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PHILIP’S SKIN WAS DRY and rough again. His wife used to apply cream to the dry patches each night after his bath. Tomorrow would mark the third year of her death. And for the two years since her passing, he hadn’t given his skin much thought as if his appearance no longer mattered. 

He noticed it a few months after he buried her that his skin had begun to change. At first, just the texture as he dragged his fingers across his face was noticeable. That was quickly followed by the cracking of his skin. It became dry and flaky. He left it, unsure what products his wife used on his face every night. He barely left the house.

And one day it was gone. All clear. Nice, smooth skin had returned. He felt he could leave the house once again and stop working by email. Maybe he could meet someone? Form a relationship. It wasn’t cheating, was it? The possibilities were endless.

He glanced at the framed picture of his wife, which he had placed on the vanity shortly after her passing, and noticed a crack in the smooth, supple skin that was pulled taut across her features.

It was so tiny he thought it could be just a hair. On closer inspection, he saw the jagged edges and knew he had to do something. But what? In this photo, her beautiful image was forever marred. He couldn’t allow that.

He searched his memory trying to remember if she had always had the crack. He had taken her photo in secret to catch her off guard and capture a slice of her life. He took only one shot, for fear she might catch him. He wanted the picture to be a secret to surprise her later. 

Grabbing the photo, he snapped off the back of the frame and tore it out. The plastic frame slipped from his fingers and bounced on the carpet at his feet. Philip stared at the image of his beautiful wife. She had been his everything. He gave the photo a gentle kiss before tearing it into many pieces and tossing them in the trash can. Later he would burn it. He needed another photo as a replacement.

A crack.

How on earth had a crack in the skin appeared on the photo? It must have always been there, right? Philip scratched his head and wandered into the sparse living room. On the mantel above a gas-powered fireplace were several photos of his love. All were lined up fastidiously, and they were all the same.

He snatched a photo off the shelf and quickly ran to the bedroom. The new photo was crisp and clear. He carefully checked every inch of the photograph. Not a single blemish scarred the beauty within. It was perfect. She was perfect.

With a gentle and careful hand, Philip placed the photo on the vanity and sat back in the chair, admiring the perfection gracing the film.

Outside, dusk arrived without fanfare, and Philip closed the curtains in the bedroom.

Hunger gnawed at him, rumbling his stomach. He left the bedroom and went to the small kitchen to the side of the living room. This was the room he worked in. On the table, his Mac screen glowed, and some files work had FedEx’d him lay in a neat pile. Across the way was a short kitchen counter with a pot of coffee brewing. Next to the fridge was a large, free-standing freezer. It usually stayed in the garage, but since his wife’s terrible accident, he moved it in here, exhausted of walking through the cold and rain of winter.

He sat in front of the computer and surfed to Facebook, where he left a status:

Tomorrow marks three years since my wife’s tragic death.

He turned off the computer, not interested in any replies. He never checked the replies, and he never replied to anyone.

From the fridge he took a TV dinner and popped it in the microwave. But he didn’t feel hungry any longer, so he didn’t set the timer. He remembered his wife. Now was not a time for eating. Nor tomorrow. So he made a cup of coffee and returned to the bedroom.

The framed photo stared at him from the vanity. Philip positioned his coffee cup beside it and took a seat in the chair his beloved often used for her evening face oil routine. Creams she used to rub into his face at the hint of dry skin. Such a tranquil life he enjoyed. He worked his own hours, had few deadlines, and loved the perfect wife with perfect skin.

A loud thump roused him from his thoughts, and he realized he had fallen asleep. It was cool in the room, not yet cold. The dim dusk transformed into a black evening. No cars traveled the road outside, and an eerie silence had befallen his abode.

His coffee was cold. Checking his watch, he saw it was eleven forty-five. Although he felt tired, he knew sleep would not come. Not after the core sleep, he just enjoyed.

Thump.

What the hell? His heart did a double start. Slowly, with a pounding heart, Philip turned toward his bedroom door. Thanking the gods, he had closed it earlier.

Thump.

Again. Louder this time. Thinking a burglar had found a way inside, he fumbled for the light. The room exploded with brightness.

They would see the light and run, he thought.

He got off the chair. Moving to the opposite end of the room, he spied his beautiful wife’s picture. About to scoop it up, hoping to find courage hugging her image, he noticed a crack in the picture. A fat squiggle of a scar marred her lovely skin. It was deeper and longer than the previous photo. It extended from her hairline to the middle of her forehead.

Enraged at the imperfection, Philip smashed the glass and ripped out the photo from its wooden prison. His eyes widened at the crack. It hadn’t been there before. He was sure of it. Forgetting about the thumps coming from outside his room, he tossed the cracked photo to the floor, threw the door open, and charged into the living room.

At the mantel, he snatched up every photo. Holding them balanced against his body, he checked each image of his lovely wife.

Each and every photo showed the crack. He tossed them against the wall one by one as he searched desperately for an unmarked effigy.

Thump, thump, thump, thumpthumpthumpthumpthumpthump.

Philip spun around, facing the kitchen.

The light was off. The room was pure blackness.

“Who’s there?”

No reply.

“I’m calling the cops, so you better get out of here.”

Nothing. No movement, no running, no sounds.

He searched his pockets for his phone, but it wasn’t there. He remembered leaving it on the coffee table earlier this morning. Not wanting to take his eyes off the dark kitchen, he slowly stepped backward, waiting for his legs to bump the small table.

Thump.

That sounded behind him. He spun around. The room was empty. His phone was where he left it, and he snatched it up, gripping it tightly in his hand.

Thump.

This one came from the kitchen.

Heart pounding, he stepped forward. He slid his thumb across the phone’s screen, activating it, and held his hand into the dark kitchen. The phone’s light was not strong, but it gave him enough light to see gray shapes. His computer was still there. The back door looked shut. The place seemed empty.

Thump.

He spun towards the large freezer.

The lid rose up and slammed down. Thump.

Philip dropped his phone.

Creeeaaakkkk.

Battling with himself to not look at the freezer, he lost. The lid opened a few inches, and through the gap, two white malevolent eyes stared at him.

He dropped to the floor with a yelp. The phone slid under the table.

For sure, it was the eyes of a demon. Hell’s gates were open...in his freezer.

The thought brought a startled laugh to his lips. The fear that had previously numbed him had vanished. He stood up. His jelly legs became solid and strong. He turned his back to the freezer and switched on the lights.

“I knew you’d come back, my sweetheart.”

The eyes were cold, filled with malicious intent.

“Step out of that freezer and I’ll kill you again.” Philip leaned against the table, accidentally knocking the keyboard from its tray. It dangled an inch from the hardwood floor. 

The freezer lid flew all the way open and banged against the wall. Without hesitation, his wife sat up and stood slowly, balanced on frozen meat and vegetables. She wore her wedding dress, having been buried in it. Three years of ice made it stiff and brittle in places. Flakes dropped off as she moved.

The veil was long gone. Philip tossed it in the trash when they married. No veil on the wedding night.

Her hair was stiff and frozen in place. Her skin gleamed as white as paper, and... it was cracked. From her hairline to the forehead. Dried blood filled the space of the destroyed beauty. She groaned, trying to speak.

“What? How could you have done that to me? I loved you. I still love you.”

His wife’s head creaked as it slowly turned to the side.

Philip sighed. “I know about him.” He stared at his wife. Her head tilted down a little as if in shame. “What happened to us? Where did we go wrong?”

Another groan as she leaned against the lip of the freezer.

He tried to stop his anger building, but it was difficult to forgive her. The memory stayed fresh in his mind, even after all these years. “I’m warning you. Don’t test me. And don’t you think of taking another step.”

She looked up at him. Her mouth did not move, but he heard her sweet, sweet words. Her voice made angels sing and babies smile. She said: Thump, Thump, Thump, and toppled over the lid, dropping like a log on the cold floor.

Philip looked madly around for a weapon. His wife was crazed, and he felt the need to defend himself with extreme prejudice. He wished he hadn’t thrown the gun away after killing her
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