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INTRODUCTION

 Michael Kelly

OF ALL THE BOOKS I’VE
EDITED OR published, the Shadows & Tall Trees series is,
unabashedly, and unreservedly, my favourite. The first volume was
my attempt at an answer to the various mediocre and dreadful (in
the worst sense) volumes of horror that I felt were being
published. There are still too many bad books being published; as
Series Editor for the Year’s Best Weird Fiction I see them.
And that will never change. But since the first volume of
Shadows & Tall Trees was published there has been a
steady increase in the number of quality presses. Presses that
value literary quality, and have a unique artistic aesthetic.

Horror and
weird fiction has seen a definite upswing in regards to literary
quality, and respect among genre readers.

Which brings us
to volume 7 of Shadows & Tall Trees, which you hold in
your hands.

It has been
three years since the last volume of Shadows & Tall
Trees. That volume had many stories reprinted in various
‘Year’s Best’ and ‘Best Of’ anthologies, and was a finalist for the
World Fantasy Award, and the Shirley Jackson Award. All the volumes
have been very well received. And all told, of the 55 stories
published in the first 6 volumes, 18 have been reprinted in ‘Year’s
Best’ volumes. All this to say that I believe this current volume
may be the best one yet. That’s no disrespect to the previous
volumes. The quality of submissions for each successive volume has
increased steadily. I’ve seen several stories that I had to
regrettably turn down for this volume get picked up for other
publications. There is exemplary material being published in the
Weird Horror field. It is a good time to be a reader. And it’s a
good time to be an editor.

Thank you to
all the writers who submitted work. And thank you to the writers
who grace the pages herein. As always, you make me look good.

Finally, thank
you, dear reader, for supporting this endeavor from day one. Maybe,
just maybe… there will be an 8th volume of Shadows & Tall
Trees.


LINE
OF SIGHT

 Brian Evenson

1.

 


THE
SHOOT HAD GONE WELL—ALMOST too well, in fact. So much so
that Todd, by the end, was just waiting for something to go wrong:
for production to come crashing to a halt, for the union to try to
shut them down with some bullshit excuse, for the lead to have his
face torn halfway off in a freak accident. The longer things
continued to go well, the more strongly he could feel something
roiling below the surface, preparing to go badly. And the longer it
didn’t, the worse he felt.

He was tempted
to hurt himself, just to relieve the pressure. Cut off his thumb,
maybe. But he knew this wouldn’t go over well with the studio. By
the time they wrapped, he was jumping at every little thing: he
couldn’t have lasted another day. But then, suddenly, it was over,
the production a wrap, and instead of being relieved he was
flustered, unbelieving, still waiting for something to go
wrong.

 


*

 


And yet, even in the
early stages of post-production, it never did. No issues with
sound, no problems with editing, no problems when the footage was
processed: nothing wrong. The film came out, so everybody claimed,
better than expected. Even though the studio had been a little
standoffish with the rushes, they now claimed to love where Todd
had gotten to. Unaccountably, nobody had any final notes.

“Really?” said
Todd, bracing himself.

“Really,” said
the studio exec. “It’s great just as is.”

“And?” said
Todd.

“No ands,” he
said. “No buts.”

Todd folded his
arms. “So, what do you think needs to be changed?” he asked.

“I don’t think
you understand,” the studio exec said. “We don’t want anything
changed.” And then a moment later, his brow creased. “What’s wrong
with you? You should be celebrating.”

But Todd
couldn’t celebrate. He was still waiting for something to go
wrong.

 


*

 


Nothing wrong,
nothing wrong, he told himself, but he still felt like he could
feel the exec’s eyes on his back all the way to the door, watching
him go. He imagined how he would shoot that scene: a quick shot
first of the exec’s face, then Todd’s back as he walked toward the
door, then the exec’s face again, expression slightly changed. He
should be grateful, he knew he should—there was nothing wrong and
everything right, the film was a success. But didn’t that just mean
that something was likely to go hideously wrong for him on a
personal level? But he wasn’t married, not even with anybody,
didn’t even own a pet: what could go wrong that hadn’t already?
Okay, so maybe his next film would be an utter disaster? How could
he enjoy this success before he knew how much it would cost him
down the line?

He went home.
He looked at the wall of his apartment for an hour, maybe more. It
grew dark outside, then darker still. Finally, hands shaking, he
drove back to the studio.

 


*

 


It was later than he
thought. Still, he had no problem talking his way through the gate,
or getting himself into the building. He got the night watchman to
let him into the editing bay, then queued up the film and began to
watch, pretending that he was seeing a movie directed by someone
else.

It was good, he
grudgingly had to admit. If he considered it objectively, he had to
agree with the studio. The camerawork was excellent, startling
even, the film saturated with shadow in a way that made the slow
mental unraveling of the lead seem as if it were being projected
all the way across the screen and even spilling off the sides a
little. The effect was panicked and anxious, and he began to think
that his own anxieties about the imminent collapse of the project
had filtered down to everybody participating in the shoot, but in a
way that paradoxically served the film. The lead, when he began to
unravel, seemed not only like himself unraveling, but almost like a
different person. It had become the kind of film that brought you
close to a character and then, once that character was going mad,
brought you closer still.

He stared at
the empty screen, the film continuing to work inside his head. He
should be happy, he told himself. Everybody was right. He should be
completely happy, but there was something nagging at him. What was
it? The acting was excellent, the blocking and staging and
camerawork just as good. Lighting was superb, sound editing was
precise. What did he have to complain about?

He sighed,
stretched. He should accept that the film was a success, he told
himself, go home, go to bed. Instead, he queued the film up and
watched it again.

 


*

 


The third time
through, he began to sense it, began to realize what the problem
was. In the interior scenes, the eye lines were a little off. Not
all the interior scenes, just the ones set in the lead’s childhood
home, before and after he dismembered his parents. Not off by much,
just slightly, not enough for anyone to notice consciously, at
least not on first viewing. But who knew what it was doing
subconsciously? People noticed things, it didn’t matter if it was
conscious or not. It needed to be fixed.

And yet, he
remembered the cameraman lining all that up carefully—he’d fired
the script supervisor at the cameraman’s request, because the
cameraman had insisted he wasn’t meticulous enough about just that:
eyelines. He had a vivid memory of the cameraman blocking it, and
then re-blocking it, making micro-movements of the camera to get it
right every time they shot a scene.

He went onto the
computer, pulled up the digital files of the rough footage in the
editing bay. Was he right? Even staring at a frame of the lead
looking next to a frame of what, ostensibly, he was seeing, he
could hardly tell. Was he imagining it? At first he thought so, but
the longer he stared at it the more he thought, no, the eye lines
were off.

Maybe the
cameraman had a slight vision problem so that what looked right to
him didn’t look right to anybody else. Or maybe Todd was the one to
have the vision problem and there wasn’t anything there.

He toyed and
tinkered with a frame a little, seeing, if he cropped and adjusted
it, whether the problem could be corrected. But no matter how much
he torqued it, it didn’t seem to help.

 


*

 


It wasn’t until after
he had already dialed that he realized how late it was—midnight or
one in the morning now. He hung up. He could wait until
morning.

But, a few
seconds later, his phone began to ring.

“Misdial?” the
cameraman asked when he answered.

“Ah,” Todd
said. “You’re awake. No, I meant to call. Sorry to call so
late.”

The cameraman
didn’t bother to answer, just waited.

“It’s just,”
said Todd. “I’m … the eye lines,” he finally managed. “They’re
wrong.”

For a long
time, the cameraman was quiet, and Todd thought maybe he’d offended
the man.

“Just in the
house,” Todd added, as if that made it better somehow. “Everywhere
else they’re fine.”

“Where are
you?” the cameraman finally said. His voice sounded strangled.

Todd told him.
“Are you okay?” he asked.

The man gave a
laugh, part of it cut off by static from the connection. “I am
now,” he said. “Now that somebody else has finally noticed.”

 


2.

 


“It was awful,” Conrad
claimed, as he and the director sat over coffee in a deserted diner
at two or perhaps three in the morning. “I would set the eye lines,
then look and think, yes, that’s it exactly, but the whole time
another part of me would be thinking, no, not quite.” And so
I would frame it again, would check everything again. Each time I
would think when I looked through the viewfinder, yes,
perfect, and then, a moment later, but…”

It had been
like that through the whole shoot. Most days he just thought it had
something to do with the feel of the shoot as a whole, the tension
present on the set for some reason. You felt it too, said
Conrad to the director. I could tell. But at night, back at
home, lying in bed, Conrad kept thinking back through the shots,
wondering why the eye lines still didn’t feel right.

“I’ve never
felt that way,” said Conrad. “I’ve been in the business for two
decades and I have never felt that way.”

As the shoot
went on, it became not better but worse. Not outside, not in the
other locations, just at the house. Conrad began to think of the
house as a living thing, expanding and contracting, breathing,
shifting ever so slightly. As he told this to the director he
believed from the look on the man’s face that he felt it too. Being
in the house was like being in the belly of something. It was like
they’d been swallowed, and that the house, seemingly inert, was not
inert at all. It was always shifting ever so slightly, so that even
in the time it took to go from a shot of a face looking at
something to setting up a shot to reveal where that face was
looking, everything was already slightly wrong, slightly off.

“It sounds
crazy,” said the director.

“Yes,” Conrad
agreed. “It sounds crazy. But you felt it, too.”

And it was even
worse than that, Conrad claimed. For when he had stared, really
stared, it seemed like something was beginning to open up, like if
he stood just right he could see a seam where reality had been
imperfectly fused. He had stood there on the balls of his feet,
swaying slightly, not caring what the crew around him might think.
And then, for an instant, he even managed to see it just right, not
so much a threadlike seam as a narrow opening, as well as a
someone—or something rather—gazing out.

“Why didn’t you
tell me?” asked the director.

Conrad
shrugged. “You’ve said it yourself,” he said. “It sounded crazy.
And you didn’t say anything either. The film editor didn’t notice
it at all. But then, he wasn’t on the set, was he?”

The director
hesitated, then nodded. Both men sat in silence and sipped their
coffee. Finally the director said, “What was it?”

“Excuse me?”
asked Conrad.

“Gazing out,”
said the director. “What was it?”

Conrad shook
his head. “I don’t know for certain what it was,” he said. “All I
know is what it looked like.”

“And what did
it look like?” the director asked, but you could tell from the look
on his face that he didn’t want to know.

You had to
understand, Conrad claimed, that what it looked like was probably
not what it was. That if he had to guess, it was the sort of thing
that took on aspects of other things that came close to it, a kind
of mimic of anything it could manage to approach. In a house like
that, in a place where the seam of the fabric of reality was
wrongly annealed, it would take on the appearance of whatever it
had the chance to observe, to study through the gap in the seam.
“At first I thought I was wrong,” said Conrad, “that I was seeing
some sort of odd reflection or refraction, that I couldn’t be
seeing two things that looked the same. But when they each moved
they moved in a way that couldn’t be seen as either the same or as
mirroring one another. No, even though they looked identical, they
were anything but the same.”

The director
struck the tabletop hard with his open palm. “Goddamit,” he said,
“what did it look like?”

Conrad looked
surprised. How was it the director hadn’t guessed? “Why, the lead,
of course.”

 


3.

 


The whole production
Steven Calder (née Amos Smith) had had the feeling that something
was wrong. Not with him, not with his acting, no, that was good. As
good as it had ever been in fact, for reasons that he wasn’t sure
he could understand. Not with the director either, though the man
was an odd one, jumpy as fuck. Cameraman was okay, too, if a bit
anal, and so were the rest of the crew. No, nothing visibly wrong
anywhere, nothing he could place the blame on. Just a feeling.

He shrugged it
off and kept going, acting like everything was fine. Or, rather,
acting like he was losing his mind, which was what the film was
about, him losing his mind, his character losing his mind, but when
the camera wasn’t rolling yes, then, acting like everything was
fine, even racking his brains for stupid jokes he’d heard back in
high school—or rather, things that the Amos Smith he’d used to be
had heard back in high school—things he could throw out to lighten
the mood, things meant to demonstrate that he was at ease and
nothing was wrong.

But he
certainly was not at ease. And something was wrong, he was
sure of it. In the house meant to represent his parents’ house
especially. Meant to represent his character’s parents’
house, he meant. Outside, no, he didn’t feel it—nor, strangely
enough, did he feel it in the other indoor locations, but in the
house, yes, there he felt it. It made him feel seasick, as though
the floor was shifting slightly under his feet, but that was crazy,
houses didn’t act like that.

But that was
how this house acted. At least for him. Was he the only one who
could feel something was wrong?

 


*

 


Steven was most sure
something was wrong at those moments when he stood at his mark in
the house meant to represent his parents’ house—meant to represent
his character’s parents’ house—and waited for the scene to
be shot. The lighting was adjusted, the camera positioned, and the
whole time he just stood there. Soon, he would think, maybe even as
early as his next film, someone else would stand on his mark for
him, a body double, but for now it was him. This was his big break,
but until the break had broken it would be him standing in for
himself.

At those
moments, standing on his mark, sometimes he felt he could see,
there beside him, a flickering, a strangeness in the air. But if he
turned his head to look straight at it, he couldn’t see it anymore.
And then the cameraman would scold him mildly, coax him back to
looking in the direction he had originally been meant to look, and
the flicker would begin again. What was it? The rapid oscillation
of the ceiling lights, maybe? Something wrong with his brain? He
couldn’t say. He didn’t think it was something with his brain, but
if it wasn’t, why didn’t anyone else seem to see it?

 


*

 


It happened about
three quarters of the way through shooting, right in the middle of
the murder scene. There he was, the dismembered bodies of what were
meant to be his parents at his feet. He was still breathing hard,
hyperventilating slightly, his vision fading a little, spattered in
what would pass on film for blood, and he saw what he’d come to
think of as a flicker. Only this time it was more than a flicker,
more like a rip in the air, like an animal had torn the air open
with its teeth. The cameraman was seeing something too. There was a
strange expression on his face, and he was looking at the air just
beside Steven’s head with a sort of mute wonder. Don’t move,
something inside him said, and he could feel the hair rising on the
back of his neck. He held still, very still indeed.

There was a
smell like ozone, bitter and deep in his throat, the sound of
something unfurling, and then he could feel breath hot on his neck.
In front of him, the cameraman moved abnormally slowly, as if
walking underwater. And then, suddenly, he was jerked, hard and
fast, off his feet, the air knocked out of him.

 


*

 


By the time he had
pulled himself up, just seconds later, the room was empty. The
camera was gone, the entire crew as well, the room deserted. How
was that possible?

“Hello?” Steven
called, but there was no answer.

He got up and
walked around the room. No sign, as far as he could see, of where
they had gone. No sign, if he was to be honest with himself, which
he was not sure he wanted to be, that the production team had ever
been here: camera gone, lighting gone, none of the cables or other
apparatus of a shoot. What the hell? he thought.

He walked
around the room another time, and then again, growing more and more
anxious. He tried the other rooms, but found them just as deserted,
just as silent. He called out and listened for a response, but
there was no response. Finally, he went through the front door and
left the house.

Or at least he
would have, if there’d been anything to go out into. There was
nothing outside of the house, the door opening onto nothing at
all.

 


*

 


How long had he been
there? How many days? A long time, it felt like, though in another
sense it felt like almost no time at all. He had tried all the
doors and windows. It was always the same: there was nothing
outside the house. He wasn’t hungry, which confused him. He wasn’t
sure how he could still be alive. Assuming he actually was.

He sat with his
back to the wall, watching, waiting. Looking down at the backs of
his hands he could see through them the ebb and flow of his blood.
How strange. Had he been able to see that before? It was as if his
skin was becoming transparent. He got up and paced, back and forth,
back and forth, then sat down again. He slept for a while, woke,
slept again, woke, went back to sleep.

 


*

 


He was just
stretching, getting up again, when he caught a glimpse of it—that
same flickering he had seen before. Immediately he was on his feet
and looking for it, searching for it in the air. He swept his
fingers back and forth but found nothing: there was nothing there.
And yet, when he turned away, there it was, in the corner of his
vision, flickering, again.

He moved toward
it slowly, not looking directly at it so as not to startle it. He
followed it as best he could, backing toward it, head down.

And then, from
one moment to the next, his vision shifted, the flicker becoming a
line of light, a line that opened until it became a slit and he
could see something through it.

He was looking
at the house, at another version of the house. This one had the
production crew in it. The camera was rolling, and there he was as
well, axe trailing from one hand, breathing heavily, his shirt
spattered with blood. He watched the scene come to an end, watched
as he, his character, killed both his parents, watched until the
director said cut.

Only then did
the figure that was meant to be him relax and glance his way,
looking right at him, straight through the narrow gap. For a
moment, they both just regarded one an-other and then the other him
smiled in a way that bared his teeth, and Steven realized that what
he was seeing not only wasn’t him after all, but wasn’t even
human.

Through the
slit he’d watched the film wrap, watched them pack all the
equipment up, watched whatever it was that had taken his place
genially shake hands with everybody and then head out the door, out
to live his life. The rest of the crew went too. When the last
crewmember had turned off the light, the opening faded.

 


*

 


There followed a long
period in which nothing happened, where it was just he himself
alone. His body grew longer, leaner. He didn’t sleep anymore,
though he sometimes lay down and pretended to sleep. He was hungry
all the time but not for food exactly—for what he didn’t exactly
know. The flicker maybe, or what it led to. He wandered the house,
looking again for that flicker, but it just wasn’t there. Maybe it
was still there, but if it was, he couldn’t find it.

 


*

 


Or couldn’t anyway,
until something changed. There it was, suddenly, the flickering,
and there he was, slowly moving toward it while trying to give the
impression of moving away, until, finally, he had found the slit
again. There it was, he could see it, the twin of the house he was
now trapped in, dimly lit by the beams of two flashlights
flickering their way through the dark space.

“It’s got to be
around here somewhere,” said a voice, one he was pretty sure he
recognized.

“Are you sure
it’s a good idea?” asked the other voice, also familiar.

He wasn’t the
one being asked, he knew, but he was sure it was a good idea. Maybe
not for these two men, but definitely for him. Whoever he
was, now. He could already feel his body changing, becoming more
and more like whichever of the two men he looked at the most.

“Even if we do
find it, how are we going to get through it?” asked the second
voice.

Steven had an
answer for this question too. He waited patiently for them to find
the slit. When they did, well, they’d have no problem getting
through it, because he would help them in. Would help one of them
anyway, and in the process swap places and make his own way back
out. The problem for that one would not be getting in, as he knew
from experience, but getting out again.


EVERYTHING BEAUTIFUL IS TERRIFYING

 M. Rickert

“But we, when moved by
deep feeling, evaporate.”

—Rainer Maria
Rilke

 


 


THE STRANGOS COME ALL
YEAR, identifiable by the clothes they wear, the giggling behind
open hands, the wide-eyed pretense of innocence; like belled cats
they give their trespass away. I ignore them—for the most
part—though recently the baristas have begun giving directions to
Laurel’s tree. They think this is funny, apparently, even if they
never witness the punch line. Strangos standing in the middle of
Wenkel’s cornfield clutching their little purses. Strangos in the
Piggly Wiggly parking lot next to the dumpsters, noses squinched
against the stench. Strangos in front of my house—not funny at
all—so close to each other the heels of their black shoes touch. I
found them early on Christmas morning, standing beneath the
streetlamp, upturned faces dotted with flakes of snow, matching pea
coats frosted with ice, knees trembling above soggy ankle socks and
black shoes.

They arrive all
year, undeterred by the season. July and August bring a few
carrying guidebooks and taking selfies (which no legitimate Strango
would ever do) things get more serious in September, but October is
Strango high season. In October the scent of wood smoke mingles
with the beeswax candles perfuming my home with honey. Give me that
and a blood moon casting everything in a mortal glow. Give me that
and the ghost the Strangos seek, though I am not one of them, but
an original.

She was buried,
they say, in an unmarked grave at her mother’s request. It was
generally understood this was done in the usual manner, but after
that movie came out with its silly premise that Laurel’s weary
ghost haunts the mysterious location of her body’s interment the
Strangos arrived with their earnest obsession. I, myself, seeking
answers, once stood on Laurel’s porch until her mother threatened
me with a kettle of boiled water.

“Forgive me?”
the Strangos murmur as they pass. It’s just coincidence. The
Strangos murmur their forgiveness request because in the movie
that’s how it’s done. I stand in white ankle socks and black shoes,
clutching the little purse with the clasp that clicks open and
shut. Laurel stands beside me, dressed to match; though it’s not
really us, of course, but actresses portraying me and her ghost.
When I whisper, “forgive me?” she doesn’t say anything. The camera
pulls back until we are in a circle of light surrounded by black;
then a dot, then nothing at all.

I resisted
watching for quite some time until one dreary night, while clicking
mindlessly through cooking shows, women-buying-wedding-dresses
shows, and fertile-family shows I stopped, stunned, as though
experiencing a sudden change in altitude. There she was—Laurel—in
her black shoes and white socks, wearing a dress I’d never seen;
spinning beneath a bright arc of autumn leaves.

That particular
scene comes quite close to the end—as you may know—but it was one
of those stations that plays the same movie repeatedly. I can
truthfully say that by the third viewing I was eating popcorn
again; less enchanted by the Laurel look alike and more annoyed by
what they got wrong, which was almost everything.

Though accused
and found not guilty, my innocence was never restored. The Strangos
(and the screenplay writer) are convinced I am a murderer but the
truth is so much more benign. Ask the Strangos and they will
whisper, in sibilant tones, “forgive me?” over and over again until
the reporter, either irritated by their petulance, or thrilled to
have gotten a good clip for the weird news story gives up trying
for more while the photographer waits for that moment when the
Strangos open and close their purses making a sound like click
beetles.

I am
disinclined towards empathy with Strangos, but must confess I
understand. Reporters are so annoyingly persistent in asking the
wrong questions (as are parents, detectives, attorneys and
everyone) that sometimes a person can find no response more perfect
than the defiant sound of purse latch. I did not do it to be
annoying or frightening though the movie portrays me as both. I was
a child then, accused of murder. I was terrified, not
terrifying.

The tree isn’t
hard to find, if one knows where to look as, of course, I do. And,
while I hate to attribute anything of value to that movie, I must
admit after watching it several times I, too, became obsessed with
the old oak as a potential location for Laurel’s ghost. I did not,
to be clear, think her mother would have her buried there. I
believe she was cremated; her ashes now in Florida.

But her ghost?
It seemed possible the tree would make a perfect host. (Like the
Caribbean Lagarou tree where people have reported seeing, from a
distance, flickering orbs of lights in its branches which, I know,
is meant to sound ominous but I find reassuring.) Thus began my
October quest through the backyards of my youth to that small
hidden field we discovered all those years ago.

When the
seasons turned to Halloween we, best friends forever, chose to be
twins. The movie would have you believe we dressed alike for years,
but in truth it was only a single month, and not even all of
that.

When October
comes I close the windows, happy to sever any tie with murmuring
Strangos. I take out the old photographs: Laurel and me in our
bathing suits (not matching) eating popsicles (and in the left
corner, beneath the azalea bush the toes of my father’s shoes. He
used to like to play that game of spying on us.) Laurel and me on
her swing set (there was a time when I was a welcomed guest).
Laurel and me in sleeping bags, wide awake, Laurel giving the
finger, and me frozen in shock by her bold gesture. I remember how
my brother ran to report what she had done and how my mother (still
innocent in her own way then) laughed. The last photograph has been
widely duplicated—I’m sure you’ve seen it in some fashion or
other—Laurel and me in the matching cotton dresses that Mrs. Sheer
made in a single weekend. She had extra time on her hands, my
mother said, since Laurel was an only child. We are standing in
front of my house in those dresses, ankle socks, and white Keds
spray painted black. I can’t remember why we did that. Sometimes
too much is made of the casual choices of the young.

My mother found
the purses at the dime store and splurged, buying both. I think she
felt a little competitive with Mrs. Sheer, though this is pure
speculation on my part and, as one who has suffered by what people
assume, I try not to guess the motivation of others. My mother
bought the purses. They were red. Matching white hairbands
completed the look.

I suspect that
arranging photographs of Laurel on the mantel might seem macabre to
others. I can’t be sure about what “normal’ people think; they got
everything so wrong with me that I have never adjusted to their
ways. Halloween has, by necessity, evolved over the years into my
own manner of celebration. Not for me the freedom of cheap costumes
and pillowcases full of candy. That was lost with Laurel’s death;
first to my grief, then to my shame, and finally to my compromised
life. While others were content with false ghosts, I hoped for the
real thing. To be forgiven. Not for a murder I never committed, but
for leaving her where she was later found with dirt and skin
beneath her fingernails.

It is true
that, as they said, the skin was mine. So much was made of this! We
had a fight. About what, I can’t remember. There was dirt on my
dress and shoes and socks. We ran through backyards and fields to
get to our tree. Dirt is not blood, or criminal in any way, but try
telling that to folks set on vengeance, or any of the Strangos who
think they know so much.

When October
comes I decorate with photographs of the dead: Laurel and me as
already mentioned, my parents, and my bother whose suicide is not a
part of this story. Also my cats, Batman and Robin, each found with
strings around their necks and, I believe, victims of my notoriety.
I arrange the photographs in a display of fake autumn leaves ever
since trying to use real ones which brought bugs into the house, an
infestation I do not want to repeat, appropriate as it may be to
the occasion.

Sadly, no one
begs treats from me; a pattern I ignored for years, stocking up on
candy bars, popcorn balls, and fairly expensive caramel apples
which I ate throughout winter, solidifying the caramel flavor of
loneliness, the apple bite of regret. While others dress as someone
else, I dress as myself (or the girl I once was) in yellow gingham,
white socks, black shoes, headband; waiting until dark before I
sneak through the backyards, everyone so distracted I make an easy
passage to the tree where I wait. The first time I did this I
panicked when I realized how, without awareness, I had so
thoroughly become Laurel’s last moments, or what we know of them,
before she was murdered, but no one came to re-enact the crime. I
just sat shivering, in the dark.

We had gone
trick or treating with strict instructions to return home by ten
but, if you haven’t picked up on this by now, Laurel was cheeky and
I, her happy co-conspirator.

“Heyo,” she
said, (using our twin language) “Let’s go-o to our-o tree-o.”

Why? Oh, I
don’t remember though I suspect it seemed just enough of a
transgression to deliver a delicious thrill, running through
moonlight on that night inhabited by the occult. It was meant to be
fun! We giggled and whispered, lugging pillowcases heavy with
loot.

The paper
reported candy wrappers littered amongst the leaves. I suppose this
is right. We probably delighted in our feast, drunk on sugar. We
fought. About what, I don’t remember. She scratched me and I ran
home, though to this day I can hear her cries. “Come-o back-o,” she
called. “I’m-o afraid-o of the Strangos.” A false laugh, and then,
“Don’t go-o-o.”

Later, the
policeman handed me a cider doughnut and said, “I often think what
I would say if I had one more day with my friend who died. Heck, I
bet you know what that’s like, don’t you?”


Click-click.

“Go ahead.
Close your eyes. Picture Laurel.”

Click.

“Say it.”

“Forgive
me.”

 


*

 


“Who but the guilty
ask forgiveness?” The prosecutor intoned over and over again. In my
youth I thought this was compelling, but as a grownup I am shocked
that adults fell for this false equivalency. Though I was guilty to
be sure, it was not of the crime I was charged with. In the end, I
was just a bad friend. No danger of repeating that mortal error
again. Who would want to be friends with me? I can tell you the
answer is no one. Not even a ghost.

Yet, I persist.
In spite of the solemnity of the season I have come to enjoy my
celebration which begins, as I have said, with the altar of dead
and so forth until the great night arrives when I turn off all my
lights and—dressed as myself all those years ago—sneak away from
streets teeming with Strangos of all shapes and sizes; generations
of Strangos with no connection to Laurel or her life to stand
beneath our tree where I beg her to forgive me, jump when a leaf
falls (briefly seeing too much meaning in it) and look at my hands.
So large, though once they were so small. I shiver in the cold.
Walk home alone, shoes and socks dampened by frost.

The next
morning I pack photographs, dress, headband, purse and the rest. I
toss out the caramel apple sticks and pumpkin tea wrappers. I stand
at the closed window noting how the tree limbs scratch the gray
sky, the fallen leaves de-composed of color. November is the worst
month, that brutal time after they found her body and my own mother
began the wandering which defined her final years. She paced at all
hours; locking doors, sprinkling sugar on the floor (“It will mark
his footprints,” she said) and cut up tablecloths which she
insisted made perfect fabric for new dresses, though I never saw
any sewn. Perhaps I outgrew them in that time between the charge
and my acquittal. My father found solace in fantasies of revenge,
which he described in our new ritual of bedtime stories. “First,
I’ll tear off his fingernails,” he said and so forth, seeding my
sleep with nightmares from which I often woke to find my brother
weeping in a dark corner.

I was arrested
in December so it would not be unreasonable to assume the month
ruined for me but I have recovered the season; enlivened by the
tradition of Christmas ghosts. Laurel loved the holiday; it made
sense she would use the occasion to make a grand entrance. In spite
of what that movie inferred she never would have become zombified
with an appetite for blood; even dead she would remain a life
force. I know she wasn’t always sweet, or even good but she could
make me laugh when no one else did. She told Petal Mearlot and Tina
Schubert to stop throwing stones at me, and the day after
Christmas—that last year—she pretended to be impressed by my meager
haul then brought me to her house (it smelled of peppermint and
evergreen) where she dumped the contents of a giant stocking on her
bed, dividing it between us because, she said, Santa meant for me
to have an equal share. “We’re just so alike. Sometimes he gets us
confused.”

 


*

 


So it came to be that
I made the error of inviting the Strangos I found standing beneath
the streetlamp into my house. They looked cold and forlorn and, I
admit, I was curious. Why would they choose to be Strangos when
they could be daughters; loved and loving on early Christmas
morn?

“Why are you
here?” I asked, as I hung their wet coats in the downstairs shower
where they dropped chips of ice on the linoleum.

“We came to see
Laurel’s tree. Did you cut it down?” they asked. “Did you save the
wood? ‘Cause it’s haunted.”

“Here.” I
offered the blue willow cup and saucer my mother once loved,
trembling with excitement at my first Christmas guests, ever. “Do
you take lemon, cream or sugar?”

“Oh, I don’t
drink tea,” said the first Strango, frowning into the cup.

“Me neither,”
said the other. “What else you got?”

They reminded
me of Laurel. She would have sounded bossy, just like them. It put
a smile on my face, it really did.

“I have Coke,
and milk. There might be juice.”

“What about
eggnog?”

I shook my
head, no. “My mother said it is dangerous because of the eggs.”

“There are no
eggs in eggnog,” said Strango One, frowning into her cup.

“What about
cocoa?” asked Strango Two. “But it must have whipped cream. I hate
marshmallows.”

“Laurel hates
marshmallows too,” I blurted.

“We know,” the
Strangos said in unison.

An
uncomfortable silence settled over us. I wondered how they knew
this about her. Was it buried somewhere in the movie; in the early
scene when we met in kindergarten, perhaps? Or maybe noted in the
companion volume, which I never purchased though I did page through
it once, in the library, hunkered between shelves like a voyeur, my
worn copy of Rilke temporarily abandoned?

“What’s it
like?” Strango One asked. “To live in her house?”

“Whose
house?”

“The
murderer.”

I knew how
Christmas was supposed to be and, while I had never entertained
visitors, I had an idea how they were supposed to behave. I decided
to rise above my guest’s poor manners. “Would you like toast? I can
cut it in the shape of a star, or a boot.”

The Strangos,
sitting side-by-side on the couch in their matching dresses with
knocked knees and wet socks, looked at each other, wide-eyed then
clapped their hands; three quick claps.

“Goody,” said
one.

“Yes, please,”
said the other. “With cinnamon.”

Laurel liked
cinnamon too. It made me sad to remember, though it did make the
toast glitter pleasantly. I wished I had cocoa, but the Strangos
didn’t seem to mind the Coke and one of them even commented
favorably on the combination, saying she planned to make it a
tradition. I’m not sure if she was serious. It is very difficult
for me to differentiate between mockery and affection.

After the
Strangos finished their snack we sat and stared at each other. I
studied them closely for clues on how to proceed but when Strango
One began picking her dress with long fingernails as though
harvesting fleas, I began to fear my little party was in trouble.
“Would you like to play charades?”

“How about
hide-and-seek?” Strango One replied.

Personally, I
never liked the game and didn’t see what it had to do with the
holiday but in the spirit of being a good hostess, I agreed.

“You hide,”
Strango One said.

I thought it
unkind, to send me off alone while they counted to a thousand and
five, yet they were guests and, as such, should be graciously
accommodated. How strange it was, then, to be alone again in this
new fashion; knowing there were those nearby who shared
companionship while I had none. Even though they were Strangos, it
made me lonely in a way I hadn’t been for a long time. Hearing
their voices count together brought to mind the sound of Laurel and
me reciting “The Night Before Christmas’ which we learned in its
entirety in second grade. The memory only made me want to create
more distance between me and the Strangos. I crept up the stairs;
careful to skip the third from the top. The sound of their counting
became a murmur that reminded me of waking in my bedroom when I was
young, listening to the sounds my parents made.

What had I been
thinking? Why had I invited Strangos into my house?

Before then it
had never occurred to me to enter the forbidden attic, but it
offered a perfect hiding place; its narrow door blended neatly with
the paneled wood and the small hole that once housed a doorknob
appeared to be a whorl. It was off limits when I was a child, the
occasional source of strange noises my father attributed to ghosts,
though I had seen him take my brother up there and knew the moans
belonged to him. I stood at the bottom of the jagged staircase,
looking up the dark portal with the odd feeling of assessing a
giant jigsaw piece, memorizing it before pulling the door shut and
slowly walking up the stairs, imagining all sorts of frightening
things like mice and bats, spiders and the like.

The attic was
surprisingly small and, once I adjusted, cozy in a way. As a child
I often “played mole,” rolling up in a blanket and hiding in my
bedroom closet; it made sense that I enjoyed the confined space
with its low slanted ceiling jutted at odd angles over inviting
corners. There wasn’t much up there—an old bed, broken lamps, boxes
filled with tools—but it was surprisingly warm. I sat, leaning
against the wall and felt something like happiness, or what I
remembered of it. “See dad,” I whispered. “I always knew it was
you,” which led to tears that surprised me with their sudden,
inexplicable arrival.

The single, old
window offered a patch of bruised sky I stared at; finally
hypnotized into a slumber until revived by a luminescence that
filled the room with a holy glow. “Laurel?” I whispered, but did
not wait for a flicker of acknowledgment; instead, I turned away,
curled into the reassuring crook of my elbow. For some, hope is an
annihilation; a greater loss than the loss from which it is
born.

I don’t know
how long I slept, but when I awoke the attic was consumed by
darkness, there was an uncomfortable crick in my neck and my knees
ached as I carefully unwound myself. I bumped my shin on my way
across the room, maneuvered carefully down the stairs, suspecting
the Strangos were long gone; if I fell and hit my head I would
likely die and be decomposed before anyone even noticed I was
missing.

What a mess the
Strangos made! The house was in chaos; furniture moved, lamps
unplugged, cupboards left open. What, I wondered, did the Strangos
think I had shrunk myself small as a pin—the refrigerator drawers
drawn full to reveal a pale head of lettuce, carrots and eggs
thrown to the floor—before I accepted they had not been guests, but
invaders. I closed the drawers, tidied up as one does, returned
each thing that could be returned to its rightful place and tossed
what was ruined; when my eyes fell to an errant orange, an orb of
brilliance I plucked from its shadowed corner and peeled, getting
skin beneath my nails as the bright spiral fell against the white
porcelain. I wiped my tears with orange scented fingertips, finally
understanding the answer I had been given: the sweet taste, the
holy glow, the great loss and widening absence; to be robbed
day-after-day, month-after-month, year-after-year; left to fall
deeper into the void, find an orange there, and destroy it.


SHELL BABY

 V.H. Leslie

THE CROFT-HOUSE STOOD
STARK WHITE in the diminishing light, dark waves breaking against
the shore in the distance. Elspeth looked past Donal toward the
churning waters. It was desolate at this Northern edge, even the
seagulls crooned melancholically as they soared overhead.

“You have to be
crazy to move here,” Donal said, handing over the keys.

Elspeth nodded
and pulled up the collar of her coat. The wind blustered past,
obscuring what Donal said next.

“Pardon?”

“Would you like
me to help with your things?” he repeated louder, looking toward
the car. Elspeth had brought a ridiculous amount of provisions; the
back seats full with food, the boot already overloaded with
suitcases and clothing. She’d brought as much as she could
physically carry. She was loath to make the journey across on the
ferry to the supermarket on the Orkney mainland more than was
absolutely necessary. She was ready to hunker down and forget all
about the rest of the world.

“I’ll be fine,”
she said, shaking Donal’s hand and walking decisively toward the
front door. Though it would take her longer on her own to unload
the car, she was reluctant for Donal to enter what was now her
space. Though technically he owned the croft-house, it was hers for
the foreseeable future and she wanted to ensure it remained
untainted by others.

She heard the
sound of a car door slam behind her as she placed the keys in the
lock, followed by the rumble of the engine. She took her time with
the keys and waited until Donal was back on the road before she
opened the door.

The croft-house
looked much the same as the photos on the tourist website. It was
traditionally furnished, slightly outdated in parts with chintz
ornaments and horseshoes nailed to the beams. But it was the view
that had drawn her, as it did now. Sitting on a small window seat
beside the hearth, she could see the sea, girded by a stretch of
shingle beach. It was the sea, vast and inexhaustible, combined
with the knowledge that there were no other homesteads for miles
and miles that restored a peace within her. She was finally on her
own.

She’d craved
being on her own for such a long time. Over the years, she’d become
increasingly frustrated with people, with the relentless noise they
made. Even in the relative quiet of her flower shop, noise
persisted, her customers’ verbal outpourings stifling her roses and
lilacs, their inane conversations drawing all the air out of the
room and leaving her gasping. She could only spend so long in the
little side alley, among the rotting vegetal remains before having
to return to serve another patron, the shrill ringing of the
doorbell summoning her back to the fray.

She didn’t have
to serve anyone now but herself. She watched the waves continue
their unyielding assault against the shore and thought of the life
she’d left behind. It was more than just an idle fancy, this quest
for isolation. She’d felt a change over the last year, as though
she had misplaced a part of herself somewhere, in the way she would
lose her scissors beneath the debris of leaves and stalks on the
counter or under the copious buds of hydrangeas or delphiniums.

She called it a
kind of quiet madness, this descent, this slippage in herself. She
was aware of how far she could plunge if she left it unchecked. She
had imagined herself shouting at her customers, yelling
profanities, striking vases, flowers tumbling about the room. Or
worse, she would recede into herself, losing her grasp of reality
entirely and begin talking to the azaleas and orchids.

She knew she
had to go away. Somewhere where she would be alone. Where there was
no one to witness her decline.

It would have
been different if she’d had a child, someone to look after her in
her old age, to accommodate this change in her. A daughter would
have been best. Daughters are always better than sons at caring for
their ailing parents. Elspeth wondered why that was. Were men only
able to satisfy one woman in their lives? Maybe women were just
more compassionate, dutiful.

She knew she
was unusual; she’d never wanted a partner—a mate. Sex was a
fleeting appetite that reared its head from time to time, not
enough of a motivation to consider a life-long commitment to
another person. But she craved a child.

The sea was
disappearing into the encroaching darkness but she could still hear
the reassuring hiss of the waves against the shore. And she thought
of her former fantasies about discovering a foundling; a gurgling
baby nestled amongst her blooms or left in a terracotta pot in lieu
of a crib, as if it had grown overnight from the rich soil.

 


*

 


It took her well into
the night to finish unpacking. It took her longer because every few
minutes she was drawn seaward. Nestled on the window seat, she’d
scrutinise the grey surface, waiting for something to disrupt the
steady to and fro of the waves—perhaps the appearance of a seal, a
trawler in the distance—but the waters remained unchanged,
vacant.

Night fell
early on the island and as Elspeth made the journey to and from the
car, she was struck by the absolute black of the sky. Laden with
bags, she could still smell the salt reek of the sea. It was on the
last trip to the car that she noticed the green shimmer and placing
the bags back down, she leant against the bonnet of the car,
realising what it was she was looking at.

In the
supermarket earlier that day she’d told the curious cashier that it
was the Northern Lights that had brought her to the islands. People
don’t typically head to the edge of the world in
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