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FEAR THE REAPER

 


Prologue

When a man plays God, the glint of the devil shines in his eyes.

The moment they dragged the man into the room, he knew the fight was over. He had been there before. Never strapped down into the chair, but he had been there viewing patients. The doctor had warned him, a few times, but his morals finally surfaced. He thought he could do it their way. He believed in the cause. The money. He didn’t fear them until it was too late.

“The worst is only as good as the best.”

The doctor loved his poems. Godawful and written as if the devil himself had guided his hands as he composed the vile rhymes. He had sung them to the patients during their treatments, as if he was convincing them of their lot in life, their abomination to the nation.

Just as the man sang to him now.

“Defectives will only breed defectives.”

The patient struggled, his arms bound tight in leather straps, his head bound in a steel band. The doctor removed the leukotome, slickened with fluids of various hues. He only knew the tool’s name as the doctor had been explaining the procedure repeatedly to the others in the room. A nurse, the vicious one, and the man in the fancy suit understood it all. Words uttered meant not for him—a creature lesser than something they stepped on, said the doctor. The long silver instrument resembled a hammer claw at one end, a long shaft stretching into a point that would soon enter him again.

The man’s thoughts rambled down numbing arms and legs, believing his body to be severed from his mind. He felt little below his neck. His cheek tickled as a tear rolled over it, convinced his body was ready to die.

He strained with both arms to flinch, twitch, anything, yet both disobeyed him, remaining motionless save for the clenching of his fingers.

He couldn’t die. Not yet. After everything he accomplished to get here, to set up a life for his people, good people, he’d fight dying with all his strength. He believed in a second life, but feared an eternal darkness.

Why can’t he simply free me? The battle has been over for days now.

He could barely see the room anymore, the doctor, blind to his hell, even though he had only been in the chair for minutes. At least he could bask in his memories with lucidity.

Please God.

I didn’t do anything wrong. I did what I was told.

Until I knew what they did here.

 

“Our men … women … blest. Best … breed only … the best.”

The poem grew louder in the room, its meaning still eluding the man in the chair.

Before the cut of the knife, they had bled him more, hoping to cure him, they claimed. Purify him, they swore, despite noting he had come from a land they had approved. He fought them, even broke one doctor’s nose when they attempted to hook him up to the wires that shook three teeth loose when the current flew. Different men beat him in varying fashions, until they finally delivered chains to his room. The food and water dwindled, and he was left with only damp bowls and the memories of spaetzel and beer to water his tongue.

The orderly with the new scar on his cheek smiled wider with each visit. The things he and the doctors did to him. God would never approve. The man thought even the devil would cringe at the atrocities he witnessed.

The pain of the doctor’s tool yanked him back to the present. Through the remnants of his remaining vision, he saw the man push and twist the metal.

The pain sharpened, hitting something deep inside of him. Changing him. His thoughts swam, and he felt himself drown. He watched them sink in his mind, losing clarity, until he forgot for a moment where he was. His anger dissipated, as did his thoughts of his people coming to retrieve him. Every image tilted out of focus, just enough so names and faces swirled in agony.

He sobbed as he realized he now couldn’t recall his home, his daughter’s face. Only snowcaps remained in his head. The sensation of the doctor pushing that tool into his skull, twisting and turning, grew and dimmed until he could sense his home once more.

The blade had finally pierced his soul.

The doctor sang the final line of the poem heard so often in this building.

“For the best will only breed the best.”

When he woke to the sensation of being lifted from the chair, he heard a faint voice. The doctor’s? Possibly the nurses or one from the offices in New York? Strong arms dragged him towards the door.

He strained with his one good eye, vision melting into a kaleidoscopic stew, as they moved him down the walkway amongst the sighing willows and heaving oaks above him. He sensed nobody around him in the dark. Once the moon rose, all others must have been back where they belonged.

The faint glow illuminated the path. The same path that he had discovered only two nights ago. The one that changed his mind. That altered his destiny and nearly brought God back into his soul.

When they cranked the huge metal door open, the last bit of his reality died.

He screamed into the abyss as they slammed the door behind him.
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Samuel Taylor knew he couldn’t outrun the dead. Two souls would forever claw at his back, longer if he wishes to defy God in his work. He felt his flesh grow cold when he recalled leaving the two bodies behind, many miles back.

He should have been breathing in the splendor of the Blue Ridge Mountains as the train crossed into the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. Instead, he spent the two-thousand-plus miles of his trip focusing not on talking to the two women near him, but praying the new job would somehow redeem him. He prayed to no one that he survived at least until his own ghosts buried him.

One female sat across from him in the riding car, a tall, slender beauty with hazel eyes. She deflected his many glances while perusing a worn copy of H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine, keeping her eyes on the pages. Her skin appeared to glow, a pale olive tint which drew his thoughts back to the women he had first experienced overseas in the war. He attempted not to look, but even in her long dress, her lithe figure drew him to her.

The other woman sat next to him. His wife kept her hand on his, as he ached to wish her away, yet he knew he couldn’t.

She had been dead for over two years. He knew he could never outrun her.

She would never let him forget what he did, even if she were only a figment of his broken psyche. The other ghost thankfully remained at bay, until the depths of sleep bound him.

Fear should have overtaken him, but the absence of it frightened even more. She simply wouldn’t let him go. Her specter followed him from San Francisco to Chicago on the Pullman cars of the Pacific Railway and now from Richmond to Augusta. She had made sleeping in the horrid trap of a bed manageable, keeping his anxiety at bay while relaxing every inch of him in post-coital bliss.

Ever since her passing, she had only appeared intermittently, seemingly when his life had hit a crossroads. Terror had gripped him the first night she decided to visit him, the night he had accepted the Society’s offer. She had appeared in his apartment, their apartment, just as he had been nodding off to sleep. He began to doubt his sanity in that moment when he saw her, but grief buried logic in less than a heartbeat. A sad comfort washed over him when her eyes connected with his, as he convinced himself it had to be a dream—until she reached out and gripped his hand in a cool but soft embrace.

Comfort froze over as he attempted to bolt from the bed, yet found his muscles disobeying. Sam felt his heart halt as she leaned in to kiss him, lips warm but not fully tangible on his. Paralyzed by his own fear, he allowed her to take him that night as he shivered and cried for her loss, until she left him bathed in sweat, fully spent. He had been trying to figure out why she came to him ever since, but had thrown his energy into work to both escape and pray what he did back in San Francisco never happened again to anyone else.

The following morning, he refused to think about the visit, or the sex, afraid she must have come for a reason. His training in psychology suggested the traumas he’d survived had finally murdered his sanity. He couldn’t her face then, and couldn’t now.

The chill on his face grew as she gazed at him with a look he knew held more love than what they had known during their life together. Something else grew within that look, something which made him refuse to face her. She was attempting to communicate with him, a message she felt he needed to hear, but he insisted on blocking out anything he could feel.

As the wheels of the Pullman car hummed on the tracks beneath, his body vibrated with a soothing sensation, much like the feeling the medication gave him. The physician who had found Sam sitting on the window sill of the hospital with one leg dangling six stories above the cobblestone street in San Francisco had prescribed him laudanum, simply to keep him alive. Yet Sam had kicked that crutch out from under him weeks ago—and stumbled like every man should in his situation. Each night on the rails, the rocking from the wind lulled him into sleep, reminding him he had a mission and another family, awaiting him in a new home.

A new life.

Now he found himself smiling at the living woman just a few feet away from the one whose life had departed, hoping to connect with her gaze, hoping for a diversion from his past realities. Yet still she focused on the pages of her book, possibly aware of him yet not acknowledging it. He would never think himself handsome enough to turn any woman’s head, but felt himself drawn to her nevertheless. Ever since she had boarded in Richmond, the pages before her eyes seemed to block out her world. Why he wished for her to meet his own eyes, he couldn’t decipher. He hadn’t been with a woman since Miriam and still railed against anything more than polite conversation with anyone. Still, he found himself looking, admiring her hazel eyes and long neck above a soft blue dress, all while telling himself to focus elsewhere.

He dropped his eyes to the burgundy carpet strip running the length of the car. How many couples had walked that distance to begin a vacation or new life? How many walked it to escape their own ghosts, both real and imagined?

It only reminded him of the death he left behind in San Francisco.

The train had coursed through the Crozet tunnel, the chiseled path which finally allowed rail travel through the formidable mountain range from the Virginia coast and Richmond to the Shenandoah Valley. While he knew on most levels he should have been admiring the sights, the forever views of the mountains and valleys which he would now call home, he couldn’t. Sam only knew how to focus on the task at hand.

He had to keep that focus. It pushed his pain behind the wall.

The new job. They had been grooming him for something like this for over a year. Now without a wife or child, he had leap-frogged to the top of their list. His work made him the prime candidate, as his product would help the movement which had sent him here.

With nothing to tie him down, he had jumped at the chance. He had only one stipulation, one which they agreed to without hesitation. His mother and brother would accompany him, transported from his home state of New Jersey, to live out their lives far away from the memories of his pain and a chance for them to escape a world in which neither ever truly felt home.

Samuel refused the windows and the grandeur beyond the glass, focusing instead on the other travelers, wondering if any of the folks might receive his treatment at the facility.

The sensation of his wife staring through his eyes into his past deeds unsettled him. It stirred the memories of what had happened the prior night in the sleeping car, just as it had many nights before. Each time she had shown herself to him, attempted to offer a sign, he always denied her.

The psychologist felt the pressure grow on the back of his hand as the train rounded the bend, exposing its interior to the bleeding colors of the sunset over the Allegheny Range, which lay in the shadows of the massive Appalachians. Something else existed in those shadows, painted with deep purple and crimson brushes, something he couldn’t pinpoint. Many in the passenger car whistled or gasped at the spectacle fanning out for miles in either direction. Most city folk had never traveled this far into the state. For most, Richmond was Virginia, along with the towns surrounding Washington and the beaches where even those hit by the Depression sunbathed and wished away their troubles. Over the past seventeen years, he had witnessed nature’s most beautiful and horrific scenery, from the California coast dotted with crimson redwoods to the fields of France, which held their own hues of that color in the soil and the soaked uniforms of his friends.

Giving in to the touch of his wife’s hand, he finally allowed himself to look, to take in the scenery, the palette of resonant colors in the valley. His bones ached from the many days of travel, the nights in the cramped bunks on which so many travelers spent too much of their dwindling savings. He wondered why they sent him three thousand miles to continue the movement. Virginia didn’t have the allure of California, New York, or even D.C.

What he saw wasn’t what the tourists saw, what the businessmen, Roosevelt, and the WPA and CCC saw.

The rails brought them to the outskirts of the town which he would call home. He felt a weight in his chest as he focused on what lay beneath the bleeding sky.

Sam saw a pall cast on this future, his supposed salvation from the blood of his past.

Buildings, a series of connected structures A series of burgundy and ivory structures huddled together like the spinal ridge of a sleeping beast, looming ahead on a foothill signaling the entrance to the town. His wife’s pressure increased on his hand. He refused to allow her concern to register.

Cloaked in the shadows of the setting sun, the town suggested anything but home to Samuel. Then again, he reminded himself, home for him died two years ago. The loss of two hearts had left him more alone than he ever knew was possible, and the soft touch on his flesh wouldn’t allow him to forget. For nearly twenty-two months he had been living as if he had crawled into his own casket, simply awaiting the first shovelful of dirt to hit.

The hospital where he had accepted a position reached north and south along the boundary of the town, set back at viewing distance from Route 11, the main highway of western Virginia. Only from the rail line could the grand facility be seen in its entirety. It reminded him of the plantations in the Old South or the sprawling campuses of New England’s Ivy League schools.

That’s where he would perform that damned test. He knew it would cause suffering, but he prayed it would also end much more. As his mind catalogued the list of diseases, which he knew the facility would help end, both mental and physical, his wife’s and son’s faces filled his memory. That’s why he took the job. If people passed his goddamn test, they might find happiness. If they failed, at least they wouldn’t experience pain as he felt. He could only aid the mental portion of the sad equations, but if he could help one person from feeling the emptiness which bored through his soul, it would be worth the years of effort. Regardless, the job at Western Valley Hospital and its new facility gave him a purpose, and a reason to emerge from his self-imposed crypt.

His ex-wife squeezed again, this time stealing a bit of his attention. Sam partly turned to her. Her faded but loving face drew him deep, but something in her gaze frightened him. He remembered the stories whispered about the Society but felt his test, his determination, would overcome all. They wanted what he wanted. A better, healthier world. Despite her expression, he allowed himself to smile. He squeezed back, hoping it wasn’t all in his imagination.

The train pulled into the station just a half mile beyond the hospital where he planned on spending the remainder of his days. The shadows thrown by the buildings had not lifted, even though he could sense the sunshine the valley was afforded both sides as the mountains parted.

For the briefest of moments, he shivered. When he turned his gaze away from that beauty and memory, he hoped one last time to make eye contact with the tall woman with olive skin.

But she had disappeared, along with everyone else in his car.
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“Do you think this one will work out?”

From one of the windows in the main building, a man looked out at the incoming train and smiled. “I’ve researched him,” said the hospital superintendent. “He’s perfect, for what we’re doing. He’s tasted both sides of the coin before.”

The other man stared past him, past the train. “I hope you’re right, sir. The suits writing the checks won’t wait forever for this movement to gain traction here in the States.”

The superintendent nodded, aware of the ramifications. Yet he reigned supreme over his kingdom, which sprawled over five acres in the valley’s biggest city. “He will be better. He has to be.”

The Society didn’t give two-way tickets. Both men knew this well.

The doctor prayed that he had made the right choices about his new staff. Western Valley had bestowed on him a gift, an allowance to realize his dream and his theories that he knew would make this country better, stronger, for what lay ahead. He knew a storm was brewing overseas and that America needed to be rescued from its own filth. The aftermath of 1929 had left many of the States in disarray and most in power hadn’t had the balls to cull the wheat from the shit, to excise the nightmares from the dreams.

Those who came before him had laid the groundwork, just as the tracks he watched had allowed the oncoming train to deliver these people here to realize decades of theory.

“What about the rest? His family? You’re sure they’ll be enough?” He continued to stare through the window. The doctor wondered where the man’s loyalty resided.

“They are all he has left in this world. He wouldn’t jeopardize anything.”

The superintendent smiled, inhaling the smooth air of the mountains. “Perfect.” America would grow strong once again and he would help infuse society with the vaccine to bring color back to its cheeks, muscle back to its bones. The other countries would follow suit, maybe even the one holdout.

This building would be his church. His flock would rise to his ideals and those of the many who supported his efforts. Those who fell would know they were sacrificing for their country.

With a nod, the other man left. The superintendent didn’t wish to know where he went next, or what he would do. All that mattered was the movement.
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Sam stood on the depot stairs and awaited his ride. Before he left Richmond, he had received a telegram that a car would be at the station to bring him to the house where his family would be. He had sent for them a few weeks before he knew he would arrive, but couldn’t coordinate it any better. Some ghosts still needed to be packed away in San Francisco.

The cool mountain air brushed against his face. It stirred him from the stupor he had grown used to during the past two years. Virginia smelled pure to him, much different than San Francisco, which would always carry a taint for him.

He feared for them back in New Jersey as neither of them had worked and with the rations running low, he could not count on anyone to ensure their safety. His new employers had followed through on their word and packed up his family’s belongings and shipped them ahead.

As the platform began to empty, Sam looked for the woman from the train. Nothing. Families met, and businessmen headed home or to hotels. He had no clue what he would say to her anyway, as she seemed content to avoid him and fall into her book.

When the cream-colored Auburn rolled up in front of him and the smiling driver relieved him of his four suitcases, Samuel allowed himself to collapse somewhat, sprawling inside on the soft leather seats. He did miss his mother, and his brother. Two thousand miles had made it simple for him to build a wall to block out emotion, to drown him. For several months, it had felt good to be submerged.

“Would you like a tour of the town or just to head to your new home?” The driver appeared to be in his mid-teens, if that. His cap, pulled low, prohibited Sam from examining the man’s face, yet the slight build suggested he had yet to reach maturity.

As he hopped into the car, Sam noticed the boy favoring his left leg.

“You bang yourself on my bags? I’m sure they could break a bone.”

The boy’s hands shook on the wheel. “So, is it the grand tour of your new town or straight to your family?” His voice stiffened.

Samuel rolled the choices around his mind for a moment, thinking of how long it had been since he had seen his mother and brother. Not since the funerals, he recalled.

“Care to choose for me?” When the boy shook his head, Sam added, “Give it your best tour, I guess.”

They rolled out of the depot and around the corner. A beautiful main street greeted him in a bevy of sunburst colors.

“My god, this is gorgeous. Hey. I’m sorry if my luggage clipped you. I don’t want to have you limping to school tomorrow.”

“I. Don’t. Limp,” the boy said, with a bite Sam knew was too defensive.

As he slid into the middle of the seat and watched the heart of the town roll on by, Sam felt fissures cleave the structure he spent two years constructing within him. He wondered how it would feel to be held once again, to feel family from more than six feet away.

The boy drove up and down the hilly route through town, spitting out random facts in a stiff voice. Sam hoped he hadn’t insulted the boy by asking about the injury.

“You know, this town has been here since the 1740’s. Was a real hot spot in the Civil War, but Augusta is best known for its arts. Creative as heck, so open to all kinds of people, all music and entertainment.”

“That’s great,” Sam replied. “I could use some good music. Got any suggestions?”

The boy’s hands rapped on the wheel in an offbeat rhythm. “Jazz is in the park and at the Mockingbird Café. Classical piano and orchestra performances occur most weekends. I can send you the newspaper with the times.”

Sam leaned forward, gazing into the sky which had eased into a burned-orange glow. “What about blues?”

He might as well have put a gun to the boy’s head.

“That’s … not something I’m familiar with.” His voice choked on every word. His eyes burned into the road ahead.

“You are hurt, aren’t you?” Sam tapped the boy’s shoulder. “The blues are rumored to have innate healing powers. I think you’d love them.”

The driver only shook his head and sped up. When they arrived at the house a few minutes later, no other words had passed between the two.

The boy carried each bag to the stoop, walking carefully with each step. His limp could not be disguised. Sam thought better of asking again or offering an aspirin. He offered the boy a quarter for his troubles, but the driver muttered something and shook off the money. Who would decline money during these times?

“I’m okay,” he said in a steadier voice. “I don’t limp. Please don’t say anything.”

Sam stood on the porch confused by the teen, who only took off after being appeased by the psychologist’s nod. Why would he tell anyone? And why would that worry the young man? Loss of business, likely.

The town of Augusta just might help him find the human within himself again. Though he wondered if the boy noticed that he left a key piece of baggage standing on the platform, one which had turned from him and stared back at the building which would one day reunite him with her.
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The man in the dark gray suit walked up to the train depot as the sun began to fall upon the small city where his assignment had led him.

In the four years since the onset of the Depression, he had felt himself change quite a bit. Gone was the young man who wished to become a true ‘G-man’ upstate for J. Edgar Hoover, and who ached for the high school girlfriend he had returned to after two years in the war.

Rather, he felt now as if he had never left. They had taught him the enemy now resided on American soil and just by existing here, was chipping away at true American values piece by small piece.

“Hey,” the other man on the platform, a deeply-tanned Native American, said. “Know if I missed the train?” He appeared out of breath. “My truck fell apart and I know the train was due in twenty minutes ago.”

The pale agent tipped his hat in reply. “Waiting for someone?”

Would the brown-skinner have said anything to the new doctor? No matter. No one listened to the half-breeds the Valley still held in its land.

Without sound, the man had approached the homeless man, who no doubt had been begging homebound passengers for work in their homes—or even more contemptuous, change from the wallets of the hard-working tax-payers. His bosses would be pleased with this one. Maybe, just maybe, change could occur.

The Native American smiled. “Definitely. Gotta make sure the fresh faces know the scene, know where to go, and where not to.” He nodded down the track to the hospital, his smile fading.

The pale man gazed around the station. After the psychologist had left and the train had departed, most of the passengers had also disappeared.

“I understand. We have to keep the town pure,” he said, reaching into his pocket and fingering the blade he acquired in the war. “Waiting for family?” The man felt his stomach churn while looking at the hulking Indian. The doctor had plenty of work to do here.

The native grinned. “My niece.” He stood straight, his pride showing in a stature well over six foot, a few inches more than the man who appraised him. “She’s coming here for a new beginning.”

“This town is becoming the face for the new movement,” the other replied, smiling.

The bigger man leaned over the iron railing, looking east and west at the tracks. “New movement?” He laughed. “She’s going to kill me if I missed her. That little fireball will move my tail if she has to walk all the way to my place tonight.”

Probably to some hovel covered in filth and booze, the agent thought.

“Movement,” the Indian continued. “We definitely need something after that crash. The entire valley has been a mess since. Hell, the whole country needs a kick in the ass.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more.” The country needed to become lighter in the coming months. The new laws got the ball running, but not fast enough.

The Indian regarded him with curiosity. “You waiting for someone, too?”

“Sure am,” he replied. “Found them. I’ll be meeting plenty in the coming days.”

“I just hope the train I missed wasn’t hers. She’s leaving hell to come here. You know, the American Dream and all that. We all deserve it.”

The agent smiled. “We all deserve something.” He clenched his muscles while examining the ugliness of this man, who didn’t deserve the same as him. The white-hot anger within him burned.

“Here’s to America.” The tall Indian lifted his hand.

The agent pulled his own hand from his pocket—together with his favorite tool. “America.”

Five minutes later, the platform stood bare as an engine grumbled in the direction of the facility.
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“You’re home!” His mother gripped him tight and squeezed him as only an Irish-German mother could.

“This isn’t home,” Sam replied, his hands clenched despite sensing that the remainder of his body had melted in her embrace. Two years without human touch went against all the psychology he had learned, yet still, that wall within him stood tall. “Not yet.”

His brother stood off to the side of the foyer in the Victorian house on Beverly Street, which connected the main street with Alextine, the main entrance for the hospital. He remained rooted in place, yet swayed from side to side, hands twitching, ready to speak. Typical adolescent.

“And how are you, little man?” Sam reached out to shake his hand, and then pulled him into a brotherly hug.

The boy backed off, shaking off Sam’s hold.

“I’m not little,” he signed. “I’m almost twelve now and,” he said, straightening, “I’ve been the man of the house for almost two years. When you were away.”

The comment stung, as Sam had never wanted to leave his family in New Jersey; but when an institution like Stanford called, and Johns Hopkins didn’t, you went where the opportunities lay. There were cousins and uncles nearby to assist, but he had known he was leaving when his mother and brother needed him.

“I needed to go, you know that,” Sam signed. He had learned and taught his brother the manual sign language before sending him off to school in Carteret. At least the boy had mastered lip reading, for the people who couldn’t converse with him. Sam knew there were no schools for the deaf nearby, but before he obtained his doctorate in psychology, the family couldn’t afford anything other than a tutor, one of Sam’s closest friends. “Hey, have you seen the new school yet?”

The hands crossed at the arms and locked for a moment. Pissed off again, Sam thought. He felt the boy’s face would remain in angst mode no matter what emotion roiled through his mind.

“What?” He held out his hands and made sure his lips could be read. “It’s the best school for deaf students in the country—the whole, entire USA.”

His brother’s arms unfolded like knives. “I don’t want to be a freak. I’m tired of kids talking shit about me.” Sam made sure his mother didn’t catch the vulgarity. He never taught her much beyond the basic signs. “A whole school for freaks? Now they also have blind kids there. Everyone in the whole town will know where the freak show is.”

And being picked on daily is better? Sam bit his tongue, struggling for the right, disarming words.

His mother shrugged, as if she had the motion perfected. “He just sat at home and read all those Tarzan books you sent him. I think he’d rather live in the jungle than go to school.”

“Damn straight I would!” Colin signed. “Or in Pellucidar, or on the moon!”

“Colin Frances Taylor!” His mother both signed and yelled at him. “Not under my roof will you speak that way.”

The boy shivered when she approached and signed something Samuel missed. Must have been a variation on a vulgarity he had learned at school.

“I’m sorry,” he said to her, head hung low. He turned quickly to Sam, “Did you bring any others? New comics?”

“Maybe,” he replied, moving his hands to mimic a southern drawl. “If you have a good first week and actually try to get along with your classmates and teachers, some might appear in your room.”

“But,” he signed, almost stomping his foot in frustration. “I hate this. I hate school. I hate moving. I hate the south.”

“Um … have you seen the southern girls yet? Over half of the school is female. Do you know what that means?” The result was immediate. Colin’s stance softened, hands relaxed. Girls always worked, no matter what the age. His brother had such a crush on Same’s sisters in law.

“I don’t know southern words yet.”

Sam almost stopped himself, but the older brother instinct took over. “It means that the gorgeous blind girls won’t be able to see how ugly you are.” He punched his brother in the arm, which elicited a grin. God, how he missed real family. Maybe this time, it would work.

“But they’ll still be able to smell the bullshit coming out of your mouth, so the kids will suffer if you visit,” the younger brother retorted.

“Touché,” Sam said. “Touché.”

“Dinner will be ready an hour,” his mother said. “Go change and settle a bit. I’ve been fighting off your brother over the ham ever since this afternoon.”
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Sam unpacked in the master bedroom on the second floor and found himself checking the corners of his sight for signs of Miriam. Exhausted, he wished only to be alone but had grown used to her presence since right before he left California. He simply took in the expanse of the room, much bigger than his university rooms in Stanford or crowded apartment in Manhattan, which they had moved to soon after getting married.

Dejarnette had sent him a letter informing him of the ‘borrowed’ home in which he and his family would be living, his as long as he stayed on as an employee of Western Valley. He took the news with a grain of salt, happy to be away from the memories of San Francisco and the lean years in New York prior to his invitation.

Anything for job and family, he reminded himself. Say it enough and it begins to sound true.

He had cringed at the narrow stairwell leading up to his room, thankful it opened into a large room. He knew most psychologists carried mental baggage, trauma, even a phobia or two, and his time in the trenches during the war had branded a sizable one in his psyche.

The nights spent in the muddy fissures in France while bodies fell from the field above, next to, or onto him, left him with a case of claustrophobia. He fought outside treatment for it, believing it would prohibit the best job offers. Still, it clutched at him nightly, repeated in dreams of suffocation and paralysis in tunnels and muck, until Miriam came for him. The night in the train caused his heart to clench the tightest, yet she soothed him in a manner which likely would have frightened him, if the anxiety allowed the thoughts to materialize in his feverish head.

The furnishings upstairs were sparse, a sizable dresser with attached mirror at the foot of the bed. He refused to look at himself, knowing he might look years beyond his thirty-three. Hopefully, Augusta would do him well and roll back the clock, now that mountains on all sides boxed out the past.

The bed itself, a four-poster sans canopy, stretched to king-size length to accommodate his six-foot plus height. He smiled, thinking he never stretched out in full anymore. Most mornings, he found himself crumpled into a ball or knot of tightened muscles. Thankfully, the upstairs room had one of the modern plumbing designs. He despised having to walk far to piss in the middle of the night. San Francisco had spoiled him, especially the posh housing at Stanford. Here, he had his own bathroom, right beyond the night table. Things were looking up, he mused.

A large window gaped into the backyard, complete with a tire swing and box garden ready for his brother and mother to keep themselves busy.

He nearly gasped as the view enveloped him. He pressed his palms against the cool window and then pushed open the windows. Beyond the oaks and maples bordering his house from the neighbors stood a panorama of beauty. This being a clear day, he swore he could see for close to fifty miles to the west. The mountains rose out of the valley in a sheen of autumn hues. His eyes shut out a burgeoning tear, before the curtain of brown and black ridges shut out the memories of what had occurred in the delivery room at Stanford Memorial.

And what he did.

“Samuel,” a voice broke through from somewhere below. “Dinner.”

God, how he missed hearing a female in the house, one who wished to see him. He only hoped she and his brother could get used to southern living. From what he had seen so far, he didn’t think that would be much of a problem. So far, life appeared much slower. Peaceful. His soul needed to drink that in.

A drumming sounded on the walls from below. Another rhythm answered it from the bedroom next to his. He smiled. It was his mom’s code to Colin to come and eat. The kid had never responded to her that fast, as far as Sam could recall. Rapid footsteps on the stairs followed.

It felt good to be home, even if home had changed states.

“This is much, much better than the crud they set us up with at the university,” he said, knifing into a slice of country ham.” Sam grinned at his mother, his plate already half-empty.

“It’s too salty,” Colin signed.

“He hasn’t taken to all of the down-home cooking—yet,” his mother said. “But put some sausage gravy and biscuits in front of him and his hands will be too busy to speak a word for days.” They had been in the house for a week before he had arrived, decorating the house and moving in several decades of life accumulations.

Sam laughed. Food had always been the family’s weak spot. Coming from Germany as a teenage girl and raised in a neighborhood in New York City rife with Irish cooks, Bridget Taylor—née Hermann—had no chance of escaping a destiny as a kitchen goddess. Her culinary skills blossomed despite working in a textiles mill, having to take care of three younger siblings while both mother and father fought a combined five-jobs struggle to keep a one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn and food on the table. She married one of her coworker’s brothers who managed to steal her across the river, where she cooked all day, conjuring up shepherd’s pie and stews to match her brats and spaetzle.

Sam placed a forkful of the ham in his mouth and let it melt. True, it was salty, but it rivaled any other meal she had ever cooked for him. The meat fell apart on his tongue, almost more succulent than most steaks he had eaten, even the best in New York.

“Let me know what you think about the rest, too,” she said. “I’ve been busy these past few weeks awaiting your homecoming.”

“Mom, this isn’t home.” Yet something stirred inside of him that belied his words.

She pushed more vegetables his way, along with fresh grits and biscuits. “Cobbler’s on the way. And this is home—now.”

She didn’t receive flak from Colin, who usually had something to say about any big change in their lives. “Losing someone can break a person, I know that firsthand. When your father died, I didn’t want for a man’s touch for over a decade.”

“Mother,” he cried through a full mouth. “Please. I don’t want to know this.” He hadn’t even considered another woman, despite being surrounded by a city full of women in the Golden Gate metropolis. Miriam still filled his heart, despite her betrayal. He forgave her many months ago, hoping she would stop visiting if he let go of the anger.

She smiled. “I could always embarrass you, Samuel Coleridge Taylor. Simple as pie.”

Unlike many boys, Sam had embraced his name. His father, worked to an early death in the building of the New York City subway system, always managed to bring him to the library on weekends. The man carried copies of his favorite books with him always, often stating they brought him peace when he felt trapped in the claustrophobic tubes. He named his first son after the poet, more for what the man wrote about than for the sheer lyricism of his poetry alone. He told Samuel that Kubla Khan spoke to him of connecting to the universe, and of how artists of all types were slaves to their muses. The man pushed his son to follow any dream he could imagine, whether it be psychology, music, or baseball. After a string of bruises and black eyes, Sam knew he would never play for the Yankees, and until he entered college, the son would never touch a guitar.

“What I meant, son,” she said refilling her own plate, “is that it’s been two years. You moved us down here with you for a reason. She’s gone. Despite what we thought about it all. It … well … that too, is gone,” she sighed.

“Mom, please don’t. Maybe some other time, but not tonight.” He wiped his mouth and crumpled the napkin in his left hand. He felt the back of his neck tingle with the familiar nails of anxiety. “I’ve got to meet with the new boss tomorrow. He’s paying for this dinner, this house, this new beginning. We’ll have time to talk—just not now. Please?”

She examined him eye to eye before replying. “Just think of what she would want from you. Imagine if she were here, right here, right now. Would she want you to move on with your life - or live in such an arrested state of grief?”

Mom, if you only knew …

The trio finished dinner in relative silence. His mother didn’t push him, sensing his exhaustion, allowing him to exhale for the first time in months. The tension hung overhead but didn’t tighten.

He wouldn’t let it this time.

 

As Samuel climbed the stairs, he questioned his sanity, something he did ever since she first appeared. Was his wife truly visiting him? Or had he finally lost his battle with what happened that night in the hospital room?

As he entered the bedroom, he scanned it to ensure he was alone. Tonight, of all nights, he needed total rest. He had heard the stories about the hospital superintendent: the good and the bad, the innovations in mental health, the point man for the new movement in the country. Sam had to be at his best for the new day. First impressions meant everything.

The blankets remained unruffled by any unseen visitor. He lay down on the bed and felt himself passing out without having time to undress. Dreams assailed him about the new job, wondering how he’d fare, knowing little other than his test, but also if he could handle what the society, government, and Dejarnette expected him to do.

Sleep held him in a deep embrace until after one A.M., when he sensed her again.
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He awoke in a dreamlike state, not sure which world laid claim to his mind. A certain weight tugged him to his right, suggesting a light being had crawled under the covers with him. He wondered half-heartedly where the family cat was. He whispered, but Shade didn’t offer a purr in return.

A finger traced the line of his cheek, chilling his flesh. He settled back into the pillow, resigned that this would be a true visit—or simply another painful dream. Either way, he would accept it. He missed her, plain and simple. Any touch would be welcome.

Maybe one day he would discover if she was real, or if his psyche broke that night in San Francisco.

Until then, he would enjoy what he could of the moment, and of her.

He allowed her to undress him, as his eyes attempted to focus on her. Her smooth hands removed his shirt and trousers, socks and underwear, all without effort or restraint from him. Even after all this time, he could not deny her. When he lay naked, she hovered over him and mouthed something to him. Like the previous times, he could not discern any of her words. Her voice never sounded above a soft rustling, as of a wind through the windows. Like the other times, he didn’t care.

Samuel let the incoming moonlight do its work and bathe her in silhouette. Her body remained just as it had on their wedding night; not as it had been on their final night together. She had been a tall woman, buxom in shape, always garnering attention from his peers and neighbors. He placed his hands around her waist, feeling her skin—cool but not cold. She had bucked the 1920’s ultrathin look of the flappers and had felt comfortable in her natural shape, where large breasts led to a flat but soft belly. Her thighs held the shape most men would kill for, not like those of the poster girls he could not understand. A woman had to look like a woman—not a string of bones with tits and pallid white skin.

All the more reason why he would love her until he joined her in the next world.

She took him in her hands and loved him in ways she never had during the nine years they were married. He wondered if angels on the other side gave lessons. He also wondered if memories took on their own lives and amplified the realities they masked. For tonight, he didn’t care. Her body sung translucence as she rode him, her thighs almost completely real as they clenched him tight. She threw her head back and yelled something he couldn’t hear, entangling her fingers in his chest hair. The sensations he felt within her rivaled the first time he was with her

His hands rose to her breasts and found them to be as real as every other fiber of her being. The more he caressed, the more she bucked and undulated her wide hips. The more she bucked, the quicker his blood pulsed. He bit his lip, partially to hold back, but also to convince himself that what happened was real. Just as real as when she showed herself in his Pullman bed the previous night, or the night he accepted the position which would take him back east.

She found his eyes in a deep gaze. Like a piece of driftwood on the shore, he lost the battle against the tide and felt her pulling him deep into her being. Within seconds, he emptied into her and watched the face he had loved for over a decade break into a curious smile.

She mouthed something else. He swore he recognized the shapes without sounds.

Thank you. We miss you.

Before the startling words could fully register, she pushed him back against the pillow and stood. Against the pale light which surrounded her in a pearl-colored aura, she faded, not blinking out like the other nights, but as if timed by an hourglass. He watched through sleepy eyes as her form winnowed away.

My god, he breathed. Had he truly lost his mind?

Sleep claimed him before she disappeared. His last thought was that she had yet another message for him, one that he still refused to hear.
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Morning came without further dreams for Samuel. He dressed himself for the first day of the job in silence. Southern culture tended to be different, looking more relaxed while feeling just as formal. Weather in October down in the Shenandoah Valley moved quicker than a man in a barrel full of rattlers. He winced at his mental attempt to be southern and prayed he didn’t say anything so stupid in the company of the hospital staff.

Still, he went by the weather forecast in the morning paper, which called for mid-sixties, chilly for the locals but comfortable for him. He picked a light gray linen suit, double-breasted in northern style, and debated on the hat. Far from being a fashion plate, he had always relied on the tried and true fedora. Nowadays, gangster affiliation was tied to his choice, but he figured on not many Valley folk being up on the organized crime getups.

He grabbed his only hat, the faded gray fedora. When it was perched on his head, he often imagined himself to be one of the pulp detectives in the comics he bought for his brother. Hopefully, after a paycheck or two, he would be able to afford a more regional wardrobe—although he doubted he would enjoy it.

Nobody spoke much at breakfast, which included Colin’s signing. Maybe, he thought, they could sense the stress he felt about the new life. Or perhaps one of them heard sounds, or felt vibrations from his ethereal coupling with his dead wife—but he fervently hoped not

“Did someone die this morning and not tell me?”

His mother tossed her fork down from the flapjacks she had been toying with on her plate, rose, and walked into the kitchen to start her cleanup.

“Asshole,” signed his brother. “The last time she had breakfast with you was the day you left with Miriam. She expected three to come home and only one did. The last time someone began a new job was when your father began work on the Grand Central line as foreman. She said he was so excited that day, to be in charge for once, that he lost his food before he left the apartment.” He looked his brother in the eye. “Now today, you start a new life and I’m supposed to go to a new school, and you talk dying. Fucking idiot.”

For his brother to say that, Samuel knew he had to have hit some buttons.

Also, it forced the twelve-year old to admit he wasn’t truly family, not first-generation kin. When the influenza broke out in 1918, it claimed his true mother when he was still glued to her breast—and his father as well. Through some miracle, the infant managed to escape the killer disease’s jaws. The source of the boy’s deafness couldn’t be determined, whether from genetics or his brush with the Spanish Devil.

Bridget had taken him in without batting an eye. So far, she had lost a husband, sister, brother-in-law, daughter-in-law, and grandchild before she was fifty. That was pretty darn common with the war and all, but all of her family had perished stateside. The only one in their bloodline to see the war had been Samuel and he only had to endure six months of it before shipping home. Upon his return, he signed up for college so quick, she had no idea how to deal with it all. She just had his promise that he would give them a life much better than anyone in their family had ever seen before.

For all his training in psychology, Sam thought, he had been a shit to his own family in terms of knowing what they needed from him.

“I’m sorry,” Sam said, to which his brother simply pointed in the direction of the kitchen. He hung his head in shame, something now familiar to him. “You’re right. She moved all the way here because I asked her and yet I barely gave her the time of day.”

Yes, but just hours ago, you fucked the hell out of a wife who you tossed dirt on two years gone. You really are an insensitive prick.

He attempted to stand up straight when he reached the kitchen, but faltered once she turned to him.

“I’m sorry,” he said, feeling it did no more good to her than it did to Colin. “My priorities are all askew. I’m supposed to be an expert with people’s feelings and such, but I shit on my own folk when they need me most.”

For a moment, he thought she was set to hit him for cussing, although he remembered her mouth to be worse than any of the railroad crews around back home. Instead, she simply hugged him.

“You’re here for a purpose, Samuel Taylor,” she said. “Don’t go fooking it up for yourself now.” Before he could look astounded, she smiled and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Go! You’ll be late for work.”
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Sam had decided when the driver concluded his tour the previous day, that walking to the hospital would be a good, healthy idea. Work was only four blocks away. Half of the country still withered in poverty while FDR’s programs still were in diapers, and he was going to waste someone’s gas money? Not a chance.

Besides, walking cleared his mind, something he needed when a shitload of mental spiders had left clouds of cobwebs between his ears.

He sauntered down Beverly Street and cut a left onto Augusta, wishing to see what the main drag had to offer. Western Valley lay only a quarter of a mile to the east, facing the rising sun with a bit of swagger and a ton of anxiety.

Funny how you never walk in a straight line when adversity hid in the shadows, he thought. During his short stint in France, he had faced his fear either with bravery or stupidity, when he ran headlong into German machine gun fire. Now, just as he survived everything in the past six months by building a mental wall against everything regarding an emotion, he found himself avoiding a cushy job in a world far, far away from all the pain that lay on the other side of the wall.

The town’s namesake street rivaled the classiest of the Old West crossbred with 5th Avenue in New York City. A long stretch of stores of all sorts stole his attention. Massie’s department store rose up four stories on the northern side of the street. In the window, he noticed a BB gun that Colin would love to shoot Coke bottles with, and a few hats his mother could wear to church. He smiled at the young girl behind the register and walked past a clothing store with a starchy old man guarding the doorway against God knows what. Next, he strolled past a diner that reeked of southern heaven-on-a-plate, and a drugstore on the corner where he meant to turn back towards the hospital.

“Hello, stranger,” said a man turning the store’s sign to ‘open’.

Samuel eyeballed him in the growing light to ascertain his skin color, but could not tell if the bull of a man had Negro in his blood or was of Mediterranean descent. Neither option mattered to the doctor. Sam fought alongside all races and couldn’t give a shit for racism. Besides, San Francisco existed second only to New York as the melting pot for America.

“Care for the morning Daily News Leader? Might have the Yankees’ score in it for ya.”

Sam grinned. “Is my accent that noticeable?” He had never been one to notice regional accents well enough, especially since he spent most of his life above the Mason-Dixon Line. “I don’t follow them much. Might have to ask my little brother about them. He’s quite the nut about that sport. I’m more of a pigskin fan.”

“Well, the Giants might be having a big game, then, this Sunday, I might reckon.”

“I figured you’d be more of a Pirates fan, or the Skins. I hear they actually run trains to the games from here, now.”

The bullish man leaned against the front window, obscuring his sale sign for Cokes.

“Well, gee mista’ Yankee sir,” he drawled. “That’s gotta cost us redneck folk days of shoveling coal, just to see us some pigskin?” The man almost completed the mockery without cracking a smile.

Sam threw up his hands, half-wondering if the guy was yanking his stones or was going to haul off and slug him right there on the street. He felt his skin redden. “I’m… just … I don’t.”

“Relax there, Doctor Taylor,” said the store owner, slapping a massive hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Your mother and brother set me up about you earlier this week. I’ve been looking forward to having someone new to chew the fat with around here, especially one who enjoys the six strings and a drink.”

“Excuse me, sir? I don’t understand.” Despite his training, he found himself thrown off his game, not knowing how to take this odd man. “You know my family?”

“Eugene Walker,” said the man, offering his meaty hand. “Your new neighbor on Beverly. Saw you get in last night, but the living dead often don’t take notice of their surroundings much. Your momma invited me and the missus over for dinner tonight, except we’ll be bringing the food. Jolene’s been teaching that fine woman the ways of southern cooking and man, she’s been getting it down pat.”

“Samuel Taylor,” said the shorter man—one of the few times he could be considered that—”but please, it’s Sam to friends. I don’t know anyone here except my family.” He stood straight and realized he only missed the other man’s height by an inch or so. Maybe this guy might be able to point out where he could obtain affordable clothing for men of considerable height. “And if my mother and brother like you, then you’re already a friend to me. They’ve had tough times and I aim to give them a new life down here.”

The man’s smile wilted just a bit as he pumped Sam’s hand one last time. “I’m sure they’ll do just fine here.”

But the hesitation in his new neighbor’s voice registered in Sam’s psychologist’s mind. “What? Don’t tell me they set us up in a bum house. It seemed nice. Is it the deaf school?”

Eugene shook his head. “Nothing of the such,” he said, softer. “Nothing of the such at all. Your kin’s set up in a fine, fine school with a wonderful reputation. I hear they even helped our boys out with hand codes in the war when all hell was breaking loose. That house? Well, you’re situated on
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