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PREFACE
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The ten stories in this collection were written in the second half of the 1990s and around the turn of the millenium, with the earliest completed in 1995 and the most recent in 2001.

It was a different world and a different time.  9/11 hadn’t even happened yet.  Society hadn’t gone completely from analog to digital; there was no social media, no influencers, no AI.  Cell phones did not yet rule the planet.

This is part of what I mean by “the before times”.  Lately, they feel like times a lot of people would like to return to, if only we could.  More and more, I’ve been noticing that the new stories filmmakers and authors are telling seem to be hearkening back to the recent past, as if our culture can sense that it took a wrong turn somewhere and is trying to retrace its steps.  This is one reason I started thinking about unearthing these old stories and letting them see the light of day- either for the first time in a long time, or for the very first time.

I was a different person when I wrote these stories, too- just a baby in my twenties!  It was before I worked in veterinary medicine for the most part, and certainly before vet med became as important to me as it later did- so important, in fact, that I would give up writing to devote all my energy to it.

It was long before vet med broke my heart.

After that happened- because that happened, really- I started writing again for the first time in years, beginning with Your Other Family Doctor, a memoir about my time as a veterinary technician, and then returning to fiction to try to find my way back to every part of the person I left behind when I stopped creating stories.

Half of these are published here for the very first time; the rest saw print in the ‘90s in small-press genre “zines” specializing in horror, dark fantasy, and sci-fi.  I made no attempt to update or modernize anything about them, and they appear here in pretty much their original form.  These are the ones I still believed in “as is”, without wanting to rewrite any part of them after all these years.  Maybe at some point I’ll re-work the rest for another collection.  Maybe even add some new ones.  Time will tell.

But for now, without further ado... 

Let’s turn over the first stone.

––––––––
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CANICULA  

Banshee split the night with her Carcharodon grin, her sly, sweet mouth promising all manner of cruelties, her eyes darkening to the color of hurricane skies, and Jared understood too late that following her into the shadow-strewn alleyway was the last mistake he would ever make in this life.  Though his mind was smoothly rejecting the way her face had changed under the streetlight’s glare- how the humanity had melted away in an instant to reveal something ancient and reptilian underneath- still there was no mistaking the glint of the blade she’d pulled from one steel-toed boot; the sharp silver tongue of death pointed straight at his heart. 

“I don’t need this,” she told him, and her voice had gone low and sexless and cold, the voice of the thing inside her, not her own. “I could lay your throat open to the bone with my teeth and crack your vertebrae like sugar cubes if I wanted.  But this way is so much cleaner...” She advanced on him, smiling, so many teeth in that rosepetal mouth, and

...and the dog was back again, barking its scruffy head off.  Loud and insistent, the noise forced its way through Morgan’s window and into his head, pulling him away from the dirty alley behind the Manhattan club where Banshee, his most popular character to date, had been about to take her latest victim.  He sighed in frustration, ran impatient fingers through the dark snarl of his hair, and pushed his chair away from the computer screen.

The pack of Camels on the windowsill beckoned to him, and after struggling briefly with his resolve, he reached for them, swearing softly at himself.  He’d meant not to smoke another one until he’d finished the chapter he was working on, but it was just taking too damned long.  The book was already more than three months overdue, and his agent had phoned that afternoon to tell him that the good people at Starke Publications were getting restless.  The idea had been to get Banshee’s Lament on the market in time for Halloween- the core audience would expect it, blah, blah, blah.  He sighed again, tapped ash absently into the mostly empty Coke can on the desk beside the computer, and scowled at the screen.  The series of vampire novels he’d written under the name Malachai D’art had allowed him to quit the shitty telemarketing and office-temp jobs for good, and to buy and restore the rambling Victorian house that he took such pride in.  Dripping with purple prose, drenched with sex, blood, and rock and roll, the Banshee books sold well and had always been fun to write- until now.  Now the words were coming slower every day, and he feared the well was beginning to run dry.

It didn’t have everything to do with the noisy stray dog that kept trying to take up residence in his backyard, but it had enough.  Enough of his time recently had been eaten up with trying to find the dog’s owner, with posting flyers and combing the classifieds for lost pet ads that sounded right, and with doing all the other things Jo had suggested—or rather, insisted—he should do.  While he understood her wanting to help the dog—she was a veterinarian, after all, and had devoted her life to that end—Jo's scientific background made it hard for her to understand the creative process and the fact that it demanded time and effort, just as her own work did. Sometimes he wondered if the two of them could ever really make things work between them when her mind was so different from his; when he sensed that she felt- but would not come right out and say- that there were better, more important things he could be doing with his life instead of making up stories.  

He ground out his cigarette on the rim of the Coke can, dropped it inside, and immediately lit another.  To hell with quitting; as usual, he’d picked a bad time to try.  When the book was finished, he could try again, but until then he didn’t need the extra stress.  He’d been serious about it this time, too, he reflected ruefully.  He’d even thrown out all his ashtrays.  The deep unease he’d begun to feel over his worsening smoker’s cough had added to his distractions as he vacillated between wanting to get it checked out and wanting to bury his head in the sand.  At thirty-three, he told himself, he was too young to fall prey to the twin bogeymen of lung cancer and emphysema, but part of him- the part that took note of each new pain and clench in his chest when he woke every morning- remained unconvinced.  He extinguished the second cigarette after one drag, its flavor gone bitter in his mouth, and went out on the porch to breathe the humid, magnolia-scented air instead.  He was immediately dive-bombed by a mosquito.

The dog bounded joyfully across the yard upon seeing him, its tail a friendly blur, and Morgan couldn’t help smiling and ruffling its coarse fur in spite of himself.  He had nothing against dogs- he was dating a veterinarian, for christssake- but he had no desire to own one, and it looked like that was the direction this situation was headed in.  Jo had examined the mutt one night after they’d returned from seeing a play and had pronounced it a healthy male specimen as far as she could tell.

“Of course, he really should be tested for heartworms, but we can always do that at the clinic if you decide to keep him.”  The look in her eyes told him that it would be difficult to tell her he’d decided anything else.  It had occurred to him to suggest that she take in the dog herself, but since she already shared her small apartment with two Dalmatians, three cats, and a rather obnoxious parrot, even he could see that it wouldn’t be a good idea.

A third possibility had entered his mind in the past week and refused to go away, distasteful though it was: he could take the dog to the pound.  He wouldn’t like doing that, but he couldn’t continue to take half-hearted care of it, either.  Its chance of finding a new home at the pound might not be great, but it did have a chance, and that was the best he felt capable of offering it.  He thought that Jo should be able to understand that, but if need be, he could simply lie.  He did that for a living, after all.

The animal shelter would be closed now, but he would take the dog there first thing in the morning, he decided, before he lost his resolve.  Then maybe he could concentrate on Banshee again, and the rest of his life would fall back into place. 

He went back inside, dumped a can of Alpo into a bowl, and brought it out to the dog, trying not to think of it as its last meal.  He sat on the porch steps to watch it eat, absently lighting another cigarette as he thought about what he would say to Jo. 

“You can’t be serious.”

“Serious as a heart attack, Morgan.”  He caught himself beginning to grind his teeth at hearing Desirea’s favorite cliche for the millionth or billionth time, and reminded himself that the woman on the other end of the phone was now holding his career in the palm of her hand.  And none too carefully, from what she was telling him.  “Starke has bigger fish to fry than you.  They don’t have to wait around forever for you to decide if you’re going to finish this book or not.  Your contract is null and void.” 

“They can’t do that,” Morgan protested dully. He didn’t have the energy for a stronger or smarter reply.  He felt tired and low enough today without having to have this conversation with Desirea, who had never seemed to genuinely like him or his work.  First there had been the bleak final solution of the animal shelter that morning, and the somehow reproachful look in the dog’s eyes as it was led away; next had come Jo’s skeptical face- her jury face, as he thought of it- when he told her that the dog had simply stopped coming around.  At least she hadn’t suggested that he go out looking for it.

And now this. 

“The subject’s closed, I’m afraid.”  He could hear the brief, liquid pause as Desirea swallowed something—probably one of her loathsome mint juleps—and, faintly in the background, the tinkle of china and Muzak.  “There are hundreds of people writing about the same things as you, Morgan.  We’ll just publish one of those books instead.”

“Who’s ‘we’?  Listen, Des, you’re supposed to work for me, not the other—”

But she had hung up.

“Fuck.”  He stared at the phone in his hand, then at the computer monitor, not seeing either one, picturing instead the pained expression Desirea would wear when she was reading something she found unworthy of her time.  He’d seen that look on her face a lot over the years, though never when she was looking at a check for her percentage of his royalties.  He tried to tell himself he would be better off without such hypocritical representation, but one thing she’d said had hit a nerve.  The market was flooded, to such a degree that many publishing houses wouldn’t touch vampire fiction with a ten-foot stake.  But Desirea had somehow gotten his work to sell. 

Would it still?

He lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, and was immediately seized with a painful fit of coughing.  It felt as if his lungs were full of ground glass, and he could taste blood at the back of his throat, briny and strong, like a mouthful of seawater and pennies.  He staggered into the bathroom, where he dropped the cigarette into the toilet and spat copiously after it, then rinsed his mouth with a handful of cold tap water.  The blood was ominously thick and dark, and for a long moment Morgan could not look away from it.  His reflection in the mirror startled him when he finally lifted his head; his face was drawn, his eyes wild and scared.  He swore and turned off the bathroom light, then returned to the desk and shredded the rest of the Camels over the wastebasket.  He’d been smoking them since he was fifteen—more than half his life, he realized now with mild amazement.  They were practically a part of him.  And now he wanted never to raise another one to his lips.  This wasn’t like all the other times he’d thought about quitting.  This time he had done it, just like that.

He only hoped it wasn’t too late.

“I have your X-rays here, Mr. Davis.”  The doctor’s voice was neutral, professionally detached, giving nothing away, and Morgan found himself searching the man’s face for clues to what he was about to say.  Jo squeezed his hand, her touch at once apprehensive and reassuring, and he squeezed back, moved that she had taken the time to come with him, to ensure that he kept the appointment.  Whatever their differences, it seemed that she cared for him more than he’d believed before today.  He could see it in her eyes as she, too, waited for the doctor to go on.

“There is something here that concerns me.  I’ll show you what I mean.”  The doctor opened the plain brown envelope he held and drew out the ghostly black and blue images taken less than an hour before.  He placed one on the viewer and flipped on the light, and immediately Morgan felt a paralyzing chill, as if there was an ice cube lodged in his throat.

There was no need for the doctor to point anything out.  The shadows on his lungs—two on the right and one on the left—were dark and distinct, the shape and size of silver dollars, and as Morgan stared at them, he saw the two ways his life could end.  One was in a hospital bed, attached to a machine that would breathe for him until even that was no longer enough; the other was with a bullet in his brain when the pain became too much to stand.  

The problem was that he didn’t own a gun.  Yet.

“Now, this isn‘t necessarily as bad as it looks,” the doctor said hastily, noticing the expression on Morgan’s face (and on Jo’s?  He couldn’t look at her to be sure).  “I’d like to order some tests, some bloodwork, to help rule some things out.  And I’m going to recommend a biopsy of the lung tissue—”

“I’m not going through all that,” Morgan said flatly.  “I don’t care about the specifics.  It’s cancer.  That’s all I need to know.”

“But you don’t know that, Morgan.”  Jo was squeezing his hand again, tighter this time.  “An X-ray is almost never the whole story.  Believe me, I see that every day.  There are other things this can be.”

“She’s right, Mr. Davis.  And besides that, it’s only through knowing the specifics, as you put it, that we can formulate a treatment plan for you, regardless of whether this is cancer we’re dealing with or not.”

Morgan stopped listening.  He nodded at the appropriate times; he rolled up his sleeve and allowed a nurse to draw his blood; he wrote down the date he was to check into the hospital for the biopsy, knowing he would never need that scrap of information.  He held Jo’s hand and wondered if he would finish his book before he died.

And strangely, he thought of the dog he’d probably sent to its own death the day before.  He wondered if it had been as scared as he was now... or if it had had as many regrets.

“Wouldn’t you like a little dinner with your wine?”  Jo asked softly as he began to pour his fourth glass.  She’d invited herself to spend the night (“there’s no way in hell you can be alone tonight, Morgan”) and had made a lasagne, a labor of- if not precisely love- then surely of caring and concern; a gesture that he was utterly incapable of appreciating.  His portion sat untouched on his plate, oozing tomato sauce like blood.  He upended the bottle of Merlot over his glass to drain out the last few drops and eyed the wine rack in the corner of the dining room.  Plenty more where that came from.

Jo sighed and laid down her fork.  “Talk to me, Morgan.  Tell me why you’re so eager to sign your own death warrant.”

“Oh, I think that’s already been done for me pretty nicely,” he muttered darkly, taking another swallow of wine.  But as he lowered his glass back to the table, his eyes fell on the nicotine stain that spread across the tips of his first two fingers.  He’d been the one doing it all along, had he not?

Jo twisted her napkin in frustration.  “A shadow on an X-ray can be anything, Morgan.  It could even just be bad radiology technique.”

“Yeah, and bad radiology technique is what’s making me cough up blood, too, I suppose.”

Jo’s face paled a shade under the warm light of the mock-Tiffany lamps.  “You didn’t tell me you’ve been coughing up blood.”

He drained his wineglass again.  “Yeah.”  It had happened again before they’d even left the medical center; he’d ducked into a men’s room and pressed a wad of paper towels to his mouth to muffle the coughing, then waited for the nausea to subside when he brought them away wet enough to drip onto the tiles.

“That’s serious, Morgan.”

He laughed briefly, a short, bitter bark. “No shit.” 

“You have got to go in for that biopsy, Morgan, you can’t just—”

“Jo.  Please.”  Mercifully, something in his voice made her stop.  “I don’t want to know what my life expectancy is.  I don’t want to get lured into fighting a losing battle.  And I don’t want to talk about it.”

She was quiet for a moment, appearing to mull it over.  Then she said, “And I’m just supposed to stand back and watch you do this to yourself?”

“You don’t have to watch.  Leave, if you want.  I’ll understand.”  He massaged his temples with his nicotine-stained fingers.  The wine was giving him a headache already.  “But stop trying to change my mind.”

At least five full minutes passed before Jo spoke again.  “I’ll stay, Morgan.  But I don’t know for how long.”

Later, much later, Morgan lay stretched out on his side in bed next to Jo, watching her sleep, wishing dully that he could drift off completely as well, but he was stuck in a semi-wakeful, semi-drunk state that showed no sign of abating.  He’d lain like this, unmoving, for what felt like hours already, ever since Jo had tried gamely to make love to him, failed, and turned away.  He had succeeded in numbing his body and mind enough so that he was not thinking or feeling much of anything, merely watching the shadows creep slowly across the room and across Jo’s slumbering form.  Perhaps he had slept briefly at one point, but it was as if some part of him was shying away from the oblivion the rest of him wanted so badly.

Dimly, he noticed that his eyes were feeling dry and gritty, and he closed them for a few minutes, for a change of pace.  That was when the barking began.

Morgan’s eyes snapped open again so abruptly that the effect was disorienting; for several seconds he could have sworn that the room looked different somehow, but he couldn’t have said why.  Likewise, he couldn’t have said why he was certain that the dog he was hearing outside barking at the moon was the same one he had carted off to the pound.  It didn’t even really sound the same.  This dog’s bark had a different timbre and echoed oddly across the yard, as if it was coming from far away.  And besides, there was no straying away from where that dog had gone.

Even so, he knew it was the same dog.

“Oh, for chrissakes,” he muttered aloud as he sat up, his head throbbing weakly in protest. “It is not.”  But it was no use; either way, now he was going to have to go out there, and either scare the dog off or shut it up somehow if he wanted to even pretend to be trying to sleep.  Jo sighed and murmured something unintelligible as he slid out of bed and drew on his jeans, fumbling groggily with the button fly.  When had his house become a magnet for stray dogs, anyway?  “It’s okay, Jo, it’s just another—”

Jo rolled over, her eyes shining in the moonlight, and spoke in a clipped, unnatural monotone.  “Tell me why you’re so eager to sign your own death warrant, Morgan.”

For an instant he stood frozen in startled silence, then cursed as he felt his arms breaking out in sobering gooseflesh.  “Goddamn it, Jo, I don’t need—”

But then he realized she had spoken in her sleep.  She was reliving their earlier conversation, that was all; maybe dreaming of a different response from him.  Funny, he’d never known her to sleep-talk before.

The dog’s weird bark sounded again.  “I don’t need you spooking me right now,” he finished under his breath.  He peered out the window to see if he could see the dog from where he was, but he could not.  Come on, then, he thought. Maybe this one’ll have a collar or a fucking microchip or something, and I can get it home and do a good deed before I kick off. Balance the scales a little.  He got himself moving, out of the room and down the stairs, across the foyer and out onto the porch, where the damp and chilly pre-dawn air brought the gooseflesh back with a vengeance.  Why hadn’t he put on a shirt?

He couldn’t pinpoint the direction the barking was coming from, and there was still no dog in sight.  Without really knowing that he meant to, Morgan drew a deep breath and whistled sharply, which brought on another paroxysm of coughing... but which also brought the dog.  

The dog... bounding joyfully across the yard towards him, just as it had done before, its exuberance unmitigated by the fact that it was obviously dead.  Dead and... autopsied?  Its body cavities were split open and trailing dissected organs behind it as it ran with a boneless, flopping gait.  As it got closer, he could see the fat syringe that dangled from its foreleg like an obscene parody of a junkie’s last fix, and he leaned over the porch railing and vomited wine and blood and bitter bile into the shrubbery.  Fucking hell, why’d I have to call it, now it’s gonna jump on me and lick my face, and its tongue is gonna be COLD and I can’t run because I can’t even BREATHE—

—all of which was bad enough, but when this very thing happened a second later, something else happened that Morgan hadn’t anticipated.  The dog’s sawed-open ribcage gaped wide enough to spill its heart at Morgan’s feet with a wet and horribly distinct plop; a heart that had been neatly sliced in two to display the hundreds of long white worms threaded through the muscle and the valves, still tunneling, boring, eating—

—and that was when he finally wrenched himself free of the nightmare, choking and sobbing, to find that his pillowcase had turned red in the morning light, and at some point, Jo had gone. 

Except, she hadn’t really gone.  He found her downstairs in the kitchen, drinking coffee and poring over one of her thick, intimidating veterinary textbooks.  Several more were spread across the table, which meant she was researching some arcane subject, and so he tried to sidle past her to get coffee of his own without disturbing her.  It didn’t work; as soon as she glanced up at him, fresh alarm registered on her face and her reading was apparently forgotten.

“My god, Morgan, you look awful.  Your eyes... you never slept, did you?”

“Well, yeah, unfortunately I did.”  He poured a dollop of cream into his coffee and watched a moment, as he always did, as the blackness and the whiteness swirled together and became one.  “Had just about the most vivid fucking nightmare of my life.”  He shuddered, remembering the repulsive feel of the dog’s tongue against his skin, the meat-locker chill and the dead scent of its flayed flesh, and he sat down heavily at the table, not quite trusting his legs to support him.  

“Well, I can’t say I’m surprised.”  Jo paused and looked thoughtful for a moment as she sipped her coffee.  “You know, if you wanted... I could write you a prescription for some Valium or something, we use it for dogs all the time.  We’d just say you’ve got a big dog that’s terrified of thunderstorms.”

Morgan looked askance at her.  “Can’t you lose your license for that?”

“Not if you don’t tell them it’s really for you.”

He spared her a wry smile in spite of himself.  “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.”

She continued to gaze at him for a long moment, and he could sense her wanting to say something else.  He dropped his eyes to her scatter of textbooks and began paging through one at random, looking for a way to change the subject.  He passed an illustration of a dog’s brain showing the effects of rabies on the central nervous system.  Perception and instinct become severely impaired, read the caption.  “Jo... do you think that animals have, um... spirits or souls?”

“Well, I can’t really say for sure, but I don’t think it’s any less- or more- likely than it is for humans to have them.”

“So you’ve never seen anything that made you think one way or the other?  I mean...” 

“Well, I’ve seen my fair share of death, if that’s what you mean.  Sometimes I even have to help my patients die.  But I’ve never seen anything happen around a death that couldn’t be explained by science.”  She looked away then, casting her gaze out the sunny kitchen window.  “I guess that doesn’t mean I never will.” 

Morgan flipped a few more pages, still not looking at her.  “Do you ever have a problem with doing that?”

“With putting them to sleep?  Yeah, sure I do.  No one likes that part of the job.  But sometimes it’s for the best.  If I didn’t believe that, I couldn’t be in this profession.”  She paused.  “Why do you ask?  I mean, you’ve never seemed to want to know much about what I do before.”

Morgan drained his mug and shrugged slightly.  “Well, maybe I should have.”  He turned another page and found himself looking at a glossy photo of a bifurcated heart full of worms, identical to the last image in his dream, and he slapped the book shut so abruptly that Jo jumped in her chair.  Then he noticed the title embossed on the cover: Communicable Diseases Common To Man And Animals. He stared at it dumbly, unwilling to let it completely sink in.

“Morgan, what’s the matter?”

“This book...”  He cleared his throat.  “’Diseases common to man and animals’?”

“What about it?”

“This picture...”  He thumbed through the pages again until he found it.  “Now, I didn’t go to vet school, but those are heartworms, aren’t they?”

Jo nodded.  “Nasty, aren’t they?”

“People can get them?”

“Well, yeah... but it doesn’t look like that when we do, the infection never goes that far in a human host.  Sometimes the lungs will be affected, but even then—” Suddenly she gasped.  “Morgan, you don’t think this is what you have, do you?  Human cases of heartworm infection are extremely rare, and—”

“How rare?”  He began skimming the chapter from the beginning.  The life cycle of the heartworm requires an arthropod host, usually a mosquito, which later becomes the vector by which the parasite is spread from animal to animal, or from animal to man, he read.  “There are plenty of mosquitoes around here, Jo.”  

“That doesn’t matter. We’re not the natural host for the heartworm.”  He caught a flash of annoyance in her eyes at being challenged. “Our bodies usually kill them.”

“’Usually’?”

Jo stood up abruptly.  “Well, I can see you’re not hearing me.”  She sounded exasperated.  “I’ve got to go to work, anyway.”  She began collecting her books and shoving them into her satchel.  Morgan pulled the communicable diseases book out of her reach.

“Can I borrow this?”

Jo chewed her lower lip.  “I should say no.  You’ve already got yourself convinced you’re heartworm-positive.”

“Then what harm can it do to let me read about it?”

She sighed again.  “None, I suppose.”  She reached out and smoothed back his hair with a small smile.  “Maybe you’ll go and have that biopsy just to prove me wrong.”  She kissed his forehead lightly and headed for the door.

“Don’t hold your breath,” he said, after she was gone.

The word processor’s cursor blinked steadily at him, ticking off seconds as it waited for him to continue typing.  It had been doing that for a long time now.

Banshee and Jared were still in the alley behind the Manhattan nightclub, facing each other like the predator and prey that they were.  He knew what was going to happen next; he’d written scenes like this so many times before.  But this one was probably going to be the last, and he had to make it count for something.  It had to be a fitting swan song for a reasonably-well-selling pulp horror writer, and so for hours now he’d been wracking his brain to think of new ways to describe the flash of fangs, the spurt and splash of blood, the sights and sounds and scents of death.

why not just write down your dream

“Stop it,” he said aloud.  He shook his head and took a swallow from the bottle of Absolut which stood open beside the computer.  Wine was no longer strong enough or fast enough to shut off the parts of his mind that needed shutting off, but maybe vodka was.  He would find out.  

She advanced on him, smiling, so many teeth in that rosepetal mouth, and

...heartworms have been reported in people as small nodules in the lungs... where human cases were once considered “biological oddities”, climactic changes, the increasing movements of animal reservoirs and vectors, and new competent carriers have expanded the geographic distribution of these mosquito-transmitted parasites, increasing the risk of human infections... 

“STOP IT,” he growled at himself.  “Just fucking concentrate, already!” He slapped his forehead hard enough to hurt and stared even harder at the screen, though its brightness was beginning to make him squint.

...so many teeth in that rosepetal mouth, and the first flash of her knife caught him across the forehead, opening his brow to the bone.  A freshet of blood poured into his eyes, and he knew then that she meant to play with him first, so 

...in acute cases observed in dogs, pulmonary infarctions and obstruction of the inferior vena cava have resulted in sudden death...

...sudden death...

A half-scream born of frustration and low-grade panic leapt from Morgan’s throat as he lunged at the computer and knocked it to the floor.  It was no use; he’d been all but unable to write before he’d known his days were numbered, and he sure as hell couldn’t write now.  Banshee would die along with him, and probably at a moment when he was the least prepared for it to happen... unless he did something soon.

An idea had begun to take shape in his mind after his conversation with Jo that morning.  He rescued the vodka bottle from amongst the wreckage of the computer monitor- only about half of it had spilled- drank deeply, and picked up the phone to call her at work and ask her to keep him company one more time. 

He made a special effort to appear in good spirits throughout the evening, and made a point of telling Jo he might rethink his position on the whole biopsy issue.  He took a brief moment of pleasure in seeing her eyes shine with relief, before the thought would’ve made a better actor than a writer could crack his artificial smile.  

They ordered Thai food, washed it down with lots of sweet red wine, and watched old movies until the smallest hours of the morning, when Jo finally fell asleep.  If she had noticed the absence of his computer monitor, she’d never mentioned it.

He held her for a few moments, until he felt tears beginning to pool in the corners of his eyes, then gently extricated himself from her embrace.  The wine did its job, and she didn’t wake.

He went to the desk and wrote her a letter that bared his soul, and then another letter to his treacherous agent that bared his fangs.  He left them there in sealed envelopes with their names on each.  Then he picked up Jo’s purse from the coffee table and hunted through it until he found her car keys.

He’d known about the emergency kit Jo kept in her car since the day they’d met nearly two years ago.  It contained everything she could possibly need to help stray or injured animals she encountered on the road- everything from bandages and antiseptic to muzzles, sedatives... and euthanasia solution.  There were syringes there, too.  It didn’t take him long to find everything he needed.

He’d already decided he wasn’t going to do it inside the house.  He would not burden Jo with the discovery of his body.  He got into his own car and drove, not really noticing or caring which way he went, until he reached the outskirts of town.  Then he slowed, took his hands off the wheel, and let the car run itself off the road and gradually come to a stop on the shoulder.  He sat there for a very long time.

The euthanasia solution was called Fatal-Plus, a name that he would have once found funny in a morbid sort of way.  He gathered from reading the rest of the label that it was supposed to be three times as toxic, dose for dose, as what was necessary to kill.  The dosage information was conveniently printed on one side. He calculated briefly, then began drawing up the right amount.  It was thicker and more viscous than he’d imagined, like syrup, and he hesitated for a moment at the thought of having to force that noxious substance into his vein.  He’d never injected himself with anything before.  What if he couldn’t finish the job now?

Then he thought about the shadows on his X-rays and the textbook photo of the heart full of worms.  He imagined his own tissues riddled with the vile creatures, eating him alive from the inside out, and he thought he could feel a slithering, tickling sensation deep within his chest.  He drew up the rest of the solution in a hurry and wrapped his belt around his arm.  Before he could think about it too much more, he took a deep breath, sank the needle in, and pressed the plunger hard. 

And as his vision darkened, he thought he could hear a dog barking.  

It sounded like it was far away.  But it was getting closer fast.  

––––––––
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AN INCH AWAY FROM HEAVEN

The sky was the color of fresh blood on the day that Vicky arrived at Our Lady Of Grace.  She rested her forehead against the cool, slick glass of the car window, watching the
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