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			Introduction

			What you are about to read is the result of the most difficult anthology I have ever produced. And it’s not because of the writers or their work, it is because I suffer from clinical depression and I battled some of my worst bouts during every stage of this project.

			What should have taken months to complete, took years.

			Some writers didn’t understand, and I certainly do not blame them. Unless you have suffered the dark tendrils of depression, you can’t understand. So, to the wonderful participating writers, thank you for your patience, and to those who lost their patience, thank you for not skewering me.

			This anthology is nothing like anything I have ever edited before. But it’s something I’ve always wanted to do. And I am so glad I did.

			It all started with an idea for an online writing class I was conducting. I gave the students an opening sentence and a closing sentence and asked them to write a story Between the Lines. And, yes, everyone received the very same lines. 

			That means every story opens with:

			“Kelvin pressed against the wound as blood seeped around his hands.”

			And ends with:

			“Watching the train disappear into the night, he brought the flower to his nose before tossing it to the tracks.”

			I was amazed that each writer created a completely different story, with completely different characters, all with the same beginning and ending. And as a writing teacher, I am so proud of the quality of the stories. In fact, I predict many of the writers, should they refuse to give up the ghost, will find their names on the covers of many future anthologies, magazines, and novels.

			Now, prepare yourself for the wonders you’ll find Between the Lines.

			Michael Knost

			August, 2016

		

	
		
			Acts

			by Elizabeth Gaucher

			Kelvin pressed against the wound as blood seeped around his hands. The dream was always the same, though the woman in bed next to him rarely was. He was to the point where he could be almost conscious within his own night terrors, having a sense of another lover’s impending departure before he even woke. He felt his eyes fly open to the white light of morning and realized he was staring at the dirty wall. The sheet wrapped tight to his shoulder, cold and damp. He squeezed his eyes shut and sighed. Exhaustion was his only loyal companion, never gone for long and always guaranteed to come back for a long visit should Kelvin hope for too long.

			“I hate you,” emerged from his lips. “I really hate you.”

			“Hey. Hi. Good morning to you, too.” The voice came from across the room.

			Dear God. She’s still here.

			Kelvin sat up, careful to demonstrate strength and speed but not panic. A large invisible cotton ball filled his mouth and he wondered when he could speak. The night before was a sketch with disconnected lines. His walks around downtown tended to be in search of open doors, anywhere, and those doors often led to too much caffeine. The goal was to remain conscious as long as possible to stave off the dream, but occasionally he caved and walked into bars. Last night had been an alcohol night.

			Pushing the sheet back to his waist, he turned to the voice. A woman sat calmly, her legs tucked under her in an overstuffed chair. Her nearly black purple toenails gleamed against her pale skin, and Kelvin’s gaze fell on a cluster of tattooed flower blossoms at her ankle. She pulled a rubber band out of her jeans pocket and lifted layers of dark blonde hair into a ponytail. She suddenly looked much younger than Kelvin remembered. Last night she had worn heavy eye makeup and now her face was clean. He wanted to say something to her, but he couldn’t form a sentence.

			Kelvin looked with sadness at the stacks of newspapers surrounding his visitor’s chair. He had taken to saving the papers for exactly fifty days at a time, then reading each one in its entirety before burning them all methodically by date in a metal trashcan in the yard behind the apartments. This little obsessive compulsion soothed his psyche like nothing else since the bleeding started.

			Today was burning day. Hopefully everything was still in order.

			“You like to hang onto things, don’t you?” his visitor asked. When Kelvin refused a reply, she lobbed another starter. “Who do you hate?” she asked. “I hope it’s not me. Whoever it is, I’m pretty sure I didn’t do it. I haven’t had enough time.” She laughed then and reddened a little, “Can I get you a glass of water or something?” Skewse, West Virginia, produced a unique accent in most locals and Kelvin did not hear it in her words.

			He found his voice. “Listen…it’s not you. I’m not used to anyone being here when I wake up is all.” He paused, scanning the room for any other surprises. The woman was across the efficiency now to the sink. She moved like a ballet dancer, her jeans and thin red T-shirt in odd contrast to her elegant, fluid steps and arm sweeps. Handing him a tumbler of ice water, she looked into his face. Her eyes held an unexpected gentleness. He accepted the water.

			 For the first time in months, Kelvin felt the knot in his belly soften slightly.

			In the back yard, the trash barrel stood ready and waiting for his ritual and he wondered how soon the stranger would show herself out. Instead of leaving, the woman sat back in the chair. Aging sentinels of yellowing newspapers surrounded her position, almost daring Kelvin to address their presence. His visitor let one delicate hand rest on the nearest pile of pulp, fingering the edges of yesterday’s news. When she spoke, her tone was kind but serious.

			“Tell me what happens at night.”

			The next sixty seconds felt endless, as Kelvin looked through the woman and formulated his answer. No one had ever asked him what happened at night. People just left.

			“Why do you want to know?” His voice on edge, he felt anger and then a sudden surrender. “No, it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you.” There was only so long he could hold it all. If someone was willing to hear it, he was willing to tell it.

			His hands in his hair, Kelvin rubbed his scalp with a slow rhythm and turned his head away as he spoke. “I have dreams, hallucinations really.” He paused, refocusing his thoughts. “No, I have one dream. There is always someone or something bleeding. Sometimes the bleeding is profuse. Sometimes it is slow, but it’s always steady. I try to stop the blood but every time I wake up before I know if I stopped it.” Kelvin looked back at the woman in the chair. Her eyes were heavy but intent. 

			“I used to have that dream,” she said. “But I don’t anymore. I can help you.”

			Kelvin felt the knot return. What was she talking about, she used to have that dream? She must be crazy. No one could help him. Why did he ever think this was a good idea? “I doubt it,” he said flatly. He could see she was not going to leave on her own and he began to regret leaving his apartment, ever. “Look, I don’t know you. I don’t know why you are still here, I don’t know why you are here at all. I don’t know why you think you can help me or why you even care. I want you to go now please. It’s nothing personal. You seem really nice but it’s time for you to go.”

			The woman reached for her shoes. “There is a church down the tracks from here. If you walk from The Dovetail pub for five miles south, you will find it in the woods off to the right. You should go there.”

			Lifting her faded denim jacket from the back of a ladder-back chair she floated past Kelvin to the door. He realized he hadn’t expected her to leave without hesitation. “Thanks for staying. Thanks for talking. This is not a good time for me. I’m sorry,” he managed to say as she put her hand on the doorknob. 

			Stopping in the open doorway, the woman spoke with her back to Kelvin. “My sister died in her sleep when I was a teenager. We’d had an argument the day before. I went to sleep thinking I would tell her I was sorry in the morning.” She raised her head and said, “That’s when my dream started, the night after she died. There was always this bleeding, I couldn’t stop it.”

			Kelvin drew air into his chest and let it go with difficulty. “You said the dream did stop, though.”

			She turned to face him. “Yes. It did. After fifty consecutive nights of the same dream, it stopped.”

			Kelvin stared. He almost wasn’t breathing at all now. At last he said, “The church?”

			“Yes,” was all she said and then she was gone.

			***

			Regaining focus took time. Kelvin sank into his reading chair and contemplated his newspaper stacks. The upholstery emitted a subtle flowery scent, the only evidence of his overnight visitor’s real presence in the room. Dry leaves crackled and scraped as they swept past the window. Large gusts of wind threatened his burning project but thoughts of the place in the woods five miles out of town overrode concern for his ritual.

			After fifty consecutive nights of the same dream, it stopped.

			The wind was at his back as he pulled a thick wool collar close to his throat. Five miles on foot was a hike, but his footsteps seemed effortless with the urgent air behind him. He hadn’t been aware there was a church this close to town. The trappings of faith and a spiritual life were for children and adults with simple minds. Rarely had Kelvin encountered anything religious that did more than enrage or bore him. 

			The woman from the night before, however, intrigued him.

			He did not remember bringing her back to the apartment, though he must have. How else could she have been there? A larger question swirled in his brain. Why did she stay? He could not shake the feeling that she came as a messenger. Once she had told him about the church she was gone. She left with complete comfort and ease as if her work was done.

			After about three miles of walking, he sat down on the cold iron tracks. He had to pull himself together. Turning his head to his right he saw the long narrow path he had traveled to this point. He stared for several minutes into the nothingness, wind gusts chafing his face. He held his face in his hands and pressed his fingers hard into his forehead. When he stood up he did not look back again, but pushed forward to the place where dreams stopped and life began.

			And then there it was.

			Gently curtained by juniper branches, a white wooden church peeked out of the wooded area about fifty yards from the tracks. Kelvin turned instinctively toward the building and stepped with caution toward the tree line. The ground under his feet felt odd, and looking down, he saw a change in the terrain. It was as if hundreds of people had stopped, turned, and moved at this exact point. Where there had been only the train tracks to guide him, there was now a well-trod footpath.

			Kelvin swept back the evergreen arms and stepped into the churchyard, then drew a sharp breath at the sight before him. “Why are they here?” he whispered. Dozens of gravestones stood between Kelvin and the church door. He remembered churchyards from his boyhood, but never one with the dead anywhere but to the side of the House of the Lord. Nausea crept up into his throat as he imagined walking over the graves to the front door. This had to be a misunderstanding. He tried to walk around the stones, hoping for a side entrance, but the headstones entirely encircled the church. He saw doors on every side of the building, but no path clear of graves.

			The sun was starting to set. Kelvin understood he had only one option, to move ahead, but it was difficult to put one foot in front of the other. He focused his gaze on a gravestone halfway between himself and a church entrance. Swirling botanical images were carved in dark grey granite, and limp white flowers rested on the earth beneath the stone. With a halfway point to the door defined, he set off toward the church. He wanted to read the words on the headstone, but fear that they might make him turn back kept him moving. I’ll get it on my way out of here.

			The woman’s tattooed ankle crossed his mind as he picked up his pace and strode, not looking back, into the little place of worship.

			The sanctuary was empty and still. An unlit candle was on the altar, and a stained glass window illuminated by the now-sinking sun showed an image of a crucified Jesus bleeding in his mother’s arms. Kelvin winced in pain and looked away to the back of the church. He walked to the last pew, turned, and sat down slowly. He closed his eyes, and felt deep sobs gathering in his chest. He felt tricked. There was nothing here but pain. Why had he listened to a stranger? Why did he allow himself to believe? The bleeding would never end, it was everywhere, and he cursed himself for being so stupid as to believe it could stop. The encroaching darkness was salt in the wound, as soon he would have to sleep and there would be no escape. He sat still, and with all of his strength opened his eyes for the walk out.

			The candle on the altar was lit. Growing faint, Kelvin realized he was not breathing and shouted, “Who is here? Show yourself!” 

			Voices came from every corner of the sanctuary.

			“Me voila.”

			“Ich bin hier.”

			“Hinneni”.

			“Lo sono qui.”

			Kelvin was shaking so hard he could barely walk, but he wanted to run. He wanted to blow out of this place harder and faster than the wind that whipped through the door at the back of the sanctuary carrying thousands of white flower petals with it over the altar and up to the gleaming stained glass like a carnival’s celebration. Looking up, he froze. The window’s image had changed.

			The Christ stood now whole, his wounds healed, and his earthly family around him in adoration. Suspended over the scene was a white dove. Stunned by the window’s transformation, Kelvin stopped running long enough to hear a voice he recognized.

			“Here I am.”

			Not possible. Not possible. This is a trick.

			Unable to stop himself, Kelvin turned in the direction of his son’s voice. Standing in the back of the church was a slight six-year-old boy with windswept blonde hair and sparkling eyes. Through his tears Kelvin scanned the tiny form for bullet wounds. His brain burst at the seams with repressed pain. He remembered his son, shot to death by a disturbed man in a random act of violence. Years ago…over thirty years ago. Yet he was here. He was whole. There was no bleeding.

			“Dylan, son, my God. Is that really you?”

			“Yes, Daddy. It is me. It is really all of us.”

			A chorus of voices swelled into the words, “Here we are.” Turning to the altar, Kelvin saw hundreds of children’s faces looking at him kindly from every corner and every wall of the church. They were boys and girls, toddlers and teenagers, light and dark, large and small. Every child held a white flower.

			Memories crashed out of Kelvin’s mind in a torrential mix of pain and relief. The school at 5050 Shepherds Lane. Dylan’s collection of fifty toy soldiers that he kept orderly and at attention on shelves in his room. Fifty dollars he had in his pocket, saved to buy his mother a necklace for her 50th birthday, the day the police car pulled up in front of his house. Fifty rounds of ammunition. 

			“Daddy.” The word pulled Kelvin back to Dylan’s image.

			“Daddy, touch me. Then tell the others, okay? We are here, and we are waiting.”

			Kelvin reached out his arms for his child, and felt the warmth of a living body against his own. “I don’t know how to let go,” he gasped.

			“We are all waiting, Daddy. You have work to do. Tell the others. Your work makes us whole.”

			Kelvin looked into his child’s eyes. “Yes,” was all he said.

			Though it took all of his capacity to leave the church, he did so. Passing the gravestone he’d ignored on the way in he paused to read these words surrounded by engraved Columbine blossoms: 

			I will pour out my Spirit on all people.
Your sons and daughters will prophesy,
your young men will see visions,
your old men will dream dreams. – Acts 2:17

			The path back to the train tracks was well worn, and this time it gave Kelvin comfort. He felt a small bulge in his coat’s breast pocket and slipped a hand inside to feel the silky blossoms of a strong flower. A long train rattled from behind him and headed towards home. 

			Watching the train disappear into the night, he brought the flower to his nose before tossing it to the tracks.

			About the author: Elizabeth Gaucher is a writer, editor, and creator. A West Virginia native living in Middlebury, Vermont, she is also a woman living with multiple sclerosis for nearly two decades. Her essays have appeared in Mud Season Review, Pithead Chapel, Still: The Journal, and more. Her website, www.elizabethgaucher.com, lists more publication and work. She holds a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degree from WV Wesleyan College. She is also the founder and editor of the online literary magazine, Longridge Review.

		

	
		
			The Fifth Patient

			by Trace Conger

			Kelvin pressed against the wound as blood seeped around his hands. He pierced the suture needle into the pale skin next to the incision and withdrew it on the other side. 

			Dr. Mueller supervised while Fleetwood Mac played over the operating room’s speakers. 

			I don’t want to know the reasons why love keeps right on walking down the line.

			“Nice work, Kelvin. Keep those stitches tight,” said Dr. Mueller. 

			Kelvin continued until he closed the wound and tied off the last suture. He set the needle driver on the surgical tray with a clank and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

			“Nice job, everyone,” said Dr. Mueller. “It’s never easy having one of our own on the table.” 

			Now you tell me that I’m crazy. That’s nothing that I didn’t know.

			With a nod from Dr. Mueller, a nurse wheeled the gurney through the operating room doors, taking nine-year-old Isabel Sanger to recovery. 

			***

			Dr. Peter Sanger knocked over two picture frames and an empty coffee cup reaching for the ringing phone on his desk. 

			“Isabel’s out of the O.R.,” said the voice on the other end. “She did great in surgery, but a fluid test came back positive for a bacterial infection. I’m starting her on antibiotics and want to keep monitoring for sepsis.” 

			“Sepsis?”

			“Just as a precaution, but I do want to keep her in the hospital until the infection clears. Once she wakes up, they’re taking her to room ten-fifty-three. Should be about an hour.” 

			“Ten-fifty-three? Thank you.” Sanger scribbled the number on his notepad and hung up the phone. 

			His little girl, who just yesterday was dressed in her green and gold soccer uniform, was now draped in a surgical gown, a three-inch incision where her appendix used to be. He exhaled and closed his eyes.

			A knock startled him. 

			“The hospital’s no place for a child,” said the man in the doorway. He wore a gray suit and hat that were as anemic as the army of white coats roaming the hospital hallways. 

			The tall man looked out of place, but Sanger couldn’t identify the specific quality that made him appear that way. Maybe it was his pale skin. Not albino pale, but a complexion that suggested he spent more time indoors than out. Or, maybe it was the way he stood with his body cocked to one side, like he was leaning on a cane that wasn’t there. 

			He held a manila folder and had a small green pencil tucked behind his right ear. Sanger recognized it as the same type of pencil that littered the pockets of his golf bag. 

			“Appendectomy wasn’t it?” said the tall man. 

			“Excuse me?”

			“Your daughter, Isabel. She came through surgery all right?” The man hobbled toward the desk like a praying mantis moving across a wet car hood. 

			“Can I help you with something?”

			“Sorry. Betty wasn’t at her desk, and I saw the door was open. I have a one-thirty appointment.” He reached out his hand. “Wallace Harper.” 

			“Are you a pharma rep? We no longer allow reps on campus. If you want to meet with a physician, you’ll have to schedule time with their individual offices.”

			“I thought all pharma reps were nice-looking blonds with big tits,” said Wallace lowering his hand. “Unfortunately, I don’t fit the profile.” He took a seat and used both of his hands to lift his left leg over his right. Then he sat back, removed his hat, and placed it on his bent knee. This was the most natural the man had looked since walking into Sanger’s office.

			“I’m here to meet the new chief of staff. You replaced Dr. Connolly, correct?”

			“That’s me.” Sanger motioned to the stack of file boxes in the corner of his office. “And I’m slammed playing catch up. I can give you five minutes.”

			“That’s all I need.” Wallace slid the manila folder across the desk. “That’s for you.” 

			Sanger pulled a packet from the folder and riffled through it. “This is the hospital’s patient list. Where did you get it?”

			“It’d be tough to do my job without it.” Wallace steadied his hat and uncrossed his legs with the same effort it took to cross them. He leaned forward and reached for his ID, which was attached to a retractable cord that made a zipping sound as he pulled it from his hip. Wallace held it up like a detective flashing his badge at a crime scene. 

			Sanger stared at the fading headshot that resembled every DMV photo ever taken. WALLACE HARPER, BUREAU OF AGING AND MORTALITY.

			“Bureau of Aging and Mortality?” said Sanger rising from his chair. “If that’s some kind of joke, I don’t have time for it.”

			“Every week fifty-one-thousand-nine-hundred-and-twenty-three people die in the United States,” said Wallace. “Twenty-six-thousand-five-hundred-and-twenty-seven of those individuals die in hospitals. Northwestern Memorial Hospital, your facility, is responsible for an average of five deaths every week.”

			Sanger sank back into his chair. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating, but our medical staff does everything they can to give every patient the care they need—”

			“Save your speech,” said Wallace. “Patients die in hospitals every day. That’s not a reflection of the care you provide or the skill of your medical staff. It’s simply a fact of life. People get sick, they go to hospitals, and some of these individuals die. I’m not here to assign blame.”

			“Then why are you here?” 

			“I’m your mortality representative, Dr. Sanger. I’m here to schedule your deaths for the week. Five of them.” 

			“To schedule my deaths? Have you lost your goddamn mind?” 

			“I understand this is an unusual conversation, but I assure you my mental faculties are intact.”

			“You’re not doing much to convince me of that.” 
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