sat there, staring at him with flat reptilian eyes, hair like brittle yellow straw, an obese and obscene creature fattened in a swill barrel, engorged like a sponge soaked in grease.


  “Come here, Richard,” she said.


  She was not asking, she was demanding. He could not move. The sight of her and the aura that hung about her put his stomach into his throat. His breath would not come and his eyes began to water.


  “Richard.” Her fingers reached out to him like withered sticks snapped from a winter-dead bush, her eyes shiny like wet beetles. “Come here, Richard.”


  He stumbled forward, trying to smile, clenching his teeth tightly. As he neared her, he became aware of a fishy odor she exuded, of the rancid heat billowing off her. It was like nearing a bubbling cauldron of tallow and bones: hot and sickening.


  Holly flashed him a bloodless smile when he neared the bed. “I need something, Richard, and you are going to go and get it for me.”


  “What? What do you want?”


  “A fetal Doppler,” she said.


  He knew what that was. An ultrasound Doppler that could detect high-frequency sound waves reflected off the fetal heart. People used them to listen to their baby’s heartbeat.


  “You want to listen to…to the baby’s heart?”


  She kept smiling. “I want to hear what baby has to say.”


  Richard could not speak. He stood over her, trying to focus his eyes, trying to make sense of what she had just said. I want to hear what baby has to say. Like…well, like the baby was talking to her. But that was just insane.


  Holly looked up at him with dull, gelid eyes. They were like depthless pools of formaldehyde. “You want that, too, don’t you, Richard? Don’t you want to know what our babies have to say?”


  Babies. Is that what she said? He swallowed. “But the ultrasound…there’s only one child.”


  She tittered. “Was, Richard, was one. It’s been dividing, you see.”
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