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I might never have found myself in this spot if three things hadn’t happened: If I hadn’t heard the woman screaming behind my house last night; if she hadn’t worn that dress; and if I hadn't known her a long time ago. 

So I'll tell you the second thing first, the first thing second, and the third thing last.

I noticed her, of course the very pretty, very dark-haired lady who supervised the little Sub Shop in our store while I obscured myself away in the sporting goods department. Curiously enough, I don't recall speaking to her for the first couple of years I worked at the big box store. It was sort of like if an empty cab drove up, out I would step. I was that invisible.

It was common enough to hear her laugh ring through the workplace. Some of it, I supposed, PR for the customers, some of it real. Since I didn't know her name I simply thought of her as The Laughing Lady.  We passed each other on our assorted errands, not speaking or acknowledging each other. She was just one of a hundred other serfs drudging away in obscurity.

Until she wore that dress.

Our normal work uniform was a T-shirt, blue jeans and a baseball cap with the company logo on it. But one day, as I sat out front on the employee's bench taking my break, she walked up from the parking lot. Gone the way of an honest evangelist were the hat and the blue jeans and kicks, in their places a Victoria Falls of shining black hair, a simple, black, tiered peasant skirt that stopped an unassuming inch above the knee, and a pair of high-heeled sandals (I wouldn't have believed it possible but, yes, there really is such a thing). Her blouse was an eye-burning, multi-colored palette of diagonal stripes forming a bodice that crossed her bosom like a double set of bandoleers. I suppose there's a haute couture name for such a contrivance, but I didn't -and don't- know it. What I did know was that I could never look at her the same way again. We didn't speak even then, and she swept by me like a freshly born spring wind as I scooped my clattering jaw up from the ground, sadly pondering that I would have to bandage it later where it had scraped on the sidewalk.

Had she never spoken to me, all might have been well -at least for a while. Some notes will always come due-  but speak to me she finally did a few days later. What she said doesn't really matter because -as threadbare and cliché as it sounds- the moment I turned and full-on looked her in the eyes for the very first time, that was it. In one stumbling instant I wondered how I had passed by this woman year after year and not noticed she was breathtakingly gorgeous, a troubled white rose fretting in a thicket of wire grass. There dwelt a thing indefinable, and bewitching, and provocative in those deep-green, all but brown eyes, and it took me but a moment to mark it.

She had the eyes of a little girl.

She was lithe and cream-skinned, maybe ninety-five pounds soaking wet and wearing a beach towel and gold chain, as if her preferred breakfast was comprised of a carrot slice and three kelp strands. But the willowy look suited her. Trim ladies didn't fool me. I once had a similarly trim girlfriend many years ago. We worked third shift at a hosiery mill and one summer morning after work, we decided to go to a local water park. When she came out of her house sporting a bikini fashioned from three eye patches and a couple of hanks of twine, buddy, my cap snapped. So I knew what might be decorously concealed beneath the sedate jeans and loose smock of my little sandwich maker. I spent many a moment trying to get a look at her without her catching me (which really wasn't difficult, since she hardly ever glanced my way). I had seen those legs. It was hard to believe those pins wrapped in blue denim had been rolling for better than four decades. 

Though her pale skin hinted at Celtic or Gallic roots, her dark eyes and hair, and almost Roman nose told a different tale; a story of a bloodline further east. A bit of the Wallachian or Moldavian in her, a thin trickle of Romany blood from centuries past.

I was smitten -badly smitten- for no good reason I could dope out or discern. At least not then. Captivating is a word you hear, but until you come by firsthand knowledge of it, you can't really know what it means. And when God doled out her share of that charm, she got it paid to her in spades. Like a queen bee, her attendants gathered, but instead of drones, an unpromising mix of fifty know-nothing duds and ten watt bulbs buzzed around her every day. Of course, my opinion was a little colored.  She attracted me more than any woman I had ever known, and this from a man who has known the company of a wide and varied array of ladies over many years. I'll not tell you how old I am, but the candles on my birthday cake look like the firebombing of Dresden, the Great Chicago Fire, or the eruption of Krakatoa. I thought with better than half a century churning in my wake, such things as crushes were long past me. Still, I knew if she came into the store barefoot, wearing a bulky flannel nightgown, with her hair rolled up in beer cans, I would turn to look. You know, there is nothing more beautiful in God's Creation than a woman in the moonlight, and I would be lying if I didn't admit that only a foolish man wouldn't wonder what it would be like to look down and see her face in that moonlight, her eyes closed, lips partway open, that ink-black hair untidy, tousled across her brow and forehead. And I'm no fool.

She fascinated me, but getting her to talk about herself was like giving CPR to a corpse, or trying to teach color to the blind. She was outgoing, but always held aside the best of herself for someone else. It was my sad recognition that I was never going to be that someone else. I would never be her fair-haired boy; she would never have eyes for me.

We were, I guess, friends, but always a little distant. She may not have even realized it, but she always placed some barrier between us: a cart, a counter, even something as inconsequential as a clipboard or a piece of paper, but always there. And that bothered me. I didn't know then why she seemed always a little afraid of me. It hid ever down there, buried so deep you could barely see it, skulking beneath the sparkle; that mistrust in her eyes from some previous, great hurt that had become a slothful, unevictable squatter. 

Since I worked only part time I would once in a while, only half teasing,  hit her up to let me come to work in the sandwich shop full time. The last time I did that, she looked up at me, eyes bright and coy, and said: “If you had to work for me, you wouldn’t like me anymore.”

“I’d like you less,” I answered, “for letting me starve to death.”

But that was okay. I didn't want to not like her.

And I liked her very much. Some things just stick with you, small sketches that seem trivial to most, but mark the beholder deeply. Like the time she came out of the store shaking out that mane of coffee-black hair. She caught me looking at her and, in saving my soul from perdition by telling the truth, she gave it a little extra flip, knowing I watched. But that was just her, and just me. Dark haired women have always monkey-hammered my brain into hot oatmeal. Even if I just acted normal I would be fool enough, but she rocketed me into full-metal moron territory. I would think of the times I heard her laugh carrying through the store, and wonder who had coaxed it out, and think: if only I could make her laugh like that. But we did laugh now and again and my best times with her were when she smiled, the lines crinkling up at the corners of her eyes and the bridge of her nose, and I knew we had shared a genuine chuckle.

Of course, we were both sinners and saints in this thing, trading fours, as it were. I tried not to be up her ass all the time, as my dear, departed mother was fond of saying, but sometimes I just couldn't resist speaking to her. And that could be a problem. Most times she was lively and laughing, but when she did lose it, she lost her shit completely. More often than I want to confess, I’d say something that would set her off to the point that if I were to go running through the store on fire, she would sprint after me with a pack of hot dogs and a bag of marshmallows, and those watching would acclaim her actions. Other moments she was so sweet that honey would have seemed vinegar in her mouth.  But I suppose it’s fair to say that about all women, isn’t it? If they weren’t dynamite and blasting caps, gunpowder and matches, we wouldn’t love them so, would we? If I was a writery sort of fellow I might have written down all these things I could never say to her out loud. But I'm not, so I never did. Until now.

Even so, events pile up, and the train wreck started for fair when we had to attend some mandatory work function. Who would guess that something that started off so well would end so badly?

At a pleasant enough lunch, we sat at a table supplemented with one of those stylishly trendy kiosks that let you order from the table without need of a server, as if the passably fashionable sit-down restaurant we walked into had somehow unluckily devolved into Jack in the Box before we even got settled. She asked me if I wanted to use it.

“If I'm going to pay ten dollars for a hamburger,” I said, “I'm not going to order it from a clown's head.”

And that, I guess, was the last smile I ever got out of her.

After lunch we ended up sharing an elevator. It struck me again how tiny she was, standing there by the lighted panel. She told me she didn’t like elevators and when I asked her why, she said she was “afraid of the drop.” A peculiar thing, but not so curious that it should have made a sudden chill raise goose pimples on my arms.

Which brings me to the first thing.

I heard it last night, the woman screaming behind my house. I sat upstairs at my computer, finally contriving to let it all out, pecking out this very thing you're reading now, when I heard the scream drift through the open window above my back porch. I stopped abruptly, listening, my hackles raised, not quite believing what I had heard. A screaming woman is not a reassuring or usual sound and I was taken aback by the inconsistency of the thing. Such a sound didn't fit my world view, where women sojourned at home or at work, being watched over and cared for by husbands or fathers, not beaten and raped and killed by predators. And that cognitive dissonance – that belief that what I was hearing was incompatible with what should be-  made me stop typing, move my chair back, and listen.

The scream came again a few seconds later. It had moved a little from left to right, coming from somewhere in the one hundred-yard-deep woods that set apart my back yard from the fields of the next door neighbor. It carried just loud enough to be upsetting -not so far away that it would be useless to try to render aid, and not so close that I could have seen what was happening and helped. It seemed to be... baiting me.

I got up from my desk, chilled, and walked across the creaking boards of the next room to the open window above the back porch, looking out into the darkness of a moonless night. I could see nothing save the hulking trees in the woods, fat and lazy with summer growth, the stars pulsing dimly in the humid murk above their crowns. The scream came again as I leaned my palms against the window sill, straining to hear. The sound moved again, now coming again from my left, but no closer. And this time I sensed something a little off key. Yes, it sounded like a woman screaming, but not exactly. And a screaming woman would likely not be moving back and forth and voicing those screams at precise, eight to ten second intervals. Still, it was a close enough thing that I grabbed my cell phone, walked downstairs and outside into my back yard, and called the police. I would never forgive myself if, after everything, it actually proved to be a woman screaming for her life.

I waited a harrowing ten minutes for the police to show up, listening to the screams track back and forth every few seconds, but unable to see anything. Sometimes the screams moved away, sometimes they came so close that I believed they issued from the edge of the woods adjoining the cleared lawn of my back yard, the maker slyly hidden just inside the tree line. Then they would move off again.

Finally, with no sign of the police after ten minutes, I could stand it no more. I waded into the woods, exhibiting as little good sense as I usually did. As a young man, when I normally wandered around like a gasoline-soaked scarecrow looking for a spark, fist fights and gunplay were a weekly feature and I wouldn't have thought twice about such a foolhardy effort.  But I wasn't a young man anymore, and still I rushed blindly into what might be real danger. I carried no flashlight, no arms,  bumbling through the blackberry thorns and poison oak hither and thither, wearing nothing for protection but a pair of navy-blue sweat pants.

I could have been no more than twenty yards into the woods when I heard the scream again, off to my left. I jerked my eyes that way and saw it for the first time. The summer-sweat streaming down my arms and bare back turned clammy and cold.

It paced low to the ground, lissome and muscular, sable and blending with the black pastels of the night. A pair of green-brown eyes stared back at me from twenty-four inches above the ground, a tapetum reflecting back far more light than was available. I couldn't see it, but I had the impression of a stalking quadruped, crouched, its tail swishing back and forth. When the scream came again, there remained no doubt it issued from this creature. I was looking right at it.

I froze, still as a gravestone, fear speeding my heart like the jolt of a cattle prod. With what seemed synchronous thought, I slowly backed away and the creature moved in the opposite direction, weaving sinuously through the undergrowth, shuffling aside dried leaves and slipping through low hanging vines, its passage plainly heard in the windless night. Neither of us, this night at least, wanted to push the confrontation.

By the time I backed out of the woods, I was shaking and sweating uncontrollably, my legs as soft as hot taffy. I turned to hurry back into my house when the Deputy Sheriff's cruiser pulled into my driveway.

The deputy was a big man and as I explained the circumstances the screams started up again. I felt foolishly relieved. At least there would be some confirmation of what I reported. We both stood there, listening as the screams moved back and forth with little pattern, the deputy's face betraying the same consternation as mine: It was impossible to believe it was a screaming woman, but equally impossible to just dismiss it out of hand. The deputy clicked on his flashlight and shone it into the woods, its critical beam picking out nothing but more shadow. Even with his badge and his gun, the big man reassured me very little.

Some two hundred yards to the north of my house, a dirt road ran adjacent to the fields that curved around the woods behind my house. Probably in contravention to every police procedure known to man, the deputy had me ride with him down this dirt road to a spot where the cleared fields butted up against the woods on my property, but on the opposite side.

We stood silent in the muggy night, the deputy's cruiser spotlight playing over the nodding heads of wheat. It happened to land on movement in the field. There it was, prowling through the field, its back below the tops of the wheat, just out of sight. We could see the wake it left as it began to move off. We stood there for twenty more minutes and heard no more screams. The deputy drove me back to my house and left. There seemed to be nothing else we could do.

I didn't hear the screams anymore that night, but I didn't sleep, either. A more reasonable man would have closed his upstairs window, but I didn't. I didn't think I was meant to.

Instead, I spent the next few minutes searching the interwebs for an animal sound that mimicked a screaming woman.

And I found it.

As I listened to the electronic file faithfully playing back the primeval sounds on the cool, digital circuits of my computer, I was possibly more chilled than when I had heard the actual screams. I played it over and over again, trying to make sure I wasn't injecting any bias into it. But it was unmistakable. I could have recorded the sound myself with a tape recorder out of my window that night. The most terrifying thing was knowing it had been only twenty feet away from me. And it was still out there.

It was the sound of a Mountain Lion screaming. 

Now for the third thing. When I said before that she always reserved the best of herself for someone else, I didn't necessarily mean a different person, but perhaps a different incarnation. She never appeared to truly dislike me, but was always wary of me. It seemed a conundrum I would never riddle out. The puzzle began to fit together a little better when I finally admitted to myself that I had known her before. Not years ago, but lifetimes ago, and, when you think about it, why should that really be so odd? In a universe which is ninety-five percent dark matter and energy - things we can't even see much less explain- past lives are just a passing fancy, one of those inexpressible things that you really can't say out loud, like seeing a ghost or discerning Jesus in the butter. You could never tell anyone for fear of being labeled disturbed, but it is real enough. 

Never one to throw in much with the idea of kismet or past lives, I could no longer deceive myself about vague memories that floated up from time to time over the years like spirits emerging from some blackened ruin in my brain. Ghosts that formed body and blood and wrote a dark story of early, seventeenth-century Wallachia, a place I've never seen. I recalled the place not from dreams, but from the first time I looked directly into her eyes. I knew instantly that she was that unformed spirit in my mind, now given substance by cordial flesh. 

I had met her in a tavern, a black-haired vixen with a smile that could light up the dark side of the world. Time had not marred her fairness with its withering hand. Only a few years prior Wallachia had been completely under Ottoman rule, and a tavern, if one could be found, would have been a good place to get arrested. But the oppression of the Ottoman empire was slowly eroding, and it was a time to celebrate.

I am not sinless now and was less so then. Calling me a cad would have been a kindness.  I found her as seductive and bewitching then as I do now, and she, me. Leave aside that I had a wife and children at home. Being with her was like dancing on knives, or walking through fire, or diving headlong from a precipice. She was as wild and unbroken as the nail marks she clawed into my back, and I looked with more than eagerness to the times I could steal away and feel the heat of her body against mine, or bury my face in her hair, or run my fingers down the pink bloom of her cheek, or hear her laugh. And she made me laugh, too. She lived hot-blooded and hot-tempered, unbridled and full of life in a time when life was cheaper than dirt. She was the drug that made my life worth living in a part of dismal, seventeenth century Europe which had yet to be lit by the newly budding Renaissance. There, familiars still prowled and witches were hanged.  It was the black time; the Burning Times.

Then, as now, she kept herself a closed book. What I knew of her life when she wasn't with me stayed a secret. And her secrets didn't sit well with others of the town. Such beauty, they whispered cattily among themselves, couldn’t be natural. That she was unmarried and childless spired to the pinnacle of scandal. It was rumored, far and wide, that she held dishonorable liaisons. She was a free-spirited threat to the town's loathsome, swamp-donkey women, heartless harridans, and court eunuch, Pope's whores, clown-suited as the town council, whose piety stretched a mile wide and an inch deep. And they intended to punish her for it.

I was nearly exposed many times, but managed to steal away when discovery neared. Our trysts were conducted under shroud of night and nobody got a really good look at me. But tongues wagged. Where was she when the Great Cat that had begun to plague the town was seen? Livestock had been slaughtered, children frightened. The attempt was a ham-fisted one to paint her as a familiar. Wallachia was home only to some rather small, wild cats, nothing so large as a cougar or a panther. No-one I knew had seen such a cat, and I dismissed it as political theater, but the seeds for her destruction had been planted.  Wallachia had thrown off the shackles of the Sultans only to hang the anvil of the Holy Roman Emperor around its neck, with its inquisitions and imprisonment of heretics, and its burning and hanging of witches.

I couldn't discount the stories entirely. Indeed, I was not with her every moment and knew nothing of her life outside of our time together. In one of my only noble gestures, I tried to persuade her to leave, at least for a while, until things settled, but she refused. I told her that powerful forces had aligned against her. They meant to have her head, and I couldn't help her. My job was such that I couldn't be associated with her and risk not only myself, but my family. Like Icarus, I was only a man, with wings of wax, and I had flown too close to the sun, about to plunge into the killing sea with her. 

She didn't want to listen as I tried to explain the ugly realities of life to her. I don't think she really believed it could be that bad, and was content to think that everything would, somehow, turn out alright.

I wasn't there when she was arrested at the tavern and hauled away, charged with adultery and witchcraft. A candle-lit sham of a drumhead court, convened specifically for that reason, tried and convicted her that very night. The judge made his pronouncement and sentenced her to hang the very next afternoon, when the crowd would be the largest. Yet when I heard, I didn't protest. I had too much to lose.

The assemblage stirred restlessly the next afternoon as she was rudely shoved up onto the rickety gallows, its unsound wood gray and sad, the hooded hangman standing by. I saw confusion and hurt in her eyes more than fear, the sadness that was the lovelorn's unhappiest harvest. The whispers flew amongst the crowd. Who was it? Why didn't she tell? What kind of a coward would let a good woman, if indeed she were good, suffer the gallows and not reveal himself? She looked into the crowd, her scared eyes searching for me, perhaps expecting me to step forward and put an end to this. But she never saw me. No eye, neither hers nor the crowd's, fell upon me. I was invisible and beyond suspicion.  A decent, family man with a good, necessary job, children and a loving wife.

There were catcalls and tears, advocates of her good nature and detractors out for innocent blood. I suppose I was the last one to see the hopelessly lost look of betrayal in her eyes before the black hood shrouded her beauty and the noose was secured. It was this, this look in her eyes, that I recognized those many centuries later. The crowd quieted as the moment approached and I heard her softly sobbing beneath the hood: small as a child, her fragile wrists bound with thick coils of rope, alone, and finally afraid. The lever groaned back with a clank, the trap door banged and clattered.

Then the drop.

As I said, I didn't sleep last night and I didn't expect to hear her laugh today when I came to the store, working the twelve-thirty to nine shift. And I didn't. Perhaps it was one of her days off, but I didn't think so. Some things weigh like a black spot on your heart and I knew it would be my last day. I even thought about going around and saying goodbye to everyone at work, but I didn't. The only one I wanted to see was already gone. The place seemed downright cheerless without her laughter, and I knew now it was best for her when she laughed alone. I walked around my department, turning out the lights. When the shop door closed behind me, darkness had already fallen and I didn't even look in my rear view mirror when I got into my car.

On the drive home, I pondered over why she never outed me, but I can't dwell on it for long, because the only answer that makes any sense is too bittersweet and shameful for me to deal with:

Maybe -just maybe- she loved me.

I didn't sleep as I lay down, because I was thinking. They say each trip back is a chance to improve yourself and I hoped that, in this life, at least, I was a better man. That this time I would do better by her than I did the last. 

The screams are very close tonight, coming from just beneath my back porch, close enough that if I got up to look, I would see her on the ground, looking up. But I stayed in bed, listening as she scaled the tree by my back porch and landed on the roof with an easy creaking of wood. The soft thud of padded paws thumped lightly on the sill as she slipped through the open window, the curtains silent silk gliding along her back. I heard the catty fall of her pads as they crossed the room next to mine, tolling like the tell-tale heart that beats accusingly beneath the bed of every villain. I felt the sinewy weight as she crawled up onto my bed like a serpent, the sultry heat of her body as she nestled down beside me, a thing I had looked forward to in happier circumstances lifetimes ago.

I feel the warm fog of her respiration on my neck, the wet, black-velvet nose on my cheek. The soft growling and intake of breath -almost like a purr, or a low chuckle- are directly in my ear. I turn my wide eyes to see her final embodiment: Fur black, like her hair, green in eye and red of tongue, white in tooth and claw. So this is what happens when the world goes pear-shaped, the trap drops, and your life is whittled down to a few, final ticks of breathless anticipation. I wonder if I will see her ears laid back, or hear the snarl as she lunges for the killing strike. 

Because all things come around in their own good time; all debts get paid in this life or another, and I wouldn't beg for redemption, even if I wanted to.

You see, I was her executioner.

And I miss her laugh.
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I’m just an average guy with a regular job, neither a journalist nor a scrivener, but I wanted to tell you about this. This thing that shouldn’t be, but somehow is.

I’ve lived in Camden all my working life, and for that long, as I drove to home and work, I wondered about the derelict old house roosting like a broody hen at the center of a cluster of empty lots. I could see it on my left as I drove in, my right as I drove back, some half a mile away from the overpass. One needn’t be a real estate mogul to notice the depressions in the middle of the vacant lots -now splashed with new grass- where homes had once stood, those homes obviously having been torn down, their occupants scattered to the four winds or moved on to more promising enterprises.  All but the one.

Some houses reveal their bad intent by a flaw in their character that can be detected by the eye, but not seen. The Crone House was like that. It stood alone, seemingly purposefully so, encapsulated like a diseased organ by its four foot barrier of thorny weeds, seedy, brittle grass, and chain link fence set one hundred twenty feet equidistant from each of its four ragged sides. It was a wooden structure, two stories, and not so long abandoned that it was sagging. But time and/or vandals had bleached its paint; its broken windows were boarded over (save for one on the upper floor), and stout padlocks and hasps, both species now tarnished, barred entry at all doors. It wasn’t so close to the city that its discredited state would excite cries from the NIMBY’s to have it torn down, nor so far from the heart of the city that Andy and Opie still used two tin cans and a string for a telephone.

But it shouldn’t have been there. It should have been demolished as part of an urban renewal project, or taken by the city for taxes, or condemned as a peril to life and limb. Any of those things before it became such an eyesore and a nuisance that those around it chose to sell and get out. But had they sold out? Or just left? Their property values must have gone into a free-fall, yet no-one had ever rebuilt around the house. Was it somehow corrupt? Even haunted? There must be some bit of mystical local lore to explain it. I had to know.

One weekend I drove down to the house, just casually driving by. There was, I decided, something about it that made it a notch more foreboding than your run of the mill abandoned domicile. On the opposite side of the road, some hundred yards from the house, there was a park where a myriad of children played beneath the (sometimes) watchful eyes of their parents.

Even in such close proximity to the abandoned house, the atmosphere of the park remained cheerful and light. Though there were a few children there enraptured by “Angry Birds” and elite speak, most were still kids doing kid things: running, laughing, jumping rope.

I sat on a bench with a group of parents (mostly mothers) and inquired about the house. Rather than being castigated and roundly condemned as some kind of roving pervert, a good number of the mothers had their own inside information on the house, but what I wanted was the real story, and that would come from the kids.

Eventually, I won the trust of the mothers enough that they allowed the little girls playing jump rope to tell me the tale of the Crone House, each flaxen or raven haired child, red, black or white, adding this detail and that rumor and an “I heard that....” until a coherent narrative emerged. As the day wore on, and while under the still mostly distrustful eyes of the mothers, the story came out...

**********
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JENNY FLYNN TOOK A hobbling step backwards and admired herself in the mirror. She delighted in the high, spiked heels and ornate, blue bride’s maid dress which flowed overlong on the floor beneath her. Her blue eyes, black-rimmed with mascara, peered out from the reflection of a small face oozing rouge and lipstick. Not bad for an eight year old, stilettoed Viking princess, complete but for crown and scepter. Not bad at all for the Friday afternoon follies.

Jenny liked to play dress-up, and the guilty lure of her sister, Lisa’s, bride’s maid dress was just too enticing. Even flush with delight, Jenny curdled a little inside at the thought of Lisa returning and discovering her pilfering in her personal belongings, especially her unworn bride’s maid dress. She cast a nervous glance from the upstairs window of Lisa’s bedroom.

No-one. The driveway was empty. Lisa was over at her boyfriend’s house, that no good rat, Steve Kirk, mom and dad still at work. Reflected in the mirror behind her, the bedroom door was still closed. Plenty of time to admire herself and still put everything to rights before Lisa got home.

Her gaze strayed from the mirror as she reached for a bottle of perfume on the dresser. When she got older, she would use some of this perfume to attract a boy that would treat her good, not like Steve Kirk who was sixteen, and had a car, and treated Lisa like his dog on a choke chain. Maybe that was Lisa’s problem. Maybe she needed someone who treated her better. 

Jenny unscrewed the top from the perfume bottle.

The door swung open behind her.

Jenny gasped and whirled around, the perfume bottle falling from suddenly wooden fingers. The bottle cracked and shattered on the wooden floor, tiny crescents of glass flashing like razor-edged ice in the sunlight spilling through the window. The treacly smell of perfume caught in her nose.

Lisa stood in the doorway, tall and imposing, her dark eyes blazing. Whatever expression had been on her face monsterized to one of black fury.

Jenny. Standing in front of her dresser, wearing her shoes, her makeup, and her dress with the hem snarled around the shoes and getting torn and dirty. There was a pathetic, pop-eyed expression of terror on her little pie-face. Her mouth puckered in a perfect circle like a doughnut hole and her hands grasped protectively at the bodice of the dress. Time slowed and stopped like a still from a motion picture, a perfect diorama. They stared at each other, Lisa’s eyes dark and catlike, Jenny’s wide and terrified.

“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing!” Lisa shrieked.

She stalked across the room in three long strides, her footfalls jarring the wooden flooring. She grabbed Jenny by the shoulders and shook her, screaming and cursing like a sailor pinched by the shore patrol in a cat house. Scarlet rainbows of fury danced before her eyes, something that always came, but that she couldn’t quite make out as the black rage engulfed her. Uncontrollable tremors cramped her muscles into knots. 

Jenny choked and cringed against the dresser, her arms thrown upward uselessly.

(....should have known better. Life is a fairy tale and the evil princess always finds out. Should have known better....)

“Haven’t I told you never to come into my room!” Lisa screamed. What should have been unworried flesh on Lisa’s teen-aged throat had tightened to taut, vertical lines. Her teeth, mere inches from Jenny’s face, gnashed and grated.

Jenny started to cry, her tears flung through the air as Lisa shook her. Downstairs, she heard the clock strike four, a quartet of hollow bongs.

(....should have known, should have known, should have known better....)

Lisa’s rage seemed to have no governor as she continued to rave and scream.

“Little bitch!” she shrieked. “My dress is ruined! I ought to kill you right now. That would stop your whining and pilfering, once and for good, wouldn’t it?”

With one enraged heave, she slammed Jenny to the floor. She kicked and pummeled Jenny, her own dark rage fueled by her sister’s cries of agony. Jenny’s right arm fell in the spill of broken glass on the floor and she felt the warmth of blood and the stinging of the perfume as it eagerly sought the open lacerations.

Jenny was past screaming now. She gasped and gagged for breath, her helpless face turned upward towards her sister in an unheeded plea as she tried to ward off the savage kicks. Her wild tears melted the mascara and rouge into muddy brown war paint as the endless tirade above her raged on.

With unexpected suddenness the blows ceased and Lisa screamed at Jenny to get out before she really had something to cry about.

Jenny blinked the tears from her eyes and saw that Lisa had turned away, absently rubbing the side of her head.

Through the tear haze, Lisa appeared to be haloed in shining silver and outlined in violent black. On either side of her, Jenny saw the eyeless imps with their pointed teeth, red skin, and stunted, dwarf-like bodies, twisted like malformed trees. They grinned at Jenny, and even though they had no eyes, she knew they were looking at her. For some reason, Jenny was sure that Lisa couldn’t see them. She probably didn’t even know they were there.

Jenny stood uncertainly, clutching her stomach, and ran from the room, looking back only once at the horribly grinning, blind demons that had laid hold of her sister’s mind. 

Jenny fled recklessly down the stairs, hugging tight to the rail, tripping and stumbling in the high heels and snarled hemline. At the bottom of the stairs she lost one of the shoes and continued clumping along madly in the remaining shoe towards her room. She threw herself on her bed and cried in watery snuffles and choking gasps, her heart stuttering like machine gun fire.

In a few minutes her crying dwindled to a few disconnected tears and her breathing steadied. She swiped her hand across her eyes as if waving a magic wand that would make the tears vanish completely. She got up and closed her door quietly. She returned to her bed and lay there silently, thinking about Lisa.
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LISA FINISHED SWEEPING up the broken glass and tossed it in her trash can. Her head ached and the smell of perfume nauseated her. Opening the window helped a lot, but the sickening-sweet stink was still nearly unbearable.

The headaches had worsened lately. She sometimes thought they would drive her mad. Well, she wondered, who wouldn’t go crazy with a pilfering, crybaby, daddy’s girl of a little sister to put up with. What had happened today was not unusual. It had, in fact, become something almost normal lately. What wasn’t normal were the headaches and, yes, even the beatings. They had grown worse together, as if tied to one another by a hank of black yarn. And days like today, she really felt that it wasn’t her, but something orchestrated from outside of her. Just stress, she reckoned. Aunt Flow was in town, Lisa’s cousin’s wedding coming up, and now her dress ruined (something she would have to deal with), her worries about what would happen to her should Jenny ever decide to show off a rainbow of bruises from her beatings to her parents (which, oddly enough, she never did), the rappings in the walls of her upstairs bedroom at night and the deep voices speaking some language she didn’t understand. Though she didn’t want to admit it, that was what she really wanted to get away from, and Steve Kirk was her ticket out.

He, too, was a miserable sonofabitch-prick. He treated her badly, used her for his own purposes like a dishrag, then disappeared. All he could think of was sex, sex, sex, and her not even on the pill. But that was alright. Next year she would be sixteen and she would by-god be leaving this place with Steve. Away from Jenny. No more: Oh, isn’t Jenny the cutest thing; Lisa, help Jenny with her homework; No, Lisa, you can’t go out tonight; Lisa don’t you ever talk to your sister like that again. No more Jenny pushing her buttons. No more of that shit.

And no more troubling noises in her bedroom walls at night, keeping her awake and making her afraid.

Lisa knew she might have killed Jenny today. Once it had started, the whole thing had become kind of a blur and, though she might not admit it to herself, that was another reason she wanted to get out.

Lisa put in the ear buds from her mp3 player and turned up the volume. Music roared into her ears in a steady stream. She sat in her favorite wicker chair and put her feet together primly, a princess trapped in a serf’s body.

Lisa hadn’t always hated Jenny. Even now, but for the headache that pulsed in her brain like a stuck record, what she had done today might have made her cry. Maybe she had loved Jenny once, but something had changed in Lisa.

Lisa tolerated Jenny. She could never love her again. She might kill her, but she could never love her.

Even still, as the afternoon wore on, she cried for a little bit, and didn’t really know why.
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HIGH, TINKLING, FAIRY tones crossed the room from their source, a music box with a tiny, pirouetting ballerina. Jenny watched the ballerina slowly rotate, the head downturned, the delicate white arms upraised over it as it did its ageless dance.

Jenny watched the music box a while longer. She didn’t hear the cars passing on the streets outside, or the exuberant barking of a dog in pursuit of a luckless cat, or the laughter of young children at games of jump rope and Red Rover at the park down the street. Nothing concerned her now but the ringing melody and serene grace of the ballerina.

Until the memories came, rampaging goblins that hammered at the walls of her inner redoubt. Lisa screaming at her, hitting her, cursing and threatening. A picture formed, a perfect slice of time branded into her memory. She had been watching the cartoons on channel 48, her favorite show, when Lisa came in and changed the channel to one of her corny soap operas. She had been sickly white and hadn’t looked very good at all. Jenny had opened her mouth to complain and Lisa had turned on her, screaming. 

The image wavered, became tenuous, then vanished completely like the trick ink she had once bought at a magic shop, only to be replaced with another one.

Jenny playing with a doll. Lisa descending on her like some evil angel and smacking her hard across the face for no apparent reason. Jenny still remembered Lisa’s eyes, the weird blackness and doubling as if there were someone else inside her head, behind her eyes. For all Jenny knew, there was. She, too, had heard the odd noises in the walls that came from Lisa’s room, the troubling, croaking voices speaking some pre-human language.

Lisa wasn’t always bad. Not until the malformed presences had appeared, seemingly having festered up ex nihilo from some terrible, black abyss. Love for her sister had not yet completely curdled, but Jenny still sometimes wished she could get back at Lisa. But not today. Today she had to cover Lisa’s tracks.

She looked at the cuts on her arm and concentrated on them. Not too hard, really not that much effort at all, and the crisp, brown scabs began to fade to ocher, then to evanesce, then to disappear, leaving innocent, pink skin. The welling bruises on her arms subsided and the throbbing pain went with them.

No, Jenny wasn’t as helpless as she seemed, and one day Lisa had just better watch out. 

She turned her attention to the ruined dress, the scuffed and broken high heeled shoes, and actually felt a little guilty. She really shouldn’t have been pilfering in Lisa’s things. Those items would have to be fixed.

The ballerina finished her dance and the music stopped. In the silence, Jenny heard the tinny, crashing chords coming from Lisa’s room, her ear buds turned up so loud Jenny could hear them all the way downstairs. She listened for a couple of minutes, then went to gather up the broken shoe in the hallway.
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“JENNY! COME TO SUPPER!”

Jenny bounced up from her bed and ran into the kitchen, her face freshly scrubbed of makeup, her cuts and bruises healed. She was ravenous. The unsettling incidents of the day had already diminished to a mere memory.

Lisa glanced furtively at Jenny as they ate, and not for the first time. Jenny’s injuries had already faded and she thought that worried Lisa. It was with great glee that Jenny pretended not to notice.

Jenny’s parents (Jack and Jill Flynn) talked of the day’s work and tonight’s bridal shower and bachelor party for the respective participants in the upcoming wedding. 

Lisa talked about Steve Kirk and little else.

After supper, Jenny went into the living room to watch thousands of dollars worth of cash and prizes being given away by smiling emcees in Botany 500 suits on TV game shows.

Lisa washed the dishes while Jack and Jill prepared to go out to their parties.

At the door, Jenny’s mother told her to mind her sister and be good. She assured her that she would while Lisa beamed sardonically behind her. Her parents left after saying they would be back around twelve. Don’t wait up for us.

Jenny watched them leave, now at Lisa’s mercy. She only hoped that all the fire was out of Lisa’s eyes. She looked around. Lisa paid no attention to Jenny at all. She busily dialed the phone.

Interested, Jenny sat down in the small rocker across from where Lisa sat with one leg tucked beneath her. Lisa stared at her very hard but said nothing.

“Steve? Hey, it’s me.”

Jenny listened to half the conversation with disfavor, eying Lisa with a look as cold as a well digger’s ass. The gist of the conversation went: “No, Steve. Not tonight. My parents aren’t home.”

Jenny suddenly thought about something her father, an IT guy, would do with hackers. If somebody was trying to hack a system or a website, he would put in a snippet of code and a hyper-link and “Rick-Roll” them, sending the hacker to a YouTube video of Rick Astley singing “Never Gonna Give you Up.” Jenny thought it the funniest thing she had ever heard. She thought about what Lisa had done today and closed her eyes. She concentrated very hard and tried to “Rick-Roll” Lisa.

She opened her eyes.

No luck.

Lisa was still on the phone, swinging her one free leg. She told Steve -apparently also un-“Rick-Rolled”- that he could come over if he promised to leave by eleven. Despite everything, Jenny’s heart sank

Lisa, he’s only using you. I’m only eight years old and I know that.

At that instant Jenny wanted to rip the phone from Lisa’s hand and rid her of Steve Kirk forever. In that same instant, the phone slithered and ran ever so slightly, as if it had partially melted and quivered.

The phone fell from Lisa’s hand.

At the same time the phone quivered, Lisa felt its texture change from rigid plastic and metal to a warm, soft jelly. A giant, invisible hand of great strength pulled at the phone and wrenched it from her hand. The phone fell to the floor where it started to emit high pitched trills and squeaks.

In that one second while the phone trilled and buzzed, Jenny knew that she had done it. She had felt that something inside her surface. She had wanted Lisa off the phone, and suddenly, she was. Jenny felt ridiculously pleased with herself, like one of those chimps that has just solved a monkey puzzle by placing all the rings on a peg in descending order of diameter.

Lisa stared at the phone for a full five seconds in uncomprehending surprise. She looked up slowly at Jenny. Jenny had not moved and she saw the stark dread in Lisa’s eyes. Lisa looked away and hurriedly picked up the phone.

“Steve? Steve, are you still there?”

A squawking noise came through the phone.

“Yes.... Yes! Come right over. I.... I dropped the phone.” She stole a timid peek at her bemused little sister. “Alright. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Lisa turned on Jenny, windy and blustering. “What are you staring at,” she said, flapping her arms. “Go on. Go to your room. And don’t you dare tell mama Steve came over.”

Jenny calmly got up and walked to her room, but when she passed Lisa she favored her with a crimped little smile.

No matter how she tried to hide it, Lisa knew. And was afraid. Jenny idly wondered what she would think of the surprise she had left for her.

In her room, Jenny pulled out Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are and read for a little while. The doorbell rang. Steve was here and Jenny listened as they went into Lisa’s room. She heard their muffled voices through the bedroom door. After a time the voices stopped and Jenny heard the door being latched.

Jenny walked over to her music box and wound it up. The ballerina went through her timeless dance while Jenny watched and listened, hoping to hear nothing else.
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LISA KNEW SHE WAS IN trouble when her father told her he had been reading the newspaper. It was his fulsome way of telling her she had been caught in some wrongdoing, as in “I read in the newspaper that you had been seen....” drinking, out too late, hanging around with the wrong people, pick your peccadillo.

This morning she had a pretty good idea of what her father had read in the newspaper. Steve had been out of the house less than a minute last night when her parents arrived home. Now, standing in the narrow hallway with her father, she stiffened herself for the predictable reprimand.  

“I was reading in the newspaper that Steve Kirk was over here last night after we left,” her father told her perfunctorily, tapping the rolled up newspaper in his hand gently against his thigh.

Lisa, being somewhat adept at turning a smart remark, considered several but decided to keep quiet. She was in Dutch already. She stared stonily at her father, her thoughts on Jenny.

“Well, is it true?”

“If you already know,” Lisa said, “why ask?”

Oh, she knew who had perpetrated this perfidy. Maybe it was that insufferable old creeping Moses from next door, Mrs. Tomlinson, but Lisa didn’t think so. Only Jenny would pick her for this royal ream job. The little tattletale would soon rue the day she decided to fink on Lisa Flynn.

“I asked,” her father said with fractious patience, “because I want to hear it from you.” Tap, tap went the newspaper on his leg.

There was no use denying it. “Yes, Steve was here.” Then she added hurriedly, “but we didn’t do anything.”

“Now that I don’t doubt. You may be indiscreet, but I don’t think you’re stupid.”

Lisa gaped at her father.

“You know you’re not allowed to have boyfriends over unless either your mother or me are here. What would the neighbors say?”

Lisa couldn’t believe her ears. She thought people only said that in movies. She opened her mouth to say so, but her father interrupted her.

“Not another word. Except for your cousin’s wedding, you’re grounded for a week.”

“But....”

Her father eyed her sternly. “You want to go two for two?”

Lisa closed her mouth. Bright little dots began to shoot across her corneas like neon insects. Her father was still speaking.

“When your mother and I go out again tonight, we’re not going to have to worry about Steve Kirk, are we?”

“No sir.”

Jack Flynn walked away and Lisa wondered if a quick rap right in the mouth would do wonders for Little Caesar.  He left her alone to contend with her headache and churn with rage about Jenny.
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“LISA?”  

Jenny stood in Lisa’s bedroom doorway, small and pale, her blond hair laying like a loose sheaf of straw on her shoulders. She held a tiny, silver pinwheel that would throw off magical rainbows when held up to the wind and light. Lisa was brushing her hair crossly when she turned and caught sight of Jenny.

“I didn’t tell.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Lisa rasped, her voice a grating croak. “I know it was you.” She cast a look towards the corner where her now untorn and unspotted bride’s maid dress hung from a hook. The broken high heels were miraculously whole, and the construction of the shoes themselves had modified from gaudy plastic to soft, dyed leather. 

“You think you can buy me off with this fucking fairy godmother routine? I don’t know how you do this shit, but it ends tonight. I’ll make you wish you’d never learned to talk.”

“You won’t,” Jenny said softly, her eyes conferring the look a judge gives to a convicted felon. She held the pinwheel up in front of her lips and gently blew on the silver leaves. They spun slowly, catching the light, gathering energy.

Like a bolt from the blue, a bright flash issued from the pinwheel with a fizzing sound. The hairbrush in Lisa’s hand abruptly thickened and squirmed like a living thing. A limp, dead weight made her hand sag and when she looked Lisa saw the triangular head and forked tongue of the viper in her face. The snake started to twine itself around Lisa’s neck and she heaved it away, falling on the floor at the same time with an unflattering thud.

There was a second thump as the serpent hit the floor. Lisa saw it start to slither away in its undulating “S”’s when, in a tenth of a heartbeat, the brown body contracted and rolled itself into a pink, plastic handle with black bristles. A perfectly ordinary hairbrush.

Jenny watched, captivated by this potent magic. She smiled at Lisa, just as any little sister will smile with adoration at their older sibling. Then she walked away.

Lisa watched her go, Jenny terrifyingly tall from Lisa’s vantage point on the floor. She seemed to hear buzzing in her ears and angry rumblings around her, but that was most likely from the thunderstorm trapped in the dome of her skull. Whatever Jenny had, it had to be dealt with, sooner rather than later. Lisa would sneak up behind her if she had to, but she would put an end to it.

She rose from the floor and looked at Jenny’s receding back thoughtfully, while somewhere behind her, she distinctly heard the low rumble of something chuckling with delight.
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THAT NIGHT, THE DINNER dishes done, Lisa dried her hands on the dish towel and padded to her room. She sat on her bed and closed her eyes, noting with satisfaction that she was steady and calm. The decision was made. There would be no backsliding.

Steve, her parents, her friends played no role in her machinations. Only Jenny. Lisa was only one step from the yawning chasm that Jenny had seen, but Lisa had only glimpsed;  close to falling prey to the eyeless imps and stunted demons that had turned Lisa’s soul out and made a home in the void.

Jack and Jill were gone. The autumn moon would be her ally of the evening, riding high in the sky and projecting weird, elongated shadows into her darkened bedroom. Tiny mites of dust suspended in silver-silk moonbeams glittered and spun in a willowy, fairy waltz

Lisa tiptoed down the stairs and into the kitchen. She wore the blue bride’s maid dress Jenny had magicked back to virgin perfection. If all went as planned, this would be her only chance to wear it. The passionless face of the moon stared coldly through the window at her, a silver coaster pinned against the black velvet of a cloudless sky.

Lisa slowly backed away from the window, sighing, her mind wrecked up beyond saving. There was no gilding the lily on this. She pulled open the drawer where the knives were kept and selected a large chopping blade with a sharp point. Uncaring moonbeams echoed from the blade and threw spears of light on the shadowed wall adjacent to the window. Lisa held the knife at arm’s length, fascinated at the shadow it cast. Overly large, powerful, monstrous, its magic to steal life to be tested against Jenny’s sorcery. 

Trailed by that demonic presence, Lisa walked towards Jenny’s room, turning out lights as she went. She extinguished the lamp at the foot of the stairs, leaving the house in darkness save for the light in Jenny’s room.

The clocks struck nine, its hollow chiming covering the sounds of Lisa’s advance. It was time.

**********
[image: image]


“JENNY?”

Lisa’s voice was serene, composed and gentle. “Jenny, come out. I’ve got something for you.”

Jenny heard Lisa calling, but the way she called made her nervous. Lisa never spoke gently.  Immediately suspicious, she felt a chill pass through her. The night wind pressed its icy kiss against the window pane and rattled the glass while the frost-hardened night penetrated the walls of her room and settled its cold on her like a second skin. The house creaked around her in some dark corner.

With a heavy heart and fear like icy needles pricking her, Jenny walked to her bedroom door. Disobedience might bring on another beating.

Lisa stood just outside Jenny’s room, wearing the bride’s maid dress, her hands behind her back. For a moment Jenny wondered why the lights were out.

“Lisa? What’s wrong?”

Lisa continued walking forward slowly. She looked unflinchingly at Jenny as if she were something to eat.

“What’s wrong,” Jenny repeated. “Lisa, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing, Jenny. Nothing,” Lisa said in a friendly voice. Her face was abloom with healthy color and she was smiling. “I’ve come to make a peace offering. You remember all the times I yelled at you and hit you?”

Jenny nodded uncertainly.

“Well, you won’t have to worry about that anymore.” Lisa was within a yard of Jenny, facing her. Her dark hair glimmered like oil in the moonlight and her eyes suddenly blazed. “You won’t ever have to worry about that again.”

Lisa raised the knife over her head.

“No!” Jenny screamed. She lurched backwards and her back slammed against the door frame, rattling her teeth and conking her head with a brain jarring crack. The knife came down in a brutal arc, flashing in the lamplight from Jenny’s room, missing her by an inch.

“Nooooo...!”

Jenny slid to a sitting position, cowering and sobbing. Her pinwheel was in her room, her magic gone. The light from the bedroom bathed Lisa in half light, half shadow, her visible eye gleaming triumphantly. In the welling darkness behind Lisa, Jenny saw the vague outlines of the demon-spawned creatures, but thought that might just have come from her brains being stirred.

Lisa raised the knife again.

“No!” Jenny screamed, that high, piercing shriek of a little girl that hammered like a nail into Lisa’s head. “No, no, no!”

Lisa felt it hit her. A great rush of wind and then the invisible hand smashing the breath out of her. Her mouth yawned open in a circle of pain and then she was flying across the room, tumbling in mockery of gravity, twisting like a scarecrow in a whirlwind. She crashed into the glass front of the grandfather clock, shattering its pane into a thousand crystal fangs. The chiming tubes bonged and clanged like lunatic church bells.

A ponderous, oppressive weight levied on her chest, the invisible hand crushing her against the fractured grandfather clock. The muffled snaps of her ribs breaking seemed artificially subdued, but the flaring pain as the broken ends pierced her lungs was real enough. She dimly heard a squeaky wheeze like a bellows as her breath was crushed from her chest and out of her mouth, bubbling through the blood from her lacerated lungs.

Lisa was dying and she knew it. A gathering black tide began to veil her vision, but not before she saw Jenny huddled in a protective ball on the floor, her moony, blue eyes staring at Lisa with an otherworldly mix of fascination and fear. Jenny wouldn’t be able to hound Lisa in death, and she wished for it to hurry. A last, blood-choked moan of desperation whispered from Lisa’s mouth as the dimming light of her life guttered out.
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JENNY ROSE PAINFULLY to her feet, hot tears streaming down her face. Her breath gathered in short, hiccuping gasps. A steady buzzing vibrated inside her head and the house canted and yawed before her.

She steadied herself on the door frame, trying to stand on legs that felt like wet sponges. With every rubbery step she took, the broken and sprawling heap of her sister grew larger in her eyes until she stood immediately over her.

Jenny knelt beside Lisa and let the true weeping start. Tears of fear and rage and sorrow and what should have been for the black princess. As she reached out a trembling hand to touch Lisa’s still body, an overpowering affection smothered her and she moaned aloud at the injustice of it all.

“Oh, Lisa,” she sobbed. “It’s not right, is it? I never wanted it to end like this. I never wanted you dead.” Jenny moved her face forward and kissed Lisa’s toneless cheek, but Lisa lay still with her eyes closed. Jenny was overcome by the recognition of her own mortality and the unconsidered words spilled out of her mouth in a scream before she could call them back or reckon what they would do.

“You can’t be dead! You can’t be! I won’t let you be dead!”

Jenny touched Lisa and an immediate yellow glow flamed around her hands. A heavy silence collected in the silver gloom, ablaze with the shining metal of moonlight. Along with the silence, a tension built in the haze; an intangible force both electric and vital. The hair on the back of Jenny’s neck rose.

“Lisa....?”

Lisa’s grip tightened on the knife handle. She whipped it violently upward, catching Jenny just beneath the chin. The blade sliced through flesh with an incongruous whisk sound that belied the damage it wrought.  Blood spurted in a gaudy, crimson flood. The metallic smell of blood pooled in Lisa’s nostrils. Blood streaked Jenny’s hair, Lisa’s hair, the knife, their clothes, the floor. Jenny never cried out. She simply toppled backwards. 

“So!” Lisa trumpeted in wicked triumph. “Thought you would get by with that didn’t you, you little whore!”

Jenny’s body lay slumped backwards, her back folded over her lower legs where she had knelt by her stricken sister, her blood-matted blond hair pooling stiffly on the floor. Lisa towered over her, raving in an obscene parody of victory. Her own body moved in grinding lurches, powered by surreal animation. Jenny’s glassy eyes stared upward sightlessly as the tirade went on.

Now unchecked by Jenny’s magic, the demonic horde was at last visible. Lisa finally saw the eyeless imps and dancing devils with scaly red skin and huge, orange eyes that glared like twin incinerators. They grinned at her with their sharp, white teeth.

Taking it all in -Jenny lying dead and bloody on the floor, the dancing devils, her own implausible reprieve from death- Lisa started to chuckle, then to laugh. She ran her fingers along the knife blade, softly at first, then more firmly. More blood ran through her fingers and splotched on the floor in crazy, Rorschach inkblots.

Headlights blared through the windows, picking out the carnage in an unflinching, white spotlight. Gravel crackled, a radiator fan spun and stopped. Jack and Jill were home.

Lisa stopped laughing and turned to the light, her eyes shedding their dead sheen and taking on the grisly glow of the imps’ eyes. She gripped the knife more firmly, ignoring the pain in her hands. There could be no peace now.

A lunatic’s grin cracked her face like a hard blow as she took up a position behind the front door, the one her parents would come through. Even before the door handle turned, the walls filled with bellowing and shouting and evil laughter, rattlings and poundings that shook the house like a wrecking ball.

Lisa’s knife glinted in the moonlight as she took the final step into the black valley.
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BY THE TIME THE STORY came around to the end, most of the little girls had drifted away to more absorbing distractions, leaving one lone, blond girl of about eight to finish the tale.

“And when the police got there,” the little girl continued, “they heard all the noise and went in the house, guns drawn. They found the parents, knifed to death just inside the doorway, but not Jenny or Lisa. The screaming and bellowing went on and the walls kept shaking while the cops were there. They stayed just long enough to make sure there were no signs of life. I’ve even heard that one of them went upstairs to check, even with the walls shaking around him. He never came back to work again.

“The whole time the bodies were being removed, the shaking and pounding and laughing went on. No-one ever found out where the noises came from, and nobody could stand to stay in the house for very long. In the end, I think the city just decided to padlock the house and put a fence around it. It wasn’t much more than six months before everybody around it moved out. Even the hobos and homeless wouldn’t stay in the abandoned houses and they were eventually torn down.”

“And,” I asked, “are the noises still there?”

The little girl looked at me without artifice or cunning. 

“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t go in there.”

“And what,” I asked her, “do you think happened to Jenny and Lisa?”

Instead of answering, she simply pointed at the window on the upper floor of the house, the only one that wasn’t boarded over.

I let my gaze follow her pointing finger. Standing there, quite plain to see, was an old woman with brittle, gray, scouring pad hair that streamed down to her shoulders. The blue of the bride’s maid dress she wore was faded, threadbare, and torn, and her eyes were sunken and dull as chipped marbles. Her face told the story of a thousand nights of terror, each one etched into a different line on her slack countenance. She seemed to be looking right at me and I’m not ashamed to say I was frightened. Then she was gone, in her place only a tattered white curtain moving tantalizingly in the breeze.

I turned back to my host and was surprised to find that she had vanished. Looking up and down the street and at the other little girls, I satisfied myself that she was, indeed, gone.

A little shaken, I approached her mother.

“Where did your daughter go?”

“My daughter,” she said curiously.

“The little girl I was talking to, yes. Your daughter.”

“She’s not my daughter. I’ve never seen her before. I thought she was your little girl.”

The woman must have seen the bewildered look on my face because she asked me: “Is something amiss with her?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. I looked at the weed-troubled fence around the blighted house, the locks and boards on the windows and doors, and the solitary curtain waving in the open window on the second floor. “I think maybe she finally got back at her big sister.” 
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