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Foreword



Back when I first started working on this collection of stories, The Coronavirus Pandemic had only just started ramping up (i.e., not a lot of people had yet died), and some folks were already beginning to isolate themselves. A few were even wearing masks. And so, with my wife and I having a background in (and an understanding of) science, we hunkered down: isolating, social distancing, masking up, not going out, etc.

I finally decided that it might be a good idea for me to gather all of the stories I wrote between then and a) when the whole thing was—for want of a better word—over, and b) I arrived at a word count that would signal I’d done enough (I was shooting for roughly 80,000 words or so). The idea was to write a bunch of stories on a variety of spooky subjects (i.e., whatever piqued my admittedly jaded interest) while in containment. Then, I would edit them, and gather them together into a volume in the order that they were completed.

Y’know, to show a little diversity.

I remember thinking, ‘Well, well, well… aren’t you just so clever, Thom?’

Since then, a year or three has come and gone, and far too many people have died. During that time, I’ve seen that a few writers have had the same idea as I did. But never being one who cared about what other people were doing, I kept on writing. Finally, I had (more than) enough tales to bind them all between the two covers you now hold in your hot, little, readerly hands.

The stories contained herein are, in this writer’s humble opinion, fantastical, at times poignant, and written with an eye toward the reader signing on, buckling in, and having a bit of fun for a brief period of time. Like a dance… or something far more intimate. It’s funny, I often think of my stories as brief interactions between you, the reader, and myself. A connection, if you will, that makes it possible for us to join together and to become a single imagining unit. Writer… and Reader. Bound, albeit momentarily (or for as long as it takes you to read the story) for a brief interlude where it is my job to try and tickle your fancy, charm your intellect, and hopefully, frighten you a little.

It is a fantastic thing when it all comes together and works… and I think it does here. So, join me, for a brief dance, an intermezzo, a whirl or two around the dance floor. I’ll try not to step on your toes.


Advent



This story came about as the result of a recent discussion I had with a good friend of mine about Death. Having worked in funeral homes for a bit, I have these discussions a lot; probably more than I should. I was saying how I’d grown tired over the years of seeing a preponderance of frightening, malevolent depictions of Death (and, by extension of that, of Dying) and I wanted to try something sometime that was a little less, well… intimidating. Y’know, take the idea of a non-threatening—almost reassuring—demise out for a spin and see what I might come up with. The story below is the result of that train of thought. The layout of the hospital, by the way, like most of the hospitals in my stories, is based on a real place at which I once worked: The Clinical Research Center at UCSD. It’s my hope that this tale will make you think; maybe even reconsider your position on the topic. And, hopefully, it can blunt the edge of what is, let’s face it, inevitable. As always, I leave it to you to decide…

The tired day’s sun was just setting over the low-slung hills that surrounded the small coastal city of San Julio. Orange twilight splashed across the landscape, painting the sides of the downtown buildings in a Halloween-like glow as shadows, once firm and fixed, now grew long and rubbery.

At this time of the day, traffic from the city’s evening commute had slowed noticeably on the one highway that cut like an artery through the center of town. Meaning that most of the people who worked in downtown San Julio had by now gotten themselves out of the city and safely home, where they were currently busy preparing their dinners and settling in for the night. Even the usually hectic pedestrian traffic around the city’s main hospital had petered out by now, the physicians and administrative staff having departed their posts, and leaving the healing of the sick for another day.

Along the wards of the infirmary, as the dark of night loomed ominously overhead, silence settled over the corridors like the falling of an autumn leaf. Now, only the plaintive whimpering of the very ill and infirmed could be heard echoing through the halls as each pled their case before their respective gods, begging for some of that old-time salvation. But up on the ninth floor, in what was known as the Comprehensive Long-term Care Unit, it was quiet.

It was always quiet up there.

It was a place meant for quiet.

The Ninth Floor, as it was referred to by the staff, was a part of the facility that had been left unused for years. It had initially been built as a pediatric ward, but things changed over the years as each incoming Administration shuffled things around to serve their own agendas. Now, the entire floor housed but two things: a small two-bed sleep lab run by a doctor no one ever saw and a few polysomnographic technicians, and the multiple bed ‘continuous care facility’ which saw to patients who had suffered illness or trauma and were now in extended comas, left to dwell in the twilight of their own kind of medical purgatory.

Abigail Johansson had worked at San Julio General for more years than she’d like to remember, and she’d arrived every day that she was scheduled at this exact same time, walking these exact same streets. As usual, she went in through the E.R., taking the elevator near the gift shop, and making her way down the already darkening halls to her spot on the CCU ward. Most of the day shift had already left for home by now, and since she was the only staff scheduled on the floor that night, it was as quiet as a library. She knew that tonight it would be her and maybe one of the sleep techs—if they bothered to show up at all—working at the other end of the building. But that was about it.

When she’d arrived at the Nurse’s Station, she greeted, and then said goodbye to, Cecily, the Charge Nurse who was waiting at the main reception desk to be relieved. Abigail said hello to her and smiled as she saw her pick up her backpack and head toward the elevator without saying much of anything. She saw Cecily wave back at her from over her shoulder as she got into the elevator.

After that, Abigail was all alone.

Her nights here on the CCU were usually pretty quiet and, for the most part, uneventful; exactly the way she liked them. Take tonight, for example. Tonight was a Thursday, so she knew that the most she’d have to do on her shift was to update a few patient charts after she’d made her rounds, and to try and make sure no one died.

Just like she had the night before.

Just like she did every night.

World without end, amen.

If something like that ever did happen, though, she knew to first log the time of death in the patient chart, and then contact the hospital’s morgue. They’d have someone come to clean up everything and the body would be gone by dawn. In the morning, to any incoming eye, it would be as if that person had never existed; even their names would be gone from the Patient Whiteboard. Things were kept orderly here in the CCU, and Abigail was just one of the many people who worked hard to make sure that standards were maintained.

She hung her coat and purse up on a peg in the Break Room, stowing her usual ‘egg salad sandwich and Ziploc bag of potato chips’ lunch in the fridge. Several years ago, the wife of a patient who’d passed had given her the firetruck-red lunch bag she always used when she’d come to collect her husband’s things. The front of it had a cartoon image of a nurse dressed like a superhero, her cape fluttering in an imaginary breeze. Abby cherished it and had used it on every one of her shifts ever since. The fact that it had been given to her by a patient’s family… well, it made it all the more special, didn’t it?

As she was leaving the Break Room, Abigail caught a quick glimpse of her reflection in the metal paper towel dispenser by the sink, her features pulled like saltwater taffy into something out of a fun house mirror. She took a second to stop to appraise what she could see of her appearance, tucking a lock of her brown and gray hair behind her ear before heading out onto the ward to get to work.

In the reflective surface, she’d noticed that there were more lines on her face—there, just around the eyes—than there had been back when she’d first started working here. Where there had once been smooth, supple skin, now there remained only weathered parchment. She idly marked it as an all too real reminder of the slow, but ardent, passage of time.

She’d been at San Julio General for several decades now and had continued to work here even during the terrible time of her James’ passing. She’d always known that her retirement would come one day, but the notion that the majority of her time had already passed her by—and so quickly—still saddened her.

Some of the best years of her life had been spent working here at the hospital, most of her friends had come from the relationships she’d found and formed here. These days though, most of those folks had either retired, died, or moved on to other jobs, in other hospitals, in other cities. Gone, having left their friends behind.

It wasn’t like anyone could be expected to work at one place forever, though, right?

At one point, about midway through her career as a Neo-Natal Nurse, the hospital administrators came to her and asked if she might consider a transfer here to the CCU, asking her to help care for those who could no longer care for themselves. The notion seemed like a good fit, like a good place for her to contribute and make a difference until it came time for her to one day move on, too.

So, she’d agreed.

And she’d been here ever since.

Not that she was looking forward to it, retiring. She’d just always been one of those people who defined themselves by what they did for a living. Being a nurse gave her an identity and a sense of purpose. She loved her job. She loved helping people, being there for them, and wasn’t quite sure what she’d do with herself once she was forced to leave. She was sure she’d figure it out—she always did. But the idea of one day not being able to come here to help people filled her heart with an empty sense of impending misfortune.

Before getting to her daily tasks, she decided to first check the large Whiteboard mounted along one wall of the Nurse’s Station for any updates on her patients. She was not surprised to see that none of the names or prognoses had changed, and luckily no new ones had been added. Which meant… that, while the majority of the CCU’s patients were moribund, none of them were actively dying.

Not tonight anyway. No, these folks were content to merely idle here as they made up their minds whether to return to Life…. or to follow the light that kept catching their eye at the end of their long, dark tunnel.

“No new arrivals. No last-minute, or impending, departures,” she whispered to herself, thankful for the promise of an uneventful shift.

Abigail did a quick walk-through of the empty hallways along the ninth floor to check for anyone working late. The last thing she needed was for someone to pop up and surprise her in the middle of the night. It had happened before, and she’d nearly soiled her britches each and every time. Thankfully, she found the corridors all deserted—even the sleep lab at the other end of the building was dark and unattended. She was all alone up here on the Ninth Floor tonight with no one to talk to and no one to bother her with their idle chit-chat.

“As it should be,” she mumbled quietly to herself.

Returning to the Nurse’s Station, she checked the clipboard for any general notes from the Medical Director, restocked the Pyxis station—an automated vending machine that verified prescriptions and dispensed medication to medical staff that had been granted the proper pass key—and she was ready to get started with her day.

Abby was responsible for making rounds twice every shift—once at the beginning, and once at the end—to chart on the condition of those in her care. For each, it was her job to document their individual vital signs, check them for anything out of the ordinary (like new bruising, bed sores, or sub-dermal bleeding), and then write all her observations into the patient’s medical chart. Once her second round was completed at around five a.m., she had only but to wait until the first of her morning relief arrived at six.

Without feeling much of a sense of hurry, she walked out onto the ward, noticing with pride the precise way the bunks were all lined up along either side of the room. Curtain dividers separated each bed and looked like the bodies of ghosts that were hung out to dry. All but two of the beds were occupied, the slumbering patients all laying on their backs under thin, cotton blankets; quiet and still.

Each patient had their own individual configurations of machines, all gathered around them in their orderly fashion, attending them, betraying each of their biological secrets. Lights blinked on and off like Christmas strands, and the low thrum from the chorus of concentrators and ventilators that provided each bed’s occupant with their required oxygen kept time.

Hhhhk-kah. Hhhhk-kah.

Hhhhk-kah. Hhhhk-kah.

All of which served as a counterpoint to the rhythm section of EKG monitors that steadily, albeit quietly, counted out time, beeping like metronomes.

Abigail approached the first bed on the left, knowing that she’d eventually work her way down the row, and back up the other side of the room. She observed the body of a small boy of about eight lying motionless in the bed. His thin arms were by his side, secured to the bed frame by thick, canvas straps. Leather mittens protectively covered his hands. They did that to keep the patients from hurting themselves with their flailing hands and fingernails. She watched him for a second as he lay there. She expertly checked the array of tubes and wires going in and out of the boy like supply lines.

He lay quietly in the bed as he had for weeks now, sometimes staring wide-eyed up at the ceiling, other times with eyes closed as if he were merely sleeping. By all appearances, he looked fine, even healthy; again, like he was only asleep. But the fact of the matter was that he was quite the opposite and was by no means well.

The boy had been catatonic like this since the day he was first admitted, and the doctors were beginning to fear something called “cerebromedullospinal disconnection” or “locked-in syndrome.” That is to say, that they suspected he’d developed a neurological disorder characterized by complete paralysis (with the sometime exception of the eyes) wherein the patient remained awake and aware, but unable to answer. In other words, his mind could well be conscious, it’s just that it was buried inside a body that had been left unresponsive.

She picked up the kid’s chart from its hook on the foot of the bed. Flipping the metal cover up, she inspected the first page on the stack of paper clipped into the folder at the top. Even though she knew him from having been one of his attending nurses since he’d come in, she still checked the name at the top of the first page—Gordon, Franklyn—and then verified it against the thin plastic band wrapped around his wrist as per protocol.

She grabbed a pen from a small pocket in her scrubs shirt and began notating the boy’s vitals: his blood pressure, his oxygen saturation, and heart rate. Everything looked fine, given that he was comatose, but she made note of them, nonetheless. With a click, she put her pen away and rehung the chart back on its hook. But then, just as she was planning to move on to the next bed, she noticed something move out of the corner of her eye, something—or someone—milling about the hallway over by the Nurse’s Station.

The someone… was an older, Asian man, not too tall, with short-cropped, gray hair and a wide, friendly appearance. By the look of his face and complexion, he was one of the many Filipino workers that were employed by the hospital. He had on one of the gray jumpsuit uniforms that the maintenance people wore, and he was carrying a small, orange case about the size of a tackle box in his one hand. A thick pair of glasses connected by a length of chain hung around his neck to presumably prevent him from losing them. He was standing there looking up and down the hallway; first in one direction, and then the other. Like he was waiting for a cab.

“Can I help you?” Abigail called out to him, her voice bouncing like a ball down the empty, tiled corridor.

“He-hello?” he responded, as he continued to look around him, searching for the source of the voice. The man’s tone sounded kind of confused, and a little lost.

Abigail stepped away from the boy’s bed and walked into the hallway that led out to where the man was waiting. She passed the Nurse’s Station, checking the time on the wall clock out of reflex: 11:47. Rounding the corner, she caught up to the man near the fire extinguisher that was mounted on the wall by the elevator.

“You look a little lost,” Abigail said, smiling and crossing her arms over her chest. For a moment, she thought that she recognized the man, thinking she’d seen him around the building sometime in the past. The when and the why of which eluded her, though. But she was sure she’d seen him before.

The short man smiled at her as he ran his hand through his thick, dark hair and looked embarrassed. He set his toolkit onto the ground, and pulled a dull, orange work cloth from his back pocket. Wiping his hands off on it, he extended one of them—his right—to her in introduction.

“Sorry, Ma’am,” he said congenially. “My name is… Nathaniel. Nathaniel Pangilinan. I’m with Maintenance. I’m here about a Service Request we got regarding a dripping faucet.” He grinned cordially. “Sound familiar?”

She smiled back at him as she hesitantly took his hand with the tips of her fingers. It didn’t surprise her to feel how rough his skin felt against her own. “Oh dear, yes… it’s in the Break Room. Darn thing’s been leaking for ages.” She let go of his grip and directed him down the hallway. “It’s just over here. Y’know, I was about to make some coffee. Would you care for some?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say no,” he replied as he chuckled softly, picking his toolkit back up and following along after her.

Together, they walked down the long hallway to where the Break Room lay. An empty wheelchair had been left in the middle of the hallway, so Abigail moved it aside, making a mental note to call the switchboard after her break and have someone come and take it back to the E.R. where it belonged. As the two of them entered the small break room, Abigail pointed to the sink in question.

“That’s it there… Nathaniel, was it?”

The Filipino man smiled at her and nodded but remained where he was in the doorway.

“Let me just grab the water I need for the coffee,” she said cordially, “and she’s all yours.”

He nodded again, setting his toolkit onto one of the two folding chairs set at the small table where everyone ate. She took the pot out from under the coffee maker and filled it with cold water from the tap. The clear liquid swirled happily around the inside of the glass in a small whirlpool as it filled.

When she was done, she poured the liquid into the top of the machine and set the pot back where she’d gotten it. Reaching down, she retrieved a paper filter and a silver foil packet of pre-ground coffee from the drawer. With a practiced hand, she then loaded the screen into its basket, and broke open the bag of grounds, dumping them in.

“I’ve seen you around here before, haven’t I?” Abigail asked nonchalantly as she busied herself with replacing the basket and switching on the coffeemaker. “I mean, you’ve been here on the ward before, haven’t you? Maybe fixing something?”

He shook his head. “You very well might have. I mean, I’ve been up here on jobs a few times, but… I don’t think we’ve ever officially met.” He smiled. “I’d remember. I have a way with names and faces.”

“Hmmm,” she responded, her voice sounding like she was unsure.

No matter what he said, she was convinced she’d seen him someplace around the hospital. She, too, never forgot a face. And how could she ever forget a name like Pangilinan?

The thought nagged at her. And she’d learned long ago that, when her intuition tapped her on the shoulder—like when it told her that she’d seen someone somewhere at some point before—then, she could—and should—always bet the rent that she had indeed seen them. Finally, she was through cleaning up, and she presented the sink to him like she’d just performed a magic trick.

“All yours.”

Nathaniel picked his toolkit up and walked over to the sink, setting the orange case onto the counter. He opened the cabinet door underneath and bent down to take a look. Poking around inside for a second, he fussed with something he saw there, before finally standing back up and opening his toolkit. He pulled a heavy pair of channel-locks from inside of the case and returned to whatever he was looking at under the counter.

“So, have you been with Maintenance long?” Abigail asked politely. Her mother had always impressed upon her the need to show interest in others, especially if there was even the slightest chance that you’d be working around them again in the future. “You said that you’d been here for a little while. Did you transfer from another hospital?”

“Not… really,” he said from under the sink, his voice sounding hollow within the cabinet. “I mostly worked, uh… freelance before I came here.”

Abigail smiled and nodded as she pulled the other chair out from the table and sat down. Once she was settled, she rubbed her hands together to try and warm them. It had gotten cold in the small room all of a sudden, and she eyed the air conditioning control on the wall suspiciously before glancing over to see how their coffee was doing. The steaming black water had filled the pot to about halfway, so she knew it wouldn’t be long. Its rich aroma was already filling the air like incense.

“Well, I think you’ll like it here,” she said, her eyes drifting up to a small corkboard mounted next to the fridge. There were a few flyers for upcoming nursing seminars push-pinned there as well as a signup sheet for Cecily’s son’s baseball team’s fundraiser. “I know I do. They’re fair here and the benefits are excellent.”

There was some muffled clanking from where Nathaniel was working, but all too soon, he was back on his feet, putting his wrench back into his case, and setting its latch.

“See, that didn’t take long at all,” he said, carefully shutting the cabinet door. “You just had a little somethin’ under there that needed a bit of tightening.”

“Job well done then,” Abigail replied, getting back to her feet. “And perfect timing, too. The coffee looks just about done. Do you still have time?”

Nathaniel nodded eagerly and stepped aside so that she could pour them their drinks. Abigail plucked two small Styrofoam cups from a plastic sleeve that was set to the right of the shiny, metal coffeemaker. She quickly poured out a bit of the black liquid from the pot into the Styrofoam and handed one of the steaming cups to her guest.

“Be careful! It’s hot,” she warned with a grin, raising her cup to salute him over the rim.

Nathaniel accepted the drink and casually leaned up against the counter. He blew a stream of air over the rim, spinning the vapor coming off the cup into nothingness. He took a short sip and smiled. “Mmmm, that’s good. If there is one thing I love here, it’s the coffee.”

Abigail wasn’t sure what he meant by the remark, but she smiled anyway. Here? Did he mean at the hospital? Or in San Julio, or someplace else? She finally let it go, thinking that he seemed nice; not threatening or too officious. He seemed like the kind of person who enjoyed his work and was, judging by how quick he was with the sink, good at it. In the moment, she decided that she liked him… and was somehow even more convinced that she’d met him somewhere before. And besides… it might have been something as simple as a slip of the tongue.

“So, tell me,” Nathaniel asked her conversationally. “Do you like working here in the CCU?” He took another hesitant sip of his hot beverage as he eyed her over the cup’s edge.

Abigail nodded as she took a sip of her own beverage. The coffee was hot and rich, and she felt it quickly warm her insides as it cascaded down to her stomach. And yet, even with the temperature of the drink, she still felt oddly cold. The hair on her forearms was standing up, and she suddenly felt like something icy had just trickled down the back of her neck.

“I do,” she answered after swallowing her mouthful of the bitter fluid. “You see, I’d been a nurse for a long time, and, while it was always rewarding, there was still a piece that I felt was missing.” She smiled at him warmly as she shrugged her shoulders. “I found that piece—and peace, I guess—here. See, these,” and she looked back toward the room where the patient beds lay, “are the people who Science and Medicine have more or less given up on. The ones who they’ve been unable to fix. So, they put them all up here on The Ninth to pass on unobserved.” She looked up at him earnestly. “And I don’t think that’s right. I don’t think anyone should die alone. Someone should be there to properly send them off, y’know?”

Nathaniel nodded thoughtfully in agreement. “And I don’t doubt that that kind of thinking has helped ease the suffering for quite a lot of people, Abigail. But I don’t know…” He thought a second, silently letting his gaze drift around the room. Then, “Don’t you ever get tired of being around such hopelessness, so much, you know… death?”

She thought his question over for a second before answering. She wanted to properly compose her thoughts. But then, she shook her head and took another sip of her coffee. “You know, Nathaniel, right after I got my nursing license, I worked for some time in a Neonatal Ward. My goodness, I saw so many babies born…” Her expression softened at the memory and an almost angelic smile lit up her time-lined face.

Then, that very same smile lit up the room.

Nathaniel sipped his coffee but said nothing.

“And over the years,” she continued reflectively, “I saw so much life come into the world. And yes, there was death and there was oftentimes pain… and plenty of tears. But overall, there was just so much life. Being there, much like being here, felt like an honor for me just to be in the room.” She looked up at him earnestly. “It just made sense for me to eventually want to see the other side of things. Especially once my James passed. I guess this place ended up taking on a great import for me.”

Nathaniel nodded. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Well, I’ve worked here for many years, yes.”

The old man nodded almost knowingly. Then, he softly said, almost as if he were speaking to himself, “She’s earned herself her rest.”

Abigail glanced at him from the corner of her eye, her mind suddenly suspicious. She’d not really understood what he’d meant by his last few comments, but she sensed that something had subtly changed in the room. And in him. She wasn’t quite sure what it was, but… she sensed something. Then, it came to her.

“May I ask you a rather direct question, Nathaniel?”

He nodded indulgently.

She eyed him with suspicion. “You didn’t come here to fix the sink, did you?”

He smiled and cocked his head at her, impressed. He gently shook his head. “No.”

“What are you here for?”

“I told you, I’m with… Maintenance.”

“And Nathaniel… is that your real name?”

“Got me again.”

She stared into her cup. “May I ask… what it is?”

The small man smiled at her, like a parent pleased by the cleverness of their child. “There have been many names, Abigail. Over the years. Hel, Dullahan, Shinigami, Ankou, Magere Hein, Astwihad, Mot, Mictēcacihuātl… that one’s a mouthful, ain’t it?”

She grinned along with him despite a growing sense of fear. But then, she stopped and looked up at him sadly. “Is there any I would recognize?”

“There might be a few.”

The small man once again smiled warmly as he looked deep into her eyes. Abigail felt herself begin to fall into the blackness of his dark gaze. She felt the floor beneath her feet suddenly slip a little. Then, everything snapped back to normal.

“Is one of them… what I think it is?” she asked hesitantly.

Nathaniel’s grin grew wider, and his eyes never left hers.

“Say it,” he softly whispered through his closed teeth.

Tears began to well up in Abigail’s eyes as she whispered her reply, “Death.”

“Got it in one.”

She looked deep into the eyes of the old man. “And you’re here for someone?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“For one of the patients?”

Nathaniel stared into the whirlpools in his coffee in lieu of responding.

Abigail set her jaw and nodded silently. “For me then?”

He looked down at the floor solemnly. “I am sorry.”

Now it was her turn to smile, even as she was wiping away the first of her tears. “I told you…” She chuckled softly into her cup as she took another sip of coffee. “I’ve worked here at this hospital for a long time. When I first saw you tonight, I thought to myself that I recognized you from… somewhere, but I couldn’t place from where. Then, as we were walking down the hallway, I remembered seeing a man here at the hospital when James, my husband, my James… died, what, ten years ago now?” She looked up at him, her wet eyes shimmering brightly in the bright, fluorescent light. “And then, I realized… that man looked like you. He looked exactly like you.”

Nathaniel smiled and nodded his head, whispering. “I remember James.”

“And then, there was that day, here on the ward, not more than a few years ago,” she continued with a wet sniff. “When I saw that very same man—you—standing over by one of the patient beds.” She looked back into her cup; her gaze fixed. She took another nervous sip, savoring the warm flavor for what she guessed was her last time. “A short time later, that patient coded and died.”

“It happens,” Nathaniel said, and his voice sounded genuinely remorseful. “People… people who are sensitive, people who are what they once called adept, will catch sight of me every once in a while. It’s unavoidable, I guess. Others…” He looked at her with affection, like she was a child. “Others, I reveal myself to.”

Abigail continued to stare down into her Styrofoam cup, adrift in her own thoughts. Memories wafted passed before her mind’s eye like the pages of a child’s flipbook. Then, she abruptly sat up a little straighter in her chair, as if she’d come to some kind of internal decision. She took a deep breath and looked up at him defiantly. “I’m not afraid.”

Nathaniel chuckled indulgently. “And there’s no reason why you should be.”

She cocked her head to one side and stared at him with wary eyes. “There isn’t?”

Nathaniel’s grin grew wider as he picked up his glasses from the chain around his neck and place them onto his broad nose. “Not at all. See, Abigail, the pain, the fear, all the uncertainty… comes not from the act of dying, but from people trying to hold onto this world. Death…” He paused again in thought. “I… am not a thing to be feared, Abigail. But rather, just another moment, in a lifetime of moments, to be experienced.” He smiled again. “Like all of the rest of Life.”

Abigail sat back in her chair and thought it over. She’d never been one much for religion, but she’d always considered herself to at least be spiritual. Even as her James lay dying, she’d prayed every night that he might be spared. Instead, he only became thinner and thinner, his body getting weaker and weaker. Until, in the end, he closed his eyes that last time and never opened them again.

No muss. No fuss. No heralding of trumpets.

Since that day, her life had been one repetitious cycle of work, home with the cat and the television, falling asleep on the sofa, and then coming back to do it all over again the following day. Yes, her job was rewarding, and she did indeed love it, but she had also, if she were being completely honest, grown tired. Bone tired at times, it seemed. And, to hear Nathaniel talk of it, well… he didn’t make it seem so bad, now did he? She stopped and looked over at the small Filipino man standing a short distance away, his smile already starting to warm the chill from the room.

Abigail looked up at him. “Can we at least finish our coffee?”

“I’d like that,” Nathaniel said fondly as he raised his cup in silent toast. “It’s darn good coffee.”

Abigail nodded and let her gaze drift around the Break Room like a child’s lost balloon. She chuckled silently. God, the memories she’d formed here. The friendships. She drew a breath and sighed. She was really going to miss this place.

“Is it okay if we just sit here and continue to talk for just a little bit longer?”

“Sure,” Nathaniel said as he drew another hissing sip of his coffee. “I’d like that.”

“So would I.”

And in that small, silent Break Room, these two new friends ‘clinked’ Styrofoam glasses, and continued talking until just before the dawn.


I Double-Dog Dare Ya



Recently, I realized that I had never done an out-and-out Halloween tale. I know, it seems weird, right? So… back when I worked in funeral homes, we used to get a lot of people snooping around the mortuary on the Halloween holiday. Lookie-loos mostly, but it was enough of a problem that we had to start scheduling people to be in the building so that they could keep an eye on things. I mean, the last thing anybody wanted was to have a bunch of kids break into the place in order to try and prove their bravery to one another. This story takes that idea and runs with it.

“Chicken! You’re a chicken,” Sam taunted as he and the group of boys he was with all stood out on the cold, October sidewalk on Norton Ave. He was holding court with a couple of the younger kids from school and feeling like a big shot. The chubby Asian boy brushed an unruly sprig of coal-black hair out of his eyes with the back of his hand. He loomed over the two smaller kids standing before him like a ghoul.

Sam was dressed like a pirate—sort of. His costume of a bandana over his head and eye patch were obviously homemade and had been undoubtedly scrounged from items he’d found in his basement or garage. At any other time, on any other day, he would have looked like he’d suffered a recent head injury dressed like that. Tonight… there wasn’t a person who saw him that would have batted an eye at his appearance. He leaned in, towering over the smaller boys, self-satisfaction dripping like cream from his pursed lips. “Well,” he grinned at them, “aintcha?”

Sam was older than his two companions by a year. And so, of course, they were paying him the strictest of attention. Him being older was a key factor in their social dynamic. But the fact that he was a lot bigger than they were was even more of a consideration. Sam stood, hands on his hips, glaring at the two boys like they’d somehow wronged him. Sneering, he looked them over, sizing them up.

What a sorry state.

What a sorry state indeed. His dad always said that when he saw something that failed to meet his standards: ‘What a sorry state.’ Sam wasn’t sure if he completely understood what the phrase meant exactly, but he had the general idea that it was bad. Not as bad as ‘piss poor,’ but bad.

The two smaller boys were Ryan Forster and Jordan Brown. They’d both been circling Sam and his friend’s periphery independent of one another for a while now during lunch at school; looking for a way in. Looking for a chance to be seen out hanging with the ‘cool crowd.’ Sam got a lot of that: the younger kids poking around and trying to hang out with the older ones. He guessed he understood them wanting to be a part of the group. Lord knows, he’d done pretty much the same thing when he was their age, once upon a time. On any other day, he would just send them cryin’ back to the kiddie playground.

Not today though. Not tonight.

Tonight, things were different.

Tonight, it was Halloween, and Sam really, really wanted to do some Halloween stuff. It sucked that his friends were all off at some boring ‘trunk or treat’ party over at the Methodist church. But not him. He had plans. Big plans. He’d tried to talk a few of them into coming out with him instead, but all they wanted to do was to go load up on cake and punch. They kept saying that they ‘had to’ go, but Sam knew the real reason: they were all pussies.

So, he was out all alone instead, prowling the neighborhood streets by himself. A lone wolf. He’d given his parents a bit of hooey about how he was going to go to the party, and then out with his pals to trick or treat. But really, he was planning on going where he’d heard all the grownup kids were on this special day: out under the Halloween moon, young, and free, and making a little mischief for himself.

With the ghost of a sneer still lingering on his lips, Sam continued to look the two younger kids over. He didn’t know either of them particularly well, but he’d seen them hanging around his brother, and he figured he must know their older siblings from school. He grinned at them malevolently. The two boys looked up at him awestruck, like he’d just discovered electricity or something.

Ryan Forster was a white kid who lived just down the street from Sam’s aunt. He’d dressed himself up as a farmer in a pair of his dad’s overalls that were rolled up at the cuff, a red gingham shirt, and a dopey straw hat. Sam dimly recalled hearing something about him having transferred here from someplace out East called New Jersey. He guessed it was true as the kid still had this weird nasally accent to prove it. Under his hat, short-cropped blonde hair crowned his head, and his eyes were frosted an icy blue.

The other kid, Jordan Brown, was taller than Ryan, but not by much. He was dressed like a baseball player in his Little League uniform and hat. Tall for his age and thin, he was a stringy whip of a kid. His Black skin and hair caught the streetlight and shimmered in the moonlight like something wet.

Together, they were perfect for what Sam had in mind for the night: young, impressionable, and just small enough to get themselves in and out of tight places.

You know, if necessary.

See, Sam’s idea on this cold, cloud-filled Halloween night was a notion born out of his own spontaneous invention, it having only just occurred to him when he’d seen these two dopes walking by themselves, coming up the street.

Coming up this street, in particular.

Sam had been strolling along, minding his own business, tossing sticker-balls at the windows of the houses he passed, when, he’d seen them coming. Then, by pure happenstance, he looked up and saw that they were standing in front of what was undoubtedly the scariest place he might have imagined on a Halloween night: the town’s only funeral home. It was almost like the whole thing had been preordained.

After seeing all of the pieces spread out before him like that, it hadn’t taken much for a guy like him to put them all together. His plan… was to get these two little kids to help him get into the funeral home somehow, so that they could have a look around. Then, once they were back outside and away clean, they’d all have quite the tale to tell at school tomorrow.

He grinned wider when he thought of all the kid’s faces back at school—even the really older one’s –when he told them what he’d done. And just imagine what they’d say if he showed them something that he’d taken from the place. Yeah, that was even better. What could be more Halloween than breaking into a funeral home and stealing something to prove that he’d been there? He shook his head at the idea’s obviousness.

I mean, there were actual dead people in there!

The trio stood on the chilly sidewalk out in front of the large, gated property on which the funeral home stood, just a few blocks off the main drag of Downtown. The lot had three surprisingly verdant, albeit small, copses of apple trees that surrounded the large, plantation-style main house. The surrounding lawns were lush and green. The building itself was Gothic in its architecture, and therefore all the more spooky-looking at night. It had been one of the first homes built back when the town was first founded, and it was turned into a funeral parlor back in the early Sixties. Sam knew that there was a multi-car garage in the back that housed a stable of hearses and limousines, you just couldn’t see it from the street.

The mortuary sat like a castle on the top of a small hill that rose like an abscess from the otherwise flat landscape of the town. Out front, facing the street, was a large sign made of manicured pinewood. Painted white with gold-colored lettering, the billboard was illuminated by a single floodlight set in the grass in front of it. Across its face was the name of the firm: Johnson, Levitt, and Hull. Below it, in smaller print, was more: Funeral Home and Mortuary. At the very bottom, a telephone number for perspective clients to call… should the need arise.

Sam looked up at the building towering over them, its peaks silhouetted against the harvest moon’s pumpkin-colored glow. He smiled. It was all just too perfect; like something right out of a monster movie. Like the one he’d seen on TV a few nights ago when he’d stayed up late… with that Tall Man and them flying balls.

He grinned malevolently as he turned back toward the two younger boys.

“That’s right, you big babies,” he said snidely. “So, where’s all that tough talk I was hearing back at school now, eh?” He pushed the blonde kid’s shoulder and watched him stumble back a step. “Didn’t you both say that nothing could scare you, that you wouldn’t be scared to do anything, not even on Hallow-ween. Well,” he looked back over his shoulder at the big, dark house on the hill. “Here we are!”

The two younger boys gazed over at one another, both of their faces looking like they did the moment just before a balloon was popped, bracing themselves for some imagined impact. The two of them had been heading back from the school’s Halloween festivities and just sort of ended up walking together down the same street. They knew one another from both having gone to the same school for a few years, but they weren’t what anyone would call friends. It was like, they knew each other, but… they didn’t know each other. In fact, Jordan had been planning on heading off in the direction of home; a direction he knew wasn’t compatible with the one that led to Ryan’s house, at the next corner.

But then, they’d seen Sam up ahead, walking toward them like he had the devil himself in his back pocket. Sam was one of the few older kids who would sometimes acknowledge the younger ones’ existence. Mostly, it was to push them around, or to help himself to portions of their lunch when he felt like it, but still… Sam had a little brother who was their age, so the older boy would still run into them every once in a while, either in the halls or at the bus stop. Everyone else was always trying to act older… and that meant that they never seemed to have time for the younger kids.

Unless they wanted something. Like now.

“So, listen,” Sam said, “You guys wanna get in on this or what?”

Jordan looked down at his scuffed sneakers but said nothing. He didn’t want to ‘get in on’ anything with Sam… especially if it was to go skulking around some dumb old funeral home in the middle of the night. Jordan reminded himself of how Sam often acted like a dick, and Jordan didn’t want to be a part of anything that Sam thought was a good idea.

And for what, so that some of the other kids at school would think they were cool for a day? No thanks. Jordan knew what a funeral home was, and what went on there, and he wanted no part of it. His grandmother died last winter, and he’d spent a long and uncomfortable weekend here for what his parents had called, ‘her service.’

Afterward, his dad had taken him aside and they’d had a very somber conversation about some things that made him feel pretty uncomfortable, conversations about Death and Dying, and the inevitability of both. He had the feeling at the time that the interaction was more for his father’s benefit than his, but… It had all been weird and a little creepy, to be honest.

“I’ll go,” Ryan offered, but it didn’t exactly sound like his heart was in it by the tone of his voice. His eyes wandered hopefully between the other two boys, searching their faces for approval. “You guys have to come with me, though…”

Sam laughed. “Of course, we will, ya dope… that’s what I was sayin’,” He turned to glare at Jordan. “Welp, I guess that just leaves you? Are you gonna help us do this or what?”

Jordan let his gaze wander from one boy to the other, and he felt the crushing pressure of their gaze. He didn’t really want to do anything other than to just go home, especially not with these guys. But then, unbelievably, he heard a voice that sounded remarkably similar to his own say, “Okay.”

The next thing they knew, they were all standing in the short grass outside the funeral home, near a small ditch by the south side of the building. The place was dark inside, with only a single, small electric light of a plastic candle visible in one of the front windows. The boys had circled the structure a few times, and were just about to give up, when Ryan spotted the small window that looked like it led down into the basement.

Jordan got down on his knees in the wet grass and, after wiping some mud from the pane, peered through the dirty glass. Inside, he saw what appeared to be a room with a couple of clothes washers that rocked gently in the dark as they chugged their loads clean. The small red lights of the control panels glowed like demon’s eyes in the dark.

“It looks like this is where they do their laundry,” Jordan suggested.

Sam nodded as he bobbed back and forth behind him, trying to see what he could of what was inside the building over the younger boy’s shoulder. “We can get in through there though, right?”

“I’m not sure,” Jordan replied doubtfully, getting up to let him in. He was tired of feeling someone looming over him, tired of smelling his bad breath and body odor.

The bigger boy readily took his place, bending down as if he were about to play marbles. He leaned in, pressing his nose against the glass, squinting to see in the sparse light. After a second or two, he put his hand up to shield his eyes from the moonlight overhead.

“I can’t see shit,” Sam muttered angrily under his breath.

Ryan, who was standing behind them, giggled brightly at the other boy’s use of forbidden profanity. Ryan came from a family that went to church a lot, and any such utterance he heard was usually met with giggles and the feeling that he was involved in something sinful or naughty.

“Hey, wait a second,” Sam suddenly said, more to himself than the other two. “I don’t think this thing’s all the way locked.”

He jimmied the window in the frame by pressing the palms of his hands against the glass and pushing back and forth laterally. The wooden frame wiggled a little, and then, the whole thing moved slightly to the right on the sill. There was a rough, grating sound from its bottom, and then, the window just sort of popped out of its track. The pane slowly swung inward and a rush of air that smelled strongly of bleach came pouring out.

“That’s got it!” Sam pronounced triumphantly.

He cautiously pushed the window the rest of the way open with one hand and stuck his head inside. Soft moonlight shone through the window’s opening, and it cast what could be seen in the room in a soft bluish tint. A small sliver of light coming in from under the closed door slashed across the dark of the ground. The only other lights visible were the ones on the washing machine. Otherwise, the room was painted in nothing but darkness and shadow.

Sam pulled his head back from the window and turned to face the other two boys. “Okay, Forster…” he finally said to the young, blonde boy, “you’re going in first. You’re smaller than the rest of us and you won’t make as much noise.”

“Wha’?” Ryan asked, his voice now trembling involuntarily.

“We just need you to go in and make sure the coast is clear, okay?”

“Wh-what if someone comes?”

“It’s okay. If they do, we’ll just pull you back up. It’s really no big deal.”

But Jordan knew that what they were doing was a very big deal. In fact, it was a deal so big that it could land them all in Juvenile Hall if they were caught. And nobody needed that.

So, why was he here? he silently asked himself.

Ryan turned to look at Jordan and his face showed the fear that was slowly catching fire behind his eyes. His lower lip trembled slightly as he nodded his head to show his reluctant agreement. Forster had a reputation in school for being like that, always agreeing to whatever any bigger kid would tell him to do. He was an only child and he had this weird need to be liked—even if it sometimes cost him a
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