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FOREWORD


My Dear Reader,

I’m usually not one who enjoys reading the foreword to most books, fiction or non-fiction; frankly, I find most forewords boorish wastes of time. An unnecessary delay in gratification. “Let me tell you why what you are about to read is important.” Dear God. Just let me get into the meat of the thing and decide on its importance or lack thereof myself. Forewords to books are, at least for me, much akin to a droll, self-satisfied waiter unctuously describing the mesmerizingly delicious taste of a medium rare, bloody-centered steak paired with a superior pinot noir. All the while said waiter is taking perverse pleasure in listening to the carnivorous hunger-rumblings of my stomach.

Ditch the preamble.

Just give me the damned steak.

With that in mind, let’s not think of these few words as a “foreword.”

Think of this as the only fair and true warning you will receive: put this book down right now and move on to a read that is less—alive. Something with less than a quickened pulse. Fewer shadows twitching in midnight’s periphery.

Midnight Hour, a crime fiction anthology composed completely from writers of color, will draw you in—seduce you—with its brilliant, luminescent storytelling. Storytelling that revels in the often-quiet, dark carnivore lurking at the back of your mind and in the suppressed primeval corners of your soul. You will see through the eyes of “the other” different perspectives. And you will dance through these pages under a starless canopy of deliciously harrowing experiences and breath-taking moments of criminal terror. But again, be forewarned: seduction is not—nor was it ever—without its costs. You may well be at risk of having your dreams infected with nakedly revealed fears and an unusual assortment of criminal perversions, sicknesses of the soul and grotesqueries of the mind that make our shared humanity sometimes considerably less than human. Therefore, I would suggest you not wait until the midnight hour to begin reading this anthology, should you decide—against your better judgement, of course—to invite the deformed lives of many of these characters home with you.

Writers of color have long produced a litany of extraordinary fiction including the genre of crime fiction. Writing that, without preaching or proselytizing, uncovers and reveals the distortions and delusions, fallacies and myths of an American society that has often pushed such voices to the back of the literary bus. Writing that exudes the multifaceted poetry of underappreciated or unrecognized cultures and ethnic histories.

The voices that speak in this volume are without question or hesitation some of today’s most uniquely original fiction writers. Full stop. Period. They include (but are hardly exclusive to) Tracy Clark, David Heska Wanbli Weiden, Abby L. Vandiver, Jennifer Chow, H-C Chan, V.M. Burns and Christopher Chambers. They are voices that will linger long in your mind. Take up residency in your soul. Add a new, extradimensional degree of sight to your peripheral vision and continue to walk just beneath the surface of your skin for an indeterminate amount of time.

All of which may very well be quite pleasant.

Then again …

Stephen Mack Jones



 



LUCKY THIRTEEN

By Tracy Clark


Henry Pearse made his way up the quiet street, a bag of groceries light but cumbersome in his arms. He walked slowly, mindful of the icy sidewalk and the slush beneath his feet. He was of a certain age now, not as surefooted. Caution was the ticket. He wasn’t feeble, by any means. He got around just fine for a man of sixty-two. Still to himself, as the old folks liked to say. But sixty-two was not twenty-two, and ice was ice.

He stopped a few feet from his cracked front stoop and glowered up at the old frame house, then turned to scan the raggedy block, his eyes narrowing, his look accusatory. He would have to say, if asked, that he could just about smell its despair, its cowardly resignation. It had died years ago but hadn’t the good sense to lie down and toss the dirt.

The town had had a thriving factory once and jobs that paid decent wages, but the factory folded and snatched the jobs away. Now the town was as close to nothing as nothing could get. The left-behinds, the ones caught sleeping by change and innovation, now stumbled like zombies after an outbreak. Aimless. Henry hated them. They hated him right back.

He made his way up the cracked walk, wanting to get inside and settled before the fools came out. They always did on New Year’s Eve, as though clowning it up at the appointed hour would make their lives any less of a waste, any less insignificant. Shooting off cheap pistols and even cheaper firecrackers like it was the Fourth of July was nothing more than meaningless noise, Henry thought. Childish.

If they knew anything, they’d know how important New Year’s Eve was, especially midnight. The stroke of twelve was a gift, a sparkling moment of transformation from old to new—a new day, a new year. It was a renaissance.

Henry looked up at his mother’s house and scoffed. Robin’s-egg blue. It had been that color for as long as he’d known the place. As though the lightness of the paint could cancel out the darkness inside.

“Gone now, you old cow. And good riddance.”

The woman had never understood him. Tried to remake him, hadn’t she? Turn him away from his passion. Stuff him in a box like everyone else. What kind of mother did that?

He’d known early what he was meant to become, and he had considered that certainty heaven sent. Henry had had a calling, a talent, drive. All behind him now, though he missed the thrill of it, the sense of accomplishment. But a man had to know when to hang up his cleats, when to take his bow and leave the field.

Henry climbed the front steps, opened the door, and pushed inside, damp mustiness smacking him in the face as violently as the snap of a wet towel. He drew in a sharp breath, held it, until he could ease into the stench of his mother’s rotting belongings and the ghostly remnants of her disapproval. The stink seemed to seep up through the floor cracks, slither out of the heating vents, bleed out of the walls.

Straighten up and fly right, Henry boy, she’d say. You got to learn to get along in this world. And later when she saw she couldn’t change him, You’re the devil, Henry Pearse. The devil come straight from hell.

Henry smiled, remembering. She hadn’t known anything. But it was always the ones who knew the least that never shut up about a damn thing, wasn’t it?

Whistling his favorite tune, Henry walked the bag back to the kitchen, past the worn couch and end chairs with those infernal doilies on the arms. His mother had made them one after the other like it was an obsession. Crazy bat. He trailed a finger along the length of the dining room table as he passed it, making sure not to disturb the single neat place setting at the table.

He’d left a simmering pot of mulligan stew on the greasy stove, and he checked it now to make sure it wasn’t sticking to the bottom. He loved stew. All kinds. Stew was efficient, offering several things all at once, no need for a second pot. He’d learned to make it a while back. Another useful skill he’d acquired along the way. He’d had such a productive life, really. He had few regrets.

The kitchen was small, outdated, painted white, but the paint had long since yellowed with grease and gunk singed into the many coats. The old woman hadn’t even noticed, he bet. Just kept cooking her tasteless gruel in this grimy, dark witch’s kitchen, never caring how it might look to the outside world. To him. And on the yellowed walls more of those damned doilies, like sooty butterflies spread wide and matted for display. God, he hated this house.

He hadn’t planned on coming back here, ever, but there’d been unfinished business, and Henry hated leaving anything undone. Maybe he’d sell it, move on. There was nothing tying him here, really.

The doorbell rang. Henry turned, stared down the long hall, then took a deep breath. He peeled off his jacket on his way to answer it, stopping at a chair to fold the coat neatly and place it over the back. When he got to the door, he stood for a time, his hand on the knob, watching the obscured figure of a man through the glass.

He looked back over his shoulder, scanning the front room, past the threadbare couch, the scarred coffee table, his eyes landing on the mantel over the neglected fireplace where he’d lined up his treasures. Clocks. All the same.

They were no more than a few inches tall, small, the kind folks used to travel with back in the day, before cell phones made that unnecessary. Each clock had little silver hands, the second hands no wider than a hair. He’d placed them side by side like a stilled phalanx of minutemen waiting for a call to battle. Twelve of them. Henry counted them again now, taking great pride. The bell rang again. He opened the door.

The man on the doorstep was in his twenties, average in every way, Henry thought. A man most people would walk right by without noticing. Not dark or light, short or tall, thin or not thin, just unremarkable, like a mailbox or a light pole. The man held a clipboard and wore a bomber jacket with the left pocket ripped. Henry’s keen eyes took him in, unimpressed. He kept his face blank. “Help you?”

The man consulted the clipboard, a little nervous, Henry would have to say, unsure. “Yeah, this is forty-three thirty-nine, right?”

He had beady eyes, Henry noted, and if he had to describe the man’s hair, he’d have to say it was darkish, not blond, not quite black, ashy maybe? Whatever it was, it came to a point in a prominent widow’s peak. The eyes made him look ratlike. They were shifty too, making him appear no-account, his mother would have said. “Not interested in whatever you’re selling, son.”

The clipboard came swinging toward Henry’s face fast as anything and clocked him on the chin, tumbling him back. The blow was followed by a violent shove that sent him crashing to the gappy, ratty carpet, all of it, the hit, the shove, happening so quick Henry barely had time to register surprise.

On the floor, Henry squeezed his eyes shut to quiet the ringing in his ears as the man slammed the door closed and locked it behind him. Henry lay there, the wind knocked out of him, dazed. He raised a trembling hand to his chin and drew back bloody fingers, the sight of his own blood a fascination. He looked up at his assailant. “I’m bleeding.”

Bomber Jacket grinned, revealing yellow, crooked teeth, then reached down and dragged Henry by the back of his shirt into the living room, depositing him next to his mother’s whiskey-stained lounger. It smelled of hooch and of her. Henry held his breath, not wanting to take it in.

“If you don’t do what I tell you, old man, you’ll get a lot worse.”

Henry struggled to get up but faltered on the cheap carpet, worn thin by years of his mother’s hateful pacing. “You’ve made a mistake. You need to leave.”

Bomber laughed. It was a deep, sour, soulless sound, full of menace. “Shut up. I’ll leave when I’m ready. First, you’re going to tell me where you keep it.” He pulled a .22 from his pocket, aimed it at Henry’s head. “Or I’ll end you right here.”

“What are you talking about?”

He kicked Henry hard in the side, grinning as though he enjoyed the pain he caused. But Henry denied the young man even a groan, which earned him a second kick. Still he made no sound.

“So you’re tough, huh, old man?” Bomber leaned down, pressed the gun to Henry’s stomach. “Well, I’m tougher. Now you’re going to get your old ass up off that floor, and you’re going to give me everything you got in here that’s worth anything.” He pulled Henry up by his shirtfront and pushed him onto the couch. He sneered, glancing around the place, taking it in, finding it wanting. “What a shithole.”

Henry massaged his wrists, rotated them to make sure he hadn’t broken or sprained them. He’d fallen hard. His eyes held the man’s. “Ask yourself, then. If I’m living here, what could I possibly have that you’d want?”

“You think this is some random hit? I been watching you. Coming and going. An old lady used to live here. I don’t see her anymore, so I’m guessing she kicked off.” He pointed the gun at Henry’s head. “I’m betting she left a little something behind when she did.”

Henry shook his head. “All I’ve got is what you see.”

Bomber scanned the living room with its mantel full of clocks. An even dozen. All frozen at the same time. Midnight. He chuckled. “You’re so far gone, man, you don’t even know what time it is.” He shook his head, watched Henry sitting there helpless. “But what does it matter, right? You with practically one foot in the grave.” He sniffed, his eyes following his nose toward the kitchen. “What’s cooking?”

“My dinner.”

Bomber tucked the gun in his waistband, hovered over Henry. His breath rancid, foul. “My dinner now. Get it dished up.” He pulled Henry up, took hold of his collar, and thrust him toward the pot. “I got time enough to eat, then deal with you.” He leaned over, whispered in Henry’s ear. “Because you’re just a lonely old fool, aren’t you? Nobody ever visits. Nobody comes. Not even the mailman.”

He watched closely as Henry scooped the stew out of the pot, making sure the old man came nowhere near the knives in the drawer. Then he made Henry dish up a bowl for himself. At the table, Bomber sat with the gun in his lap, Henry across from him eating slowly as the thief ate like a man who hadn’t touched a meal in days. He noticed Henry.

“Don’t like your own cooking?”

Henry stared back at him. He could feel the blood drying on his chin. “I like it fine.”

The thief put his spoon down, his eyes hardened. “Then fucking eat it.”

Henry dipped the spoon into the bowl and slid stew into his mouth.

“More like it.” Bomber ate half the bowl before he spoke again. “Don’t you ever use salt?”

“It’s bad for you.” Henry slid in another mouthful. He figured it was going to be a long night. Best to be fortified.

The thief chuckled. “Just like an old grandpa. No salt. Nothing crunchy because you don’t have teeth. What good are any of you?”

“You don’t like the stew, don’t eat it.”

The man’s eyes fired. He raised the gun from his lap and showed it to Henry, in case he’d forgotten who was in charge. “You’re going to want to cut that crap out right now, you get me?”

Henry flicked a look at the salt shaker between them. “There’s the salt. Add it yourself.”

Bomber put the gun back in his lap, grabbed for the shaker, and sprinkled salt generously over the stew before digging in again. After one taste, he smiled, finding the improvement satisfactory. “More like it.” He sprinkled a little more, then winked at Henry playfully. “When I’m done, we’ll do business.”

Henry let his stew go and sat with his hands clasped on the table. His side ached from the kicks, but he’d get over that in due time. He’d always been a patient man. He’d had to be in his line of work. The breaks didn’t always go his way. Sometimes when he went out, he didn’t get anything, and he’d have to wait for another try. Like fishing. Fishermen weren’t guaranteed a catch, were they? Sometimes they had a good haul, sometimes the nets came up empty. Henry had learned to deal with disappointment, to delay gratification.

Henry moved the shaker back to its original spot, next to the pepper shaker, touching, perfectly aligned. “Three days this week. Two the week before,” he said, his voice placid as a summer lake.

The spoon stopped halfway to Bomber’s mouth. “What?”

“That’s how long you’ve been watching. You stood across the street, down two houses, behind that big elm.” Henry smiled. “Nothing wrong with my sight or my hearing.”

Bomber registered a slight confusion but not worry. He was a man with a gun in an old man’s house. He smirked and went back to the stew. “Good for you, then. When I finish this, you’ll do what I need you to do, and then I’ll be out of here.”

Henry pushed his bowl toward the center of the table, checked his watch. “Okay.” He ran a hand along the tabletop. Not a scratch on the dark, polished wood. It had been his mother’s pride and joy, a big, heavy table, a lace runner down the middle. Handed down by some dead relative, it was the only thing of real value she’d had to her name, other than the house.

Bomber looked up, frowned. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Admiring the table. It’s worth something. You want it?”

“What the hell am I going to do with some old table?”

“Sell it.”

Bomber leaned back, taking the old man in, slightly amused. “Listen up. I’m here for money, and that’s all. You got that?”

Henry’s eyes met his. “Sure.”

Bomber looked around the room, his eyes landing in the corner where a chair sat covered in a paint-splotched drop cloth. “What the hell’s all that?”

“It’s a chair.”

“I see that. Why’s it covered up?”

Henry sighed. “You cover furniture if you’re not going to use it for a while.”

Bomber blinked, dullness in his eyes. “And, what? You don’t use that chair?”

“Haven’t in a while.”

Bomber shook his head. “That’s dumb as hell. You even have plastic under it, like it makes a difference if this jacked-up carpet gets any dirtier.”

Henry let a few moments pass. “How old are you, son?”

“Not your son, gramps.”

“I need to call you something. What’s your name?”

Bomber pushed the bowl away, clattering the spoon. He leaned back again in the high-back chair, his stomach full, certain of how this was all going to go. “You can call me the man who’s going to break you, right here, right now.”

“On New Year’s Eve, no less,” Henry said. “A special day. Will you wait for midnight or no?”

“Midnight? Man, I’m going to be gone way before then. I got plans with my lady tonight—and I’ll be using your scratch to show her a real good time.” He shoved up from the table. “Now get up and go get my money. I want all of it.”

Henry stood, smoothed down his shirt, straightened his belt. “It’s upstairs. In my bedroom. I have a safe.”

“That’s more like it. Let’s go, then.” Bomber took a step, blinked, a stunned look on his face, like he’d seen a ghost or been put into a trance. “Hey.”

Henry said nothing, just watched.

Bomber shook his head as though trying to clear it, then began to sway, his eyes glassy. Sweat formed on his forehead right below the widow’s peak. He began to cough. “Get me … some … water. That stew’s sticking … in my throat.”

Henry didn’t move. He didn’t have to.

“You hear? … Old … man?”

Bomber’s face paled, then his eyes fluttered. Henry calmly reached over and took the gun from him and waited for the man to fall unconscious to the floor. He grinned then. “Night-night, son.”

The gun was nothing special. You could buy one just like it in any dark alley for fifty bucks. He set it on the table, then swept the bowls and spoons up and walked them to the kitchen sink, where he set them in soapy water to soak. Henry hummed as he opened the refrigerator and pulled out a pitcher of ice water, then poured himself a glass. Again he checked his watch. An hour to midnight.

“All the time in the world.”



Bomber’s eyes flew open to find the room dark except for a single lamp shining in the corner. The drapes had been drawn. The place cold. He couldn’t move his arms and looked down to find they’d been strapped to armrests by nylon zip ties. He was sitting in a high-back chair, his legs bound to the legs. He flicked a look into the corner. The chair under the cloth was gone, the plastic too. Realization dawned. He was sitting in the chair, the plastic now under his feet.

“Hey. What the hell?”

Henry walked calmly out of the shadows, leaned in, a leather apron covering his clothes, plastic goggles hanging from a strap around his neck, exam gloves on his hands. “Wakey, wakey, Albert. That is your name, isn’t it? I checked your wallet. According to your driver’s license, you’re Albert Grant. Twenty-six.” Henry offered a playful pout. “But not an organ donor. You selfish bastard.”

Albert fought the restraints. “Let me out of this chair, you crazy fool!”

Henry turned his back to the chair, walked over to the corner. “I will. Eventually I’ll have to.” He shot Albert a sly look. “You had forty dollars in your wallet. What say I take that off your hands? Funny, isn’t it, how tables turn? You came here to rob me, but I end up robbing you instead.”

Albert struggled to free himself but made not a single bit of progress. The ties weren’t budging. “I said let me go, you son of a bitch.”

Henry laughed. “You’ve got that right. It’s too bad you never met my mother. She was quite something.”

Albert bucked in the chair, desperate to free himself. “Call the police, then. Let them take me in, but when I get out, I swear, I’m going to mess you up. Count on it.”

Henry pulled a rolling cart from the corner and moved it close to the chair. He looked over at Albert, who had no idea what kind of trouble he was in. “No police. It’ll just be you and me tonight.” His eyes held Albert’s. “And you won’t be coming back.”

Sweat trickled down Albert’s face, his eyes wild with rage, frustration, fear. He was prey caught in a trap, and he was just now getting it. “I’ll kill you! I’m going to gut you like a fish.” He issued his threats through clenched teeth, each one as toothless, as impotent, as the one before it. “I’ll make you bleed.”

Henry nodded, adjusted his gloves. “Funny we should have such similar plans for the evening, isn’t it?” He drew the covering off the cart to reveal rows of silver scalpels, drills, saws, knives, needles—all polished to a brilliant gleam.

Albert’s breath caught. “What’s all that? What’re you going to do?”

Henry stood captivated by the display. He’d taken good care of his tools since he’d used them last. He’d put them away, he’d thought for the last time. Who knew he’d get another chance? “I used to be the best.” He picked up a scalpel, felt the point. “Funny how I was watching you as you were watching me, isn’t it? Your mistake was assuming I was too old to notice. How could I not? You wore the same clothes every time. Rookie mistake.”

“Hey, c’mon. I apologize for busting in on you, okay? Just let me go. I didn’t take anything. We call it even, how’s that?”

“Apology accepted, Albert.” Henry drew a small clock out of his apron pocket, showed it to Albert, and set it on the cart next to a small hand drill. Albert stared at the clock, then turned to look at the ones over the fireplace. It was the same.

“What’s that?” His voice shook, fear having stolen whatever bravado he’d come in with. “What’s it for?”

Henry winked. “That’s you, Albert. Lucky thirteen.”

“What?”

“I had a long career. I earned a bit of a reputation. Newspapers always like to give you a catchy name. It sells copies, I guess, but it doesn’t really mean much otherwise.”

“What the hell are you talking about!”

Henry swept his hand over his tools, reverently, as though he were almost afraid to touch them. “Doesn’t matter. I knew you’d pick tonight.” There was a twinkle in his eyes. “It’s the perfect night to get up to mischief. The perfect time to steal what isn’t yours … money … other things.”

Albert’s lips were dry; he licked them. “Please, Henry, sir. You don’t want to do this. You can’t be serious. Just untie me.”

Henry readied his tools, the small saw just perfect for fingers and toes. The hand drill for the eyes and ears. His blood raced through his veins in anticipation. How many people got a chance to relive their glory days? To pick up again what they’d loved and been forced to put down? He breathed in, his eyes closed, lost for a moment in remembrance. Henry twanged the saw. It was music to his ears.

Albert screamed. “Help! Somebody!”

Henry placed the saw back on the cart, picked up the drill and revved it. “No one’s listening, Albert. New Year’s Eve, remember? They’re all either out for the evening or shit-faced drunk.” He scanned the room. “And everything here is locked up tight.” A quick glance at his watch. Just minutes till midnight now. He winked at Albert. “Soon.”

He eyed Albert’s wrists. The man had worn them raw by struggling. He came closer, holding the drill, plotting his first strike. It was always the most important one, Henry felt. How it went determined how everything after it would go.

“Don’t come near me with that!”

Henry chuckled. They always did that. Forbid him, as though they had the power. “I will come near you, Albert. I’ll come very near.” He leaned over, whispered in the young man’s ear. “Remember when you knocked me down, dragged me around, then kicked me?” He pointed to his bruised side. “Right here. Twice.”

The sound that came out of Albert’s mouth was a pathetic whimper. “I’m sorry. Sorry-sorry-sorry. Please.”

Henry straightened. “You were quite the big man with that gun.”

“I got dizzy. You took it. I blacked out. The stew.” Albert glared up at Henry, tears in his eyes. “But you ate it too. I made you.”

Henry moved around the chair, still plotting. “I did. I like stew. I learned to make that particular variety in a prison kitchen. But I didn’t touch the salt.”

“The salt?” Albert’s brow furrowed. “You roofied the salt? You …”

Henry laughed. “I’m having such a good time. Aren’t you, Albert?”

“You’re crazy. You’re sick! Psycho freak!”

Henry turned his back to the chair again. “Well, now you sound just like Mother.” He picked up the clock from the cart. Its hands frozen straight up at twelve.

“What is that?”

Henry smiled, happy to talk about it. “A clock. One for each of my special projects. There are twelve on the mantel now. This one’s for you. I had thought I’d have to leave my job undone, but then you chose me, Albert. I couldn’t believe my luck. Lucky thirteen.”

“Help!” Albert screamed, fighting the chair, the ties. “Help. Help.”

Henry padded back over to the cart and grabbed a roll of duct tape from a drawer. It was almost time. He peeled off a stretch of it and slapped it across Albert’s mouth. “A man is lucky to find his true calling, Albert. To do what he must do.” Albert’s muffled screams went nowhere. “ ‘The Midnight Killer.’ ” Henry shrugged. “That’s what they called me. Not the name I would have chosen, but what’re you going to do, right?” He looked the room over. “Maybe I’ll stay put. Wait for someone else to wander by.” He grinned at Albert. “A venus flytrap waiting patiently for … someone.” Henry exhaled deeply, mindful of the time. “I’m waiting for the countdown to start the drill. You will go out with the old year. It’s quite an honor, young man.”

Albert’s body was drenched in sweat; fatigue and terror had weakened him. How could he have known? Henry was an old man. Just an old man. Now he was going to die. He slumped in the chair, little fight left in him. Just an old man.

Henry’s smile was so serene, so content. He revved the drill, having decided gleefully where he’d strike first. The fates had delivered him the world’s best belated Christmas gift.

“Old man, you said. Shithole. You ate my stew as though I’d made it just for you—which, I guess you could say, I did. You, Albert Grant, were expected.”

Henry checked his cart. He checked his tools. All present and accounted for. Thirteen. A baker’s dozen. “Almost time,” Henry announced. “Just one more thing.”

He walked over to the turntable against the wall. It was ancient by today’s standards, but it still worked. His mother had rarely used it; didn’t know how, Henry suspected. He dug into the pile of old LPs and found the one he needed, the one that had always spoken to him and spurred him on to greatness. Unconventional choice, maybe, but okay by him.

The album cover was near pristine, the plastic film over it just a little ragged. He slid the record out and put it on the turntable. Before the music even started, Henry began to hum the tune, then sing it with great feeling.

“I’m gonna wait till the midnight hour …” He turned, smiling devilishly at Albert, who’d come to steal and got stolen instead. “When there’s no one else around …”

Henry whistled along to the song, happy. “Wilson Pickett,” he told Albert, who appeared to give less than a shit. Right at the moment, he had other concerns. “Before your time, of course. I like it because I also wait until midnight. It’s just how I’m wired, I guess. And, of course, there’s no one around but you and me, Albert. See how it all fits?”

He stood by his tools, checked for time. Less than two minutes now. Albert’s struggling had ceased. He was too exhausted to go on. Still, even in his weakened state, Henry could see in his eyes he wasn’t keen on dying.

“I get it, Albert. It’s human nature. We fight to the last, even if it’s futile. Self-preservation. It’s instinctual.” He palmed the drill, caressed it. Albert’s eyes pleaded for mercy but found none. “Eyes first?” Albert wailed behind the tape, then wept. “Maybe you’re right. One minute.” The song replayed on the player. Henry sang his favorite part.

Henry walked over to the window and cracked it, though it was winter and cold. He could hear the revelry from his neighbor’s house next door as the countdown approached. He knew for a fact everyone over there was likely too drunk to hear a bomb go off. He inhaled deeply, let the breath out slow. The old year was dying, a new one coming. A cleansing, Henry thought, a blank page.

Ten, nine, eight …

Henry revved the drill. “I had thought eyes, but now … temple?”

Six, five, four …

“I’ll only have a few seconds, though; then I’ll move on to the rest.”

Three, two, one … HAPPY NEW YEAR!

The drill punched a hole in Albert’s skull and burrowed its way through his brain. There wasn’t much blood, and what noise Albert had managed to make never made it above the roar next door. Henry savored the moment Albert’s life drained away, then calmly padded over to the window and closed it. He turned off the player.

He stood for a moment watching what he’d done, anticipating his next steps. He moved back, breathed easy, plucked the clock off the cart, and walked it over to the mantel. He placed it next to the others, then stepped back to admire its placement, making sure it lined up just so.

“Right next to Mother, Albert. How’s that?”

He began to hum. He was happy. He had all night to play.

“Not bad for an old man, is it, Lucky Thirteen?”



 



SKIN

By David Heska Wanbli Weiden


“You want the usual, Virgil?”

I nodded and put three dollars on the counter. The barista set the cup down in front of me. Pejuta sapa. Black medicine in Lakota. The coffee was good, strong but not bitter. The place had opened a few years ago, the first coffee shop on the Rosebud reservation. Now we had four restaurants, not counting the food truck that served burritos and tacos out by the grocery store—Rapper’s Delight Tacos, all their items named after hip-hop artists: Snoop Dogg Nachos, 2Pac Carnitas, the Biggie Burrito. I liked their stuff, but nine bucks for three greasy tacos was a little steep for the rez.

I took a seat out on the patio and settled in. A few cars passed by, no one I knew. I thought about heading out and joining my friend Tommy at the fast-pitch game. His team, the Rez Sox, were playing a crew from the Pine Ridge reservation, the Wild Oglalas. The games were usually pretty laid-back, but I knew there might be some tension tonight, given the traditional rivalry between the Sicangu and Oglala tribes, so I had promised Tommy I’d stop by. I was wondering if I had time to order a brownie when my cell phone buzzed.

“Virgil, it’s Charley. You got a minute to talk?”

Charley Leader Charge. The attorney who’d represented my nephew—for free—when he was falsely arrested for possession of narcotics.

“Hey, Charley. How’s it going?”

“Not too bad. Trying to keep up with the paperwork, keep my clients happy. How’s Nathan?”

“He’s all right. Goes to a different high school now, seems to like it. Even got himself a girlfriend.”

“Good to hear. That whole thing—what a mess. Nathan didn’t deserve any of that.”

No, he didn’t. My nephew had gotten caught between warring heroin and pill dealers, and he’d barely escaped with his life. Charley had stuck by us the entire time, and I hadn’t forgotten. Even though he was based in Rapid City, he was known for helping out folks on the rez, where he’d grown up.

“Thanks again,” I said. “Appreciate what you did.”

“My pleasure. Just glad it worked out.” He cleared his throat. “So, I’m calling about something else. A favor.”

“Yeah?” I waited for him to say more.

“It’s a little complicated. Deal is, I’ve got a longtime client—can’t say who it is, but he’s an important person here in Rapid. I’ve worked with him for years. Anyway, he’s been in this long-running battle with the Hampton School. You know about them?”

“No.” I took another drink of my coffee.

“The Hampton Theological Seminary. Or just Hampton. The oldest seminary west of the Mississippi. Very wealthy, very connected. The mayor sits on their board, along with state senators and reps. You get the picture.”

I didn’t, actually. When I’d heard the word favor, I’d assumed that Charley wanted me to beat up somebody here on the rez. That was my job—or used to be, anyway. I was the person you called when you wanted some rough justice, usually after the federal government or the tribal police released some child molester or rapist without any punishment. A hired vigilante, although some liked to call me a thug or worse. But that didn’t matter, because I’d stopped giving beatings after the problems with Nathan. I’d had plenty of offers but turned them all down. I didn’t understand what some school in Rapid City had to do with me.

“Okay,” I said, “it’s some fancy place. What’s the favor?”

I heard papers rustling over the phone. “I’ll get to that. But first, I need to explain; this is somewhat, ah, delicate. As I said, my client has been in a legal battle with Hampton, and it’s gotten personal for him. The favor, you see, is something that’s not entirely within the boundaries of the legal system. I need some assurance as to your discretion.”

This I understood. “Yeah, sure. I’ll keep my mouth shut. Always have.”

“Good. I knew that, of course. I’m in a difficult position, because as an officer of the court I can’t advise or recommend any action that’s … extrajudicial. I’m just acting as a middleman here.”

“I get it. What’s the deal?”

“Well, the Hampton School has a collection of very rare books. And their prized volume—printed back in 1779—is The History of Christianity. They’ve had it for almost a hundred years, and it’s the jewel of their collection. It’s displayed in a trophy case in their lobby.”

I finished the last of my coffee, now lukewarm. “All right, what’s that got to do with me?”

A pause. “My client would be most appreciative if you might be able to … appropriate the book from the school. And he’d be happy to pay you for your time and effort. Two thousand dollars. Cash.”

Now I understood. This dude was some sort of collector and wanted this old book for himself. But I was no thief. I didn’t mind putting the hurt on someone who deserved it, but stealing shit was not my thing.

“Look, Charley, you know I ain’t no burglar. I mean, I get that your guy wants this book for himself, but—”

“No, he doesn’t want the book. To the contrary, he wants you to dispose of it. The book should be destroyed.”

“Destroyed? I don’t get it. Why steal a book just to trash it? Makes no sense.”

He cleared his throat. It sounded like an old car trying to turn over. “You see, my client despises this book and has tried to persuade Hampton to divest themselves of it. As they have declined to do so, he’s decided that he has no other option than to seek alternative methods of acquiring the volume. And that’s where you come in.”

“Okay, sure. I understand that part. But why does he hate the book so much? He against religion or something?”

“No, nothing like that. It’s got nothing to do with the content of the book,” he said.

“But I don’t—”

“It’s the cover of the book.” He paused. “The story is that, back in the late 1700s, a white man, Daniel Morgan, was attacked by an Indian but was supposedly able to fight him off and kill him. He claimed self-defense. Who knows what really happened? But we know what Morgan did next. He took the body of the Native he’d just killed, flayed and tanned the flesh from the corpse, and used it for the book’s binding.” He paused again. “The book is made out of human skin. Indian skin.”



My mind reeled as I started to drive back to my house. A book bound in human skin? I knew Indians had been slaughtered back in the day, but this was beyond anything I’d ever heard. It was one thing to kill someone in battle—and there’d been a lot of battles back then—but it was truly evil to strip the flesh from a body and process it into a book cover. And to display it in a religious school? The whole thing was sickening.

Once I’d gotten past my shock, I’d agreed to steal the book for Charley’s client. What choice did I have? I owed Charley, big-time. Not to mention I wanted to take that goddamn book and burn it. But that wasn’t allowed. Charley told me to save the binding—the skin—and give it to a medicine man who could follow the proper spiritual procedures and give it a decent burial. I didn’t have any objection to that. Besides, Charley said he’d leave the two thousand dollars in an envelope tonight in the lockbox outside his office in Rapid City. That money would come in handy, as I’d been without any income for quite a while.

My only concern was getting into the school without being caught. That and the fact that the book was apparently in some trophy case, which was probably locked up tight. I’d have to go in at night, when everyone was gone. I guessed security would be minimal at a religious school, but there was no way to be sure without seeing for myself.

I tried to focus on the road, but grotesque images of a dead Native being skinned kept drifting into my head. My phone buzzed, and I saw it was my friend Tommy calling. Grateful for the distraction, I answered.

“Yo Virgil! Thought you was gonna come by the fast-pitch! Them Oglalas thought they were hot shit, but our pitcher was fire, man. Dang, he was throwing curve balls, rise-ups, fastballs, everything. Beat ’em seven to two. Now it’s time to partay! Where you at?”

“Heading home, I guess. Sorry I missed your game.”

“Well, shee-it, meet me down at the Depot! Buy me a celebration beer—I deserve it. What you say?”

“Sure, why not?” I needed some time after the call with Charley, so I turned the car around and headed toward the bar.

Twenty minutes later I found myself at the reservation tavern. It was quiet inside, but that wouldn’t last long. Later in the evening the place would fill up, but I had no plans to stay for that. I didn’t drink, and nothing good happened at the Depot once the liquor started flowing.

“There he is!” Tommy motioned for me to join him in a table at the back, near the pinball machine. His beer was half-empty. “You want a Shasta?” Without waiting for me to answer, he waved to the bartender, Charlotte, and pointed at me. She knew I didn’t drink and came by with a can of Shasta and a glass of ice.

“Toast!” Tommy raised his Bud. “To the Rez Sox! First victory this year. Hecetu yelo! Uh-huh.”

I tapped my glass to his. “Good going. Melvin pitch today?”

“Yeah, his arm was movin’ so fast, I couldn’t even see it!”

I noticed Tommy had chalk on his face and grass in his hair. “Any problems after the game?” I asked.

“Naw, the Oglalas was bitchin’ a little, but it was cool. You decide not to come?”

I took a sip of my Shasta and wondered how much to tell Tommy. He was my oldest friend, but maybe he didn’t need to hear about this stuff.

“Well, I was just at the Buffalo Brew, you know …” I said, and trailed off.

“Something up with Nathan?”

“No, got a call from Charley Leader Charge. My lawyer? He needs me to do something for him. A favor.”

Tommy downed the last of his beer. “Yeah, what kind of favor? He need you to put someone down? Thought you wasn’t doin’ that no more.”

“Nothing like that. Different type of job.” I scanned the bar to see who was there. No one I needed to worry about. “You know anything about some Bible school out in Rapid called Hampton?”

He squinted and looked up at the ceiling. “Hampton? The old boarding school? North of Rapid?”

“No, it’s a Bible college or something like that.”

He motioned to the bartender for another beer. “Yeah, it was a boarding school first. Pretty sure. Maybe my grandma went there? Sica, man. Evil. I heard them Rapid City skins won’t go near that place.”

Boarding school? Charley hadn’t said anything about that. Every Native knew about the boarding schools that existed back in the old days. Little kids would get taken from their parents and shipped off to the East Coast or, if they were lucky, one of the nearby schools where they’d at least be closer to their families. But whether on the reservation or off, the boarding schools were tough places for Indian kids, because they’d be punished—beaten—if they spoke their language or tried to hang on to traditional ways. Many never made it back and were buried in the sad little school cemeteries.

“Who runs it now? Got any idea?” I asked.

Tommy was watching some guy play the old Black Knight pinball machine. One of the flippers didn’t work, so you always lost when the ball drained to the right.

“No clue, homes. So, what up with that? You gonna tell me?”

What the hell. “All right, but keep this quiet, okay?” I moved in closer and lowered my voice. “I have to get in there, whatever the place is. I guess they got an old book displayed in their front lobby. Long story, but I need to grab it.”

Tommy stared at me. “The book? What for?”

I paused. “Uh, this book—it’s pretty fucked up. It’s a really old book, maybe two hundred years old, and Charley needs me to get it. Some client of his wants it.”

“The book is, like, an antique?”

“I guess so. Whole thing is pretty messed up.”

“Messed up how?”

I paused again. “Well, the book—it’s, uh, made with skin. The cover. It’s bound with human skin. From an Indian. I guess some wasicu killed a Native long time ago, then cut his flesh off and turned it into a book cover.” I took a drink of my soda. “Told you it was fucked up.”

Tommy’s face turned three shades paler. He was utterly quiet, which was rare for him. I waited for him to say something.

“This is for real?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Let’s go get that goddamn thing,” he whispered. “Tonight.”



I’d never seen Tommy so angry. He was generally a happy and fun-loving guy, but he cared deeply about Native issues and indigenous peoples, and this thing had really set him off. I’d tried to talk him out of helping me, but he’d insisted on coming along. Although I usually worked solo, there was no question I could use some help on this job. I didn’t know what to expect up there, and I trusted Tommy. He was riled up and wanted to head out there right away. I didn’t have any objection. We needed to leave as soon as possible, as it was a three-hour drive to Rapid City from the reservation.

I called Nathan and told him to fix his own dinner and that I’d be home very late. Nathan was fine with that—he’d play his new video game with his friend while he cranked his music as loud as it would go. We drove to Tommy’s house first so he could drop off his softball stuff and grab some things.

“You want to come in?” Tommy asked.

“No, I’m good. Just hurry. Got a long drive.”

While Tommy was inside, I looked up the Hampton school on my fancy new cell phone. I clicked on the button that said Our History and read a little about the place. I saw that they acknowledged being a former Native boarding school, but their website didn’t say much beyond that. I skipped the Prospective Students button and clicked on Current Students. I wanted to find out if the main building was open at night. I hit the Library tab and discovered that it closed at nine PM. That was good for us, because it meant we’d arrive long after closing and the place should be empty.

After a few minutes, Tommy came back out carrying a gym bag, which he tossed on the floor of my truck. I saw he’d washed his face and changed clothes. He wore jeans with a hole in the knee and a T-shirt that said SAGE AGAINST THE MACHINE.

“What’s in there?” I said, pointing at the bag.

“Couple of flashlights, hammer, crowbar, and some grub. You hungry? Got an Indian taco, but it might be a little moldy. Some chips too—flamin’-hot-nacho flavor.”

I shook my head. “I’m good.” He opened the bag as I pulled away.

“So, what’s the plan?” Tommy asked, between handfuls of chips. “The place open at night? We do a little smash and grab?”
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