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  Part I







“With weeping and with wailing,

Thou spirit maledict, do thou remain;

For thee I know, though thou art all defiled.”

~Dante’s Inferno








  
  Chapter 1
Grip


Sheila Ann Lee awoke in a cold sweat. It was morning, and the sun was streaming in through the thin curtains of the bedroom window, the filtered light making the room light blue with orange rays cast upon the walls through the gaps, seeming surreal to her in contrast. Outside, she heard birds singing serenades to each other in the trees and there was the sound of a neighbor’s car starting, likely preparing to leave for work. Her boyfriend was standing in front of the full-length mirror fixing his tie. He looked over at her drenched pillow as he put on his suit jacket, but he said nothing. 
“I had that bad dream again,” she finally volunteered when she realized he wasn’t going to ask.
“I presumed that,” he responded, not coldly but without much apparent interest. “Maybe it’s time you scheduled that appointment with Carruthers that we talked about.”
“I’m not crazy, David.”
He shrugged. “I didn’t say you were, but how long do you intend to let this go on before you do something about it? Your dreams aren’t … normal.”
Sheila didn’t answer him. She just stared at the rays of light upon the wall and waited for him to leave. David Moore was an emotionally detached jerk, and she didn’t expect much from him in the way of real concern. She didn’t love him and she knew that he didn’t love her, but the relationship was convenient in numerous ways, a sort of quid pro quo arrangement. He wasn’t overly good-looking, funny, or even cultured. He was just available and that suited her fine, being past middle-age and having been prematurely aged by the stress of her past, a past she blocked out of her mind. He got sex and a guaranteed date to whatever function he had to attend for his job, and she got at least a semblance of being wanted by and tied to a respected man of whom her sister and the local soccer moms tacitly approved. It was convenient.
“Have a good day with the buyers,” he said as he gave her a kiss on the forehead that, to a random stranger, may have looked like caring but was more perfunctory than anything. He always told her to have a good day with the buyers or with the phones, not to have a good day at work. David didn’t consider her job as a secretary with a local real estate agency to be real work. He, like so many other people, based the value of a job upon how much money it brought in and nothing else, the irony being that David’s job with a law firm had, essentially, been bought for him by his parents. He wasn’t exactly a sage of legal thought, but his performance was passable and afforded him an above average, almost lavish, lifestyle. Moreover, it lent him respectability, and Sheila found that attractive, and expected in that part of the country given her family background and expectations. Her parents were no longer living, but those expectations lived on in the sense of propriety they had instilled in her, as far as appearances went anyway.
As she drove to work in her old, beat up white CRV that she couldn’t afford to replace and that David wouldn’t, she was singing along with an overplayed and over-studioed Top 40 hit from the late 70s and thinking about her dream when her peripheral vision drew her gaze to a nondescript, almost incorporeal-looking figure that was partially hidden behind a tree on the side of the road. And it seemed to be staring at her. She stiffened with a chill and strained to see it better, but she was going too fast and the cars behind her made it impossible for her to slow down. The figure disconcerted her and she had no idea why, but her fear reaction bothered her enough that she made a u-turn at the next intersection and went back to see if she could discover who or what it was. There was nothing there. There wasn’t even anything she could have mistaken for a figure, only the tree.
“Sheila. You’ve got to pull it together,” she told herself aloud, as if she were her own internal voice of reason. Resuming her morning commute, she wondered to herself if maybe she were crazy. She had always been high-strung and paranoid, prone to making connections that didn’t exist, and many things that had happened to her during her life had only served to reinforce her paranoia. Random things truly scaring her, seeing things she thought were real, however, had never been part of it before now, not since she was a young girl with an active imagination, afraid of the shadows on her wall at night, and she found the whole thing extremely distressing. The nightmare, however, the recurring dream trap that she had been experiencing of late, was altogether new, and it was beginning to take a toll on her psychologically and physically, fraying her already overly sensitive nerves and making her jumpy. She couldn’t even begin to guess why it was happening, but it seemed to her like more than a nightmare, always with her, always stalking her, and not merely a metaphoric manifestation of her subconscious. She wondered why it afflicted her, what she could have possibly done to deserve it, but never really searched herself for an answer. Sheila wasn’t the type to engage in deep reflection that might implicate her own behavior. The idea that she may have been responsible for anything … negative … was as foreign to her as true love.
She drove on, plaguing herself with these thoughts. When she arrived at work, she saw the delicately scripted sign on the office building, “Wargrave Realty.” But, as she prepared to enter, a deep shadow fell across the threshold, seemingly only the threshold. It made her stop, and she felt a sensation of something ominous, as if the shadow-cast entrance was to somewhere else, a place she did not want to venture. It almost seemed like a warning. The cloud that had cast the shade passed, however, and the entrance was once again lit by sun. Sheila, feeling silly and mocking her own cowardice, shook off the feeling of foreboding and dutifully went to work.






  
  Chapter 2
Go Home


The office was fairly quiet that day. It was a Friday and, since the housing market bubble had finally, but temporarily, popped, it was now a rare day when the phone rang off the hook. That suited Sheila just fine, as she wasn’t feeling very well. She often didn’t feel well. Over the last year, she had experienced a reoccurring whole body discomfort, a full malaise. It was persistent, but some days it was worse than others. For a while, she had complained about it, but doctors just told her it was a chronic issue with no known cause, possibly a malfunction of the nervous system caused by neural trauma. There had even been a few comments that implied that she was causing it herself. It was obvious to her that her coworkers had become sick of hearing about it, and she knew that she had surely been pegged a hypochondriac. So she stopped mentioning it and combated the discomfort by taking daily over-the-counter painkillers. 
Sheila was indulging her addiction to self-help books when Lori, one of the realtors, sashayed in. She was tall, blonde, and built like a supermodel, and she made Sheila feel extremely self-conscious about her own looks and figure, being small and not overly developed. Lori approached her. Lori always made a point to speak with her, whether out of simple civility, a sincere interest in her, or a need to show superiority, Sheila could never be sure. Lori was hard to read, unlike the dumbed-down and mass-marketed self-help volumes she resorted to for emotional comfort. Sheila tried to hide the book, but Lori had already seen the title.
“Still reading that garbage, huh? You know it’s all a sales scam, right?”
“No it’s not. You don’t think people can change their brain chemistry, Lori?” Sheila responded.
“Babe, it doesn’t matter if you permanently change your brain chemistry, as if that’s even possible, if it doesn’t have any effect on the people who are around you. People aren’t going to magically start seeing you as someone else just because you’re a little more assertive or obnoxiously positive. In fact, they’ll likely notice it and think the worse of you for it. Those trash books are one-size-fits-all and that’s simply not the real world. Besides, what makes these grifters any more knowledgeable than anyone else? Human experience is subjective, and those books are a con, like televangelists, promising you big changes … if you pony up more money. They’re a drug substitute, and just like a drug, whatever it tells you to do, even if it seems like it made a change, the self-delusion wears off and you need more reinforcement. It’s pointless. You are who you are and being positive means accepting yourself and all the crap that comes with it. That’s where real change has to come from.”
Sheila didn’t like having her beliefs challenged, especially when she already doubted them herself. “I prefer to think that we can better ourselves through deciding what we want to be and making it real.”
“See?” Lori sighed, “That’s the kind of obnoxious thing these books tell you to say that doesn’t do a damn thing but annoy the hell out of everyone else. You can’t control things that involve other people who don’t have to cooperate with you. Thinking you can just project an image and expecting everyone else to play along is manipulation, not change. You’ve seen the women who, let’s be honest, aren’t much to look at and how they try to go around acting as if they’re the new IT Girl? Does it make them anymore desirable? No. They’re still alone, but now they’re totally annoying to top it off. They can’t force people to find them attractive, so, instead, they bully people by trying to publicly shame anyone who doesn’t tell them what they want to hear. They actually hurt their own image with that junk. No one who found them unattractive before is going to suddenly start just because they tell people they are.”
“You don’t have to worry about the same kind of things people like me do, Lori.”
“People like you?” Lori grabbed Sheila’s hand as reassurance. “Sheila, you’re too hard on yourself. So you’ve got some early aging issues. It could be a hell of a lot worse. You’re still cute, and you’re fun when you want to be. You don’t need these stupid books. And if you’re not happy with yourself, you could go trade skin with someone half your age and you still wouldn’t be happy. And the envy trip isn’t attractive either, babe. There are a lot of women who are way more attractive than I am who are unhappier than you are.”
Sheila wanted to argue, but she couldn’t think of any way to refute Lori’s speech, even if she found it condescending and irritating. Lori was overly blunt, lacking even a semblance of tact sometimes, but it worked for her … and she was annoyingly right about a lot of what she said, even if it were in opposition to the day’s pop etiquette. Those books were like an addiction, and Sheila, having read so many of them that she’d lost count, hadn’t really gotten any benefit from them. She was annoyed by Lori pointing it out, but she also appreciated Lori’s attention. Sheila loved attention, especially since David gave her so little.
“I’m going to go out and grab lunch for the others. Do you want anything?” Lori offered.
“I’m okay, but thank you.”
“Suit yourself. I’ll be back in about half an hour if anyone calls.”
Sheila had numerous dietary restrictions. No doctor had diagnosed them or even suggested them. She imposed them on herself. She would just decide that she couldn’t eat certain things and, when she did, allowed her mind to make her ill. It wasn’t that she didn’t sometimes experience real discomfort, but the discomfort was completely psychosomatic, and the proof lay in the fact that she often forgot that she couldn’t eat certain things.
She opened her book again, thought better of it, and decided to read an interior decorating magazine instead. She had always dreamed of being an interior decorator, but had talked herself out of it, like too many other things, quite often to appease some man. Most of her life had been characterized by passing up her dreams and settling for one thing or another as dictated by whatever man she had an interest in at the time, whom she was, more often than not, not even with, or because of her family, merely attempting to mold herself into what she thought they wanted. She largely lived her life based upon what she thought others thought of her.
As she flipped through the pages, another cloud must have crossed the sun and made it appear darker than it was outside, giving her chills, although the office was always kept at a pleasant temperature, if not too warm. Why the shade bothered her so much when it happened she couldn’t explain to herself, but it did and she wondered what the clouds had against her. It wasn’t as if it could be sunny every day of the year, but she craved the light so much since her nightmares had started that she’d even installed a nightlight in the bedroom over David’s objections.
Looking back down at an image of a bright room painted in the day’s trend of neutrals and pastels, the large, soft purple drapes caught her attention. She thought they were beautiful and sophisticated, the type of thing really rich people have, and she found herself wishing she possessed them. It wasn’t that she was overly materialistic, but the people whose attention she sought tended to be. While imagining throwing parties and showing off her new purple drapes, she noticed something that didn’t seem quite right. There was an ill-defined bulge in one of the drapes, almost like someone was standing behind it. Sheila smiled to herself thinking that someone had ducked behind it during the shoot, trying to hide so as not to ruin the shot …
Then it moved.
Sheila closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and told herself that her nerves were frayed and her mind was playing tricks on her. “That didn’t happen. It’s just your imagination.” As she slowly opened her eyes and right when she refocused on the image, the drape was moved aside, and something was looking back at her, staring out at her from the page, something with evil, starry eyes.
She screamed and threw the magazine across the room. The other realtors ran into the lobby from their respective offices wondering what had happened.
“Sheila! Are you okay?”
“What’s the matter!?”
Sheila was staring at the magazine on the floor. She knew that if she told them what she had seen it would only reinforce the growing opinion that she was losing her mind. But she liked the attention, with everyone fawning over her, so she lied. She often lied if she thought it would keep focus on her, although she would not admit to herself or anyone else that they were lies, just small exaggerations or distortions … for effect.
“There was a bug in the magazine. It scared me,” she said childishly and tried to laugh it off.
One of the women picked the magazine up and fanned through the pages. There didn’t appear to be anything in it, or on the floor anywhere in sight. Everyone assumed it must have been a moth or a beetle or something that had flown off or escaped to some unlit corner, at least that’s what they hoped. As they were returning to their offices, Sheila could hear whispers about her … or thought she could.
Miranda Wargrave, the proprietor, who had, reluctantly, inherited the business from her father, waited until the others left.“Sheila. Is everything okay? You’ve seemed more on edge than usual and you’re pale.”
“Yes. I just haven’t been sleeping well.” That was actually true, as the nightmare had been taking its toll.
“Well, I can’t very well have my secretary engaging in blood-curdling screaming fits in the middle of the office. I hope I’m being clear,” Miranda said in a manner meant to be both authoritative but still sympathetic. Miranda loathed the “boss” role, but had to play it for the sake of the business and her employees’ livelihoods.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“No need for the ‘ma’am,’ nonsense.” Wargrave went back to her office.
Sheila chastised herself for being a drama queen and went to get the magazine off the low table where the realtor had left it. She, again, took a deep breath and leafed through the pages, this time finding no figure behind the purple drapes. She assumed, being tired and emotionally exhausted from the nightmares, that she was just giving herself delusions, allowing the dreams to influence her waking life, and thought about how that was the last thing she needed.
Carrying the magazine at her side, she walked back to her desk …
… and screamed louder than she had the first time, now seriously alarming the employees and Wargrave, who all quickly regathered in the reception lobby to see what was happening, some out of concern, some to mock.
“What happened now!?” Miranda demanded.
Sheila, now collapsed upon her knees on the floor, was staring at the magazine again and said in a barely-audible voice, “Something … touched me … ”
She heard some of the realtors snicker like high school girls.
Miranda heard the snickering and, finding it insensitive and juvenile, ordered everyone to go back to their offices and stay there unless called. Then she helped Sheila off the floor. Miranda was an imposing figure in contrast to Sheila, whom she towered over, Sheila being small and fragile looking. But Miranda was a kind woman. She had been told that she was too kind. Looking Sheila in the face with an expression of sympathy and frustration, she told her to go home. “I’m putting you on leave, Sheila. I’m not firing you. I just don’t think you’re well, and I don’t think the office is conducive to your overall health right now. Just go home. I will pay you for the next two weeks. After that, we’ll talk. Okay?”
Sheila became watery-eyed and was about to protest.
“No!” Miranda insisted, “Go home! I’m calling you a rideshare. I don’t want you driving and I won’t take no for an answer.”
Wargrave waited with Sheila until the rideshare came, partly for emotional support, partly to make certain Sheila didn’t try to drive, and partly to be witness in case there were some other psychotic episode. She truly had Sheila’s best interests in mind, even more than the firm’s.
Sheila did as she was told and went home, the entire time wondering what was wrong with her and what she was going to tell David.






  
  Chapter 3
Memory


Sheila was sitting on the couch that evening, her favorite spot. David was sitting at a small table he kept in the corner of the living room for when he didn’t want to work in his office, one of the few, and small, ways he had of making a pretense that they were an actual couple. However, he, generally, kept his head in his cases. 
“So I don’t have to go back to work for at least two weeks,” she said with a slight cringe not knowing what David’s response would be.
His only response was, “Why not?” said in a half-interested way as he scanned some legal files. It didn’t matter to him whether she had to work or not. She didn’t pay any bills. He conceived of her job as a permanent teenage summer job for spending money and, if she were home all the time, it would make no substantive difference to him, although it might allow him to take lunch breaks and come home for some afternoon “stress relief.” That was, after all, why he was with her.
She didn’t even want to answer him now, to take the time to explain it to him if he didn’t care anyway. It wasn’t as if she were going to tell him what really happened. He’d just mock her and tell her to go see Carruthers again. However, since he’d made the effort to ask, she felt compelled to tell him something.
“I got really ill, and Miranda said the office wasn’t conducive to my health right now. So she sent me home and put me on leave.”
David didn’t look up from the file he was studying, but said, “I still find it ridiculous that the doctors can’t find anything actually wrong with you. But if Miranda wants to pay you not to answer phones, that seems like good news. You can use the time to sort things out,” he replied without ever looking at her, and musing to himself that Miranda was a dupe.
Sheila didn’t know if he meant that it was ridiculous that the doctors were too incompetent to find anything or that she and anyone who took her seriously were ridiculous, but she presumed he meant the latter and it hurt her. She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to attack him until his callousness broke and he showed some actual emotion. She wanted to strip away his outer shell and expose the wounded child within him that he’d locked away in an exterior of emotional distance, the hallmark of a “serious man,” as society had deemed it, but, in reality, a true sign of emotional infancy, the facade of a scared little boy. But she didn’t say anything. It was his house, and she was living in his life. That was the paradigm that she had accepted when she moved in with him. She would rather stomach his paternalistic condescension than go back to being alone and having to scrounge to make ends meet. It was the price she paid to live the life she thought she deserved, and, at least, they weren’t married.
Given her silence, he finally looked over at her. “Do you want to go back to the specialist? You know I’ll cover it.”
“No. He’ll just tell me the same thing. Hey, maybe it’ll just get worse and I’ll die. That will solve the whole thing,” she said, annoyed but also looking for a little pity.
“Maybe,” he said with a hint of facetiousness, fully aware that it was the wrong thing to say. David enjoyed pressing her buttons. “You know the whole ‘poor me’ thing doesn’t suit you, nor does it make anyone sympathize with you. Take the time you have off and think about what you want to do about your … issues, if anything. Then we’ll work out how to go about it.”
His callousness was unbelievable, but, at minimum, he was showing some interest in her problems. “I don’t know what to do. Maybe I need an exorcism,” she responded sarcastically.
“That might be an option.” He tried to play his comment off as a joke, but he was willing to try whatever was necessary, or whatever Sheila thought was necessary, to deal with the illnesses and the growing fear-based psychological problems. He had always known she was neurotic. That was part of the reason he was with her. David wasn’t the type of man who wanted to deal with an assertive, self-assured woman. But he’d decided over the past few months that she was borderline insane, a hypochondriac, and an obsessive compulsive pity seeker. She was emotionally-stunted, as he was, although he would never admit to it, and she was overly needy. He didn’t so much mind the last two things, as they worked to his advantage, but he didn’t want to appease her and make any of it worse. However, anything he could do to make her think she was getting better was on the table for him. He’d pay for outrageously-priced specialists. He’d pay for an outrageously priced shrink. He’d pay for superficial vanity treatments, but he didn’t want to and wouldn’t pay for a full plastic surgery makeover, just as he wouldn’t buy her a new car. It wasn’t because he couldn’t afford it. He simply didn’t want her to gain enough self-esteem to leave him, although the idea of getting rid of her was seeming more and more appealing to him, given her seemingly escalating issues. But he had no one else to give him what he wanted. So he would hedge whenever anything on that topic arose. But if she thought an exorcism would do her some good, he would give her one, as stupid as the notion was to him.
His phone buzzed with a text. “I have to go back to the office. Client emergency.”
“You just got home! David, are you having an affair?” she asked in all seriousness.
He sighed. “First, Sheila, we’re not married. But, if I were having an affair, I promise that you’d be the first to know. I’ll be back whenever we find an answer to this legal snag. Take a long, hot bath or do something else to relax.” He grabbed his attache case and headed out.
She knew he was dead serious when he said that she’d be the first to know if he were having an affair. There were no illusions about his feelings for her. If he found someone he thought was more convenient for him, he would, for certain, show her the door without so much as a pretense of breaking it to her softly. She had just felt she was supposed to ask, as part of the continuing melodrama that passed for their relationship. In her mind, that’s what normal people did.
She didn’t feel like going through all of the trouble of running a bath, even though the idea had appealed to her. So, instead, she opened a bottle of wine and found some lame rom-com to watch before becoming bored and deciding to try to sleep. The following day, she might have a clearer idea of what, if anything, she wanted to do about things, as David had suggested.
Tossing restlessly, she awoke a few times to see that David hadn’t come back yet. Then she drifted into an uneasy, wine-induced sleep and began to dream. The thing that had been pursuing her in her dreams did not appear to be there that night, and, even in her dream, she felt a sense of relief. However, she still found herself somewhere familiar, somewhere she had no desire to be. It was a place and time that she must have buried for herself, neither consciously nor subconsciously wanting anything to do with it. She had the overwhelming urge to hide from it, to disown it as if it had never happened, but here it was again, forcing its way into her mind for no apparent reason that she could discern.
In this dream, she saw a man she felt she had known, a man she felt her heart had once clung to, but she couldn’t identify him. She was throwing everything she could find to throw at him, every barb, every insult, until he left in shame. She felt a pressing yet inexplicable need for him to go away. She needed to hide from him and whatever situation he represented. Then there was the glint from a razor blade. There was blood. The man was dead, bled out from a self-inflicted laceration. She was crying. She was in denial. She saw him in the bathtub and saw the red stain, still needing to hide, to forget, to repress it, get away from it. She turned to run and found herself facing a pit, a deep black pit, and out of the chasm climbed the thing, the ephemeral form that had been pursuing her, and as she stared at it, frozen, it reached for her.
Sheila opened her eyes and for a split second she thought that the thing was above her, in the room with her. Then it vanished, dissipating into the air, like smoke. Shaking too badly to move in any other way, she found herself petrified. David was not home. It was 3 in the morning.






  
  Chapter 4
Involuntary


It was nearly 4:30 when David arrived home. The house was dark, but he could make out the empty wine bottle on the living room table. He thought to himself that it was the last thing Sheila needed, but maybe it had calmed her down and he might be able to coax her into doing some of the debasing things he liked if she were drunk and still awake. As he climbed the stairs, he noted the depth of the silence and found it disappointing, suggesting that she had already passed out. 
When he opened the door to the bedroom, the faint light from the nightlight Sheila had forced on him illuminated the bed just enough for him to see that she was sitting up with the sheets pulled up to her neck. His hopes renewed. The light was too dim to allow him to tell if her eyes were open or not, but he didn’t imagine anyone could sleep in that position. He figured she was probably angry with him and being typically over-dramatic about it, as she was prone to be.
He rounded the bed to her side of it and sat down next to her. An acrid stench, coupled with a reek of alcohol, ambushed him, and he suddenly felt a wetness seep into his pants from the edge of the bed. Sheila still had not said a word. Jumping up, he pulled the sheets away from her, a difficult task as she clung to them as if she were in a death grip. Sheila had urinated and was entirely non-responsive to his efforts to bring her to awareness.

      ***
The EMTs carried Sheila out of the house on a stretcher, still lost in whatever world it was in which she was currently trapped. The neighbors watched, some shaking their heads. There had been rumors. Some wondered if David had finally snapped and beaten her. Others knew Sheila was psychologically fragile and assumed that she had finally had a break with reality. The current scene would inevitably perpetuate more rumors, to David’s perpetual annoyance. He didn’t feel as if he deserved it.
She was taken to the hospital, where David insisted on a private room for her, not for her sake, but for the sake of keeping everything as discreet as humanly possible. David’s family had donated large sums to the establishment and the wing in which Sheila was placed bore his family’s name, “The Moore Psychiatric Wing.” He contacted Carruthers, a noted psychiatrist and the man whom he had repeatedly urged Sheila to visit, who was currently, unreachable, and he left an urgent message. The nurses shot Sheila up with sedatives that put her completely to sleep, in lieu of being simply passive. One of the nurses called David over and showed him a self-inflicted scratch on Sheila’s thigh. It was writing, one word, and that word was “repent.”
The following day, or, in actuality, the same day, but once the sun had risen, the tests began. Sheila was now awake and wondering why she was in the hospital. David described to her the state he had found her in and almost seemed as if he cared when he did so, but there was still an air of lawyerliness and paternalism about it, stemming from David’s imposter syndrome and lack of genuine concern for anyone but himself. Sheila claimed that she had no memory of any of it. He suspected that she did, but that she had decided to play up the incident for all it was worth.
Blood tests came back negative for anything but alcohol, the over-the-counter pain killer Sheila took regularly, and some slight malnutrition that she had inflicted upon herself with her hypochondriacal eating habits. MRIs and CT scans showed nothing out of the ordinary. There did not appear to be anything physically wrong with her, with the exception of the scratch that she did not remember giving herself. David was highly peeved, and his belief that she was acting a part for attention became cemented.
The psychiatric staff questioned her endlessly, but she claimed that she didn’t recall anything about the night after having watched a movie and gone to bed. She did not tell anyone about her hallucinations, even David, knowing they would think she was clinically insane. However, David told them about the nightmares, which concerned them greatly, or, maybe, they just saw them as an excuse to commit her, which they did , either from concern or to reap insurance payments, upon finding out about the nature of the dreams.
Doctor Carruthers finally returned David’s call and, typically, David gave him a detailed, lawyerly account of everything he knew. Carruthers told him that he would be back the following day and thought it was appropriate that the staff had committed her, “…for her own good.” Then he explained to David that the hospital Sheila was in was out of network, so David would either have to have her transferred, pay the extra costs, or bring her to his private practice. David did not believe Sheila would agree to a transfer and, as they weren’t married, he had no actual legal say in it, no actual say at all but she didn’t know that and the staff had, so far, deferred to his profession. He also questioned whether she would agree to private sessions, given her earlier reluctance. So he agreed, in this instance, to the added fees. Spending money on Sheila was about the only manner of superficially expressing concern for her that he knew, and he had plenty of resources, those being the primary reason she was with him.
David explained to Sheila that, since she had been involuntarily committed, he had no way to get her out until they released her. He also explained that it wasn’t his field, but he wasn’t being honest. David could have petitioned the court on her behalf for a release, married or not, likely claiming common law if necessary, but he wanted her to stay there. He needed the break from her. Moreover, they had not been together for a year, only about eight months, and she did not use his surname, so the common law excuse would probably not have borne fruit anyway.
Sheila wasn’t enthused with any of it, but she thought there was a slight chance that they might find something, anything to prove that she was not crazy. Although she craved pity and sympathy, she, in truth, did not want to experience anymore of the nightmares and hallucinations. She wanted pity for her preexisting neuroses, which she was fully aware of, but not diagnosed insanity. She wanted attention, but attention achieved in a way she could control. She had not, contrary to David’s suppositions, invented it all like a disturbed adolescent seeking attention from ineffectual parents.
Although he hadn’t slept, David was required to be back in the office by 9, and had to leave. Besides he felt that returning to the office dead tired was still preferable to feeding Sheila’s affectations. The nurses assured him that she would be kept sedated and watched. Tired and irritated, he just wanted her to knock it off, but, again, he wanted her to stay there.
The other patients on the ward ranted and cursed, and she was glad that David had gotten her a private room, although she did not know his actual motivation for it. She knew she was not crazy, at least not like many of the others there. She was not climbing the walls and, except for the scratch that she could not remember giving herself, she was not a danger to herself or others. She knew what year it was and who the first president had been. The medication kicked in and, even though she fought it, she became drowsy and fell asleep, a deep sleep, the kind of sleep that could make dreams seem real.
There was a camera in her room. But, even though the nurses had promised to watch Sheila, no one was paying attention to it when a dark, amorphous form, like a deep red, pulsing cloud or smoky water arose from the side of her hospital bed and began hovering over her. It crept up the wall over her head and almost appeared to be crouching there, staring at her, watching her, like some sort of ethereal gargoyle with the semblance of a grotesque face. When a nurse at the station finally glanced over at the monitor, however, he did not perceive anything but a sleeping patient.
Sheila remained unconscious through the night without any known incident, almost to the disappointment of the psychiatric staff. She awoke feeling refreshed and even ate some of the hospital fare that passed for food. Dr. Carruthers had scheduled to meet with her at 10 a.m., and, while she was still asleep, David had brought her a change of clothes. So, around 9:30, she proceeded to get dressed and waited to be called, hoping that the doctor would see that she was being truthful.
At about 9:52, an orderly came in to escort her to an office that Carruthers had asked to borrow from a colleague for a few hours. The doctor wasn’t there yet, so she sat in one of the overstuffed, black leather chairs in front of the desk and continued to wait, uneasily. Scanning the desk for anything that might be considered dangerous, the orderly, satisfied that nothing was, waited outside the door, giving Sheila the acute sensation of being a prisoner.
At 10:02 a thin, older bespectacled man in a tweed coat, looking like a stereotypical psychiatrist, a real-life Freud, came in and greeted her.
“Hello, Sheila. I’m Doctor Carruthers. It’s so nice to make your acquaintance.” He then took a seat behind the desk and informed her that today he just had some questions for her. If he were satisfied with her answers, she would be released.
“Tell me about what happened before David found you, Sheila.”
“I really can’t remember anything. I was watching a movie on TV and drinking some wine. The next thing I knew I woke up in the hospital.”
Carruthers scribbled some notes. “So you remember nothing about scratching yourself or having an … accident … in the bed?”
“No.”
“Sheila, David tells me you’ve been having bad dreams. Please tell me about them.”
Sheila did not want to go into it, but she felt that she wasn’t in a position to refuse. “In my nightmares, I am being chased by something, some sort of being that I can’t identify and I can’t get away from. I’m always alone and there is no place to hide.”
“Describe this entity.”
“It doesn’t have a solid shape and looks kind of different every time. Sometimes it almost looks like a person, but sometimes it’s like a cloud of gas or liquid and doesn’t have any specific color, although it’s sometimes red or black. But it’s conscious and definitely chasing me.”
Carruthers took more notes. “Sheila, think hard. Is there anything in your past that you might feel guilty about? A deep feeling of guilt? Or any major trauma?”
“No. There’s no guilt. I’ve had some bad relationships.”
“Not a single thing you can think of concerning guilt?”
“Nothing that any other person hasn’t dealt with.”
“Well, there seems to be something that you fear, and until we find out what that thing is, there isn’t much I can do. I am going to do some research and I would like to schedule you for hypnotherapy.”
“Do you think hypnotherapy will really help?”
“I think it may give us some insights, if nothing else.”
Sheila reluctantly agreed to undergo the therapy, mostly to encourage her release. And she was released, the head resident signing her papers about a half hour later and sending her home in a rideshare, since David could not pick her up. Carruthers also prescribed her Risperidone.
On his pad he had jotted the following:
“Fear … trauma ….
Vict complex?
Poss. psychotic delusions…
Poss. lying … AVOIDANCE …
Unwilling to take responsibility … underlying narcis.”






  
  Chapter 5
Sickness


During the ride home, Sheila was already convinced that the one Risperidone she had taken in Dr. Carruther’s office 20 minutes earlier was making her sick, even though he had told her it would take some time to build up in her system. She was also imagining there might have been something in the hospital food to which she was allergic. The reality was that she was actually feeling sick, sick all over, but it had nothing to do with either of those things. All she wanted to do at the moment was get home, the safest place she could think of, if there were any such place, and avoid interactions with anyone else. 
Since she had sardonically suggested to David that she should undergo an exorcism, the idea had stuck with her, at least the idea of fighting something evil with an appeal to God. The all-too-real thing of her nightmares was a monster, after all, and her upbringing naturally led her to believe in evil. It was an ironic belief, because, although Sheila didn’t consider it often, the one who had instilled her faith in her was the very person she feared most growing up: her father, someone she felt was as close to a corporeal monster as was possible.
Once she was back at home, she searched online for some things to order that she felt couldn’t hurt: crosses, altar candles, anything that might make her feel safe and ward off the hallucinations … the thing. She made certain to have the items shipped overnight, paying the exorbitant fee. It was David’s account anyway, and he would have told her to order whatever she thought she needed just to get her to leave him alone about it. That was one thing of which she was absolutely sure.
Although Sheila had been raised in a religious household, it had been religious in the highly non-observant, hypocritical way that most people in the US who professed faith used it, with the occasional prayers asking for things they wanted and never questioning when they never got them, believing themselves “blessed” when they did, or telling people they would pray for them to make it appear that they cared when they really didn’t in any meaningful way. Sheila wasn’t even a church-goer. However, she figured that, if the psychiatric therapy turned out to be pointless, faith might be her last refuge from her troubles. In any case, it couldn’t hurt matters, although David might decide without a doubt that she was unsalvageably insane. David wasn’t an atheist. He was an avowed capitalist, which amounted to the same thing.
Sheila noticed a blinking icon on her phone. There was a message from her sister, Jillian, asking her to return the call when she could. Jillian had phoned earlier that morning, but Sheila hadn’t had her cell with her at the hospital. No one had thought to bring it, but Sheila might have gone without it anyway, had she been fully conscious. One of the only modern, obsessive, self-absorbed habits Sheila did not have was an irrational addiction to her cell phone, as it opened her up to the needs of others with which she did not want to get involved too deeply. Hence, it was a healthy choice for completely selfish reasons, Sheila in microcosm.
She called Jillian back, and Jillian let her know that David had contacted her and filled her in on what was going on. David’s overstepping was not something with which Sheila approved, and she wondered if he’d called her entire family, now being only distant cousins. She was glad that her father had passed away. Jillian let her know, since David was deep in a case and not often home, that, if Sheila needed to come over or even needed a change of scenery for a while, the door was always open and not to even bother calling first.
It was a nice offer, for what it was, and Sheila was somewhat appreciative of it and told her so. However, Jillian and Sheila shared enough neuroses stemming from their upbringing that it was hard to be in the same house with each other, and Sheila wasn’t overly fond of Jillian’s husband, who was even more of a paternalistic prick than David, requiring complete obedience. A professed Evangelical Christian, he gave her the creeps, as there was something about him that struck her as perverse. No, Jillian’s house was not a safe haven for Sheila, nor even a quick respite. Moreover, there was no reason to believe that what was happening to her wouldn’t continue to happen to her at her sister’s house, especially since it had already happened at work in the middle of the day.
Jillian began to tell her about how things were going with Sheila’s nieces when Sheila began to feel unmistakably woozy. Finding herself unable to focus, Sheila could have sworn that Jillian’s voice kept changing, getting slower and lower in tone until it didn’t sound like her sister at all … or even human. It became a low, almost unintelligible groan and then Sheila thought she heard the voice growl …
… “REPENT.”
It made her shiver to her core and then, as if it had been another hallucination, she heard her sister speaking again, continuing her story about the girls and their adventure at the zoo. Sheila was sure she’d heard what she thought, but, given recent events, was, simultaneously, unable to convince herself that it had been real. It could not have been real. She tried to reorient herself, but she had that awful feeling one gets when a flu or severe cold is coming on and one’s vision lags behind where one is looking. Even having had a decent night’s sleep, she now felt as if she hadn’t slept in days, as though her energy were being sapped by an unknown siphon. She abruptly apologized and told her sister that she wasn’t feeling well, probably a cold, and needed to let her go, that she was emotionally overwhelmed and needed to sleep. Her sister seemed to understand even when Sheila hung up before they’d actually said goodbye.
Sheila crawled onto the couch and passed out, only to wake at around three in the afternoon feeling absolutely horrible. She reflexively blamed the Risperidone, but it seemed like a bad flu and she did not want to call Carruthers just to have to go back in for a medication change. The last place she wanted to be near was a hospital. Convincing herself that she’d caught a bug at the hospital, she got a blanket and curled back up on the couch, again wondering if she’d heard what she thought she had heard on the phone. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. She fell in and out of consciousness … once awakening to an old rerun of Three’s Company … again awakening to the sound of a barking dog out on the street below … seeing a dark figure seated in the armchair across from the couch … fear … David’s face. David was gently shaking her and calling her name.
When she came fully to, he looked at her and shook his head. “You look absolutely awful.” He was actually relieved that she wasn’t catatonic again, partially out of superficial concern, but mostly because he didn’t want to have to deal with the ambulance, the hospital, and the neighbors’ judgments again. Given that his current case was all-consuming, he did not relish the idea of catching whatever it was Sheila had either.
“Gee, thanks a lot,” Sheila managed to answer. “I don’t know if it’s the Risperidone or if I have a flu, but I can’t stay awake and am so dizzy.”
“You have a fever so I imagine it’s the flu,” David responded. “So, Carruthers prescribed you an antipsychotic? That’s not surprising. But I’m pretty sure it hasn’t had time to take effect. Let’s hope it works or, at minimum, keeps things at bay until he can find a real solution, if there is one. Anyway I should call him and see what he says about the flu symptoms.” He picked up his phone and started dialing. Sheila stared at the TV, at some horrible talk show on which people pretended to talk expertly about things they really didn’t understand. The word “repent” kept drifting through her mind without her permission, but it meant nothing to her. How it became carved into her leg was a mystery to her, and believing she had heard it on the phone was equally something she could not explain.
“Carruthers is coming over to check you out.”
She heard David’s words before fading in and out of consciousness, awakening to the doorbell … Carruthers’s face … Carruthers telling David that it was definitely not a response to the medication but couldn’t imagine how she’d contracted the flu in the psychiatric ward … the word “hypochondria”… the word “repent”…
The last thought she had before finally descending into the abyss where the nightmare lived was to wonder if David and Carruthers were poisoning her.






  
  Chapter 6
Our Father


“I sincerely believe it’s all in her head,” Carruthers told David over the phone. 
“I’m not doubting that,” David answered, sure that Sheila was on the verge of a complete breakdown and wanting to avoid it any way possible for his own sake.
“I’ll know more after the hypnosis, presuming we can still get her to come in for it. I’ve done some research and there is a particular circumstance in her history that I need to ask her about and that I believe she may have repressed … or she may be consciously lying about it.”
“What is it? She’s never mentioned anything major to me before,” David replied, with a certain unease.
“That, I’m afraid, is protected by doctor-patient confidentiality. As a lawyer, I’m sure you understand.”
“Completely. Maybe she’ll tell me about it after she’s confronted with it.”
“In the meantime,” Carruthers warned, “ensure that she is taking her medication. She is a classic hypochondriac and it would be textbook for her to stop taking it and hide the fact, or she might even take too much.”
“Understood. I’ll monitor the dosage as much as I can.”

      ***Sheila had received her religion-oriented safety-blanket package and set up candles and crosses around the house, to David’s dismay. David was, ostensibly, Catholic, but having the Church invade his house that way was like having an 80 year old grandmother for a girlfriend, which was not anything he had signed up for. However, he was determined to put up with it for the short term if it seemed to help.
Her flu had come on strong and then receded in a night. She and David assumed it was a 24 hour bug, although she still didn’t feel quite well. Although she never felt well, this was somewhere in-between her usual feelings of illness and a sickness that would confine her to bed. She searched the bathroom medicine cabinet for the typical flu remedies, anything to take off the edge, to dull the symptoms, but found nothing. Since David had gone back to work, she thought herself well enough to amble down to the local bodega for something, anything that might make the remaining ague go away, or go away as much as possible. So she bundled up and headed down the street on foot, her car being still at the office. She knew she should have gone to retrieve it, but she hadn’t had the energy to commit to the trip and she didn’t want to run into anyone from work.
The store was well-lit, essentially, a grocery store but on a small scale, and there were always people in it when it was open. As it was oddly colder than normal out, most people were bundled up like she was: sweaters, scarves, and the like. Heading directly to the aisle with the over-the-counter medications, which was almost her home away from home given her predilections, she looked for flu medication, which she found fairly quickly.
As she perused the different brands and their supposed medicinal qualities, she looked over at another customer at the other end of the aisle. She knew she was ill, but she was now struck with the thought that things looked strangely other than usual. The light in the store looked almost tangible, thick, and it had a strange discoloration to it, almost an electric charge. She felt congested and figured it was affecting her hearing and sight. But, as she looked at the light that outlined the signs and shelves, her view crossed the customer again, who was now looking back at her and who nodded to her in neighborly acknowledgment. He was wearing a hoodie with a thin coat over it and, as she began trying to make out his face … she realized that he had no face. In place of where his visage should have been, there was a dark, watery swirl of red with, what appeared to be two eyes, eyes shining like miniature, malignant stars within a red tide. She knew them.
Sheila immediately panicked and grabbed a bottle of something, not even cognizant of what it was, only knowing it was where she had been looking and within arm’s reach, and she headed for the checkout. As she hurried, she noticed that none of the customers had faces, only the liquid smoke and wicked starry eyes. Everything else about them appeared to be normal, but their faces …
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