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Granny Mustard

There is a thick, putrid stench surrounding her, a rancid mixture of decay, charred pinewood, soaked dirt, and alcohol. She can’t turn her head to find the source of the smells because something heavy and jagged is on top of her, pressing her down, pinning her in place, forcing her eyes to remain closed. Not that she really gives a shit one way or other. Her thoughts aren’t so much thoughts anymore but foggy, vague images that bleed in and out of her brain like custard out a cracked pot, dotted with sparks of light that hurt like nails driven into the back of her eyes.

If she were as she once was, her synapses would have connected those smells to her daily life. Granny Mustard always burned pinewood in her fireplace for heat and light, never having had electricity in her cabin. And the stink of decay was an ever-present companion in the mountains. Raccoons, possums, squirrels, chipmunks, voles, and all other form of wild critter often crawled up under her cabin porch to die, and one dead carcass stunk as bad as another. And then the odor of wet earth, of course—it rains hard as a miner’s jackhammer in the Appalachian Mountains when the sky gets a wild hair and decides to cut loose on those below.

The scent of alcohol, now that would have been a good smell. Granny is—was—the best moonshiner in the area spanning the town of Beaver Dam up to Black Rock Ridge and clear over to Desper Hollow, a near fifteen-square-mile area. She has been for the last seventy-some years.

Raising corn and barley, or stealing corn and barley, then adding her own special ingredients—sometimes a few drops of apple or pear squeezings, sometimes a bit of squirrel blood or deer urine. Nobody could beat Granny’s shine, and folks didn’t dare try to undersell in her territory, or her grandsons would beat the life out of them. Just the way it was. Suck it up, if you don’t like it. Or move. Either one.

But right now, in this strange and shadowed moment, the smells that are independently familiar and benign are woven together into something disturbing and desperate. Pressing down on top of her, closing in beside her and beneath her.

But the anxiety is not only around her, it is within her, too. Granny’s own physical desperation is acute. She is hungry.

Intensely, insatiably hungry.

Her shoulders twitch and hunch; her hips twist and writhe. But she can’t move whatever it is that has her trapped.

Hungry.

So hungry it feels as if her stomach is coming out through her chest in search of food. With effort she slides one hand up from her hip toward her abdomen, and her pattering fingers discover that her stomach is, indeed, coming up through her chest. It is wet, sloppy, slippery, and gritty with soot.

But that doesn’t matter. What does matter is the hunger. It’s hot and demanding. She has to eat.

She must eat now.

NOW.

She tries again to get up. No luck. She attempts to roll, to wriggle, to drag herself out from under the heavy pile; her heels drive into the earth but can’t get enough purchase to do any good.

Her mouth flops open to scream; all that comes out is a strangled, hissing sound. She struggles again, her shoulders bucking against the weight of the pile on top of her. The ball in the left shoulder socket pops and goes loose. Doesn’t hurt, though.

What hurts is the hunger.

What chews her up is the craving.

She has to get out to eat.

And when she does, she’s going to eat whatever she finds. She’s going to devour the first warm, living thing she encounters.
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Bobby Boo Anderson

Bobby doesn’t like to be told what to do. You tell him not to do something, he will. You tell him to do something, he won’t. He’s his own man, he tells everybody, even though he has never held a job (never tried to, never wanted to, never really needed to) and lives with his Great Aunt Dottie who pays all the bills with her Social Security check and with money she makes selling quilts down at the antique store in Beaver Dam.

Though now the homemade quilt cash cow is out the window with the town gone, Bobby thinks sourly.

At thirty-four, Bobby has his routine pretty much down pat—waking up, scratching himself, rolling into the kitchen to eat whatever catches his fancy (usually Aunt Dottie’s biscuits and crabapple jelly), pumping his weights for a few minutes, then sitting on the ratty sofa on the porch and looking out at the dirt road in front of the cabin, yelling at whoever happens to pass by, telling them to slow down, speed up, quit looking at him, or to look at him when he’s talking to them.

He imagines himself the star of a movie, a story about a heroic loner who lives on the mountaintop and who has supernatural powers that he keeps under wraps until he is needed. To rescue the half-naked girl who was chased up a tree by a two-ton black bear. To pick up the derailed coal train and put it back on its tracks and then assist the half-naked girl who was thrown off the train, out of her clothes, and into the briars below. To fight an inbred, meth-making family—nine burly brothers and a dad and a goat-shit crazy grandpa tossed in for good measure—to stop them from trying to take over the forested land around them, land where a poor crippled farmer lives with his deaf dog and his beautiful blind daughter who, because she can’t see, never dresses herself properly or completely.

Bobby loves his daydreams. Maybe, he thinks, he should go to Hollywood and tell them his movie ideas and they can make them and let him star in them. How great would that be? The folks back home would be so jealous they’d spit nails.

Today, however, it’s about all he can accomplish to sit on the porch in the chair and throw pebbles and insults at the occasional passersby. The radio batteries have died, so there isn’t any music or preachers to listen to.

The TV in the cabin can’t pick up anything worth shit until nighttime.

Bobby Boo reaches inside the front of his pants, digs around against an itch, and then lets out a loud, rubbery breath. He glances up at the puffs of white clouds against the pale blue sky. There are some pockets of soot still drifting about on the breeze.

The air stinks of the recent fire.

And he starts thinking.

Two nights ago, Beaver Dam burned to the ground. Beaver Dam was a small, unincorporated mining town until 14-year-old Suze Mustard took a pack of matches and can of gasoline and lit every one of the ten businesses along Main Street, sending them up to heaven in a ball of fiery glory. Everybody in the Beaver Dam Motel burned to death—the owner Paul Via, his wife Mindy, and all six customers, two from town and the rest tourists from somewhere in Pennsylvania (their car’s license plate was still readable in spite of the damage to the vehicle.) Since Suze set the fire at night, no one died in the town’s other businesses. However, some flames leapt back from Main Street and onto the trailers and cabins one block over, the section jokingly called Beaver Dam’s “residential section.” Thirteen more people died there, sixteen homes destroyed. In a matter of five hours Beaver Dam went from mining town to ghost town.

The sheriff’s department has the town cordoned off since it’s considered a crime scene even though they know Suze Mustard did it. Several whose homes didn’t burn or were left standing but fouled by smoke have moved out and in with cousins a little farther north or south to get away from the stink. Others packed their trucks with their belongings and hauled them off to the tiny town called Tiptop, while some took their stuff all the way down to the county seat of Tazewell.

Deputy Sheriff Buddy Floyd caught Suze, who was crazy and wild-eyed and hiding in a tree beside the gate to the Beaver Dam Mines on the south side of town. She was pretty well scorched herself, hair singed off one side of her head and her face and arms a bright, blistery red. Then somehow and for some reason she’d gone and lopped off her left hand, a ragged poor job, Floyd had said. Suze died on the way to the hospital in Tazewell, a trip of nineteen miles, bleeding and thrashing and screaming about Granny Mustard and about setting the town on fire and about severed chicken heads crawling around on a kitchen floor.

Word of the inferno spread from Beaver Dam as fast as the smoke did, up to the isolated cabins and trailers and houses along Black Rock Ridge. Surely a young girl wouldn’t have decided to burn down a town all on her own. What reason would she have had? Some wondered if the owners of the Beaver Dam Mines had put her up to it, hoping to scare the town’s miners who had been reporting safety shortcuts to the authorities.

Others suspected that the owners of the financially wobbly Waffle House gave Suze Mustard a pocket full of cash to get rid of the restaurant so they could collect insurance, though that seemed far-fetched. Suze burned the whole town, not just the restaurant. And why pay a kid when there were certainly needy adults who would have been more careful with their target.

Still others just thought that for some reason, Suze had simply lost her mind. That made the most sense, really. The Mustard family was a big family. They lived in a compound of trailers and cabins on Black Rock Ridge, fiercely protective of their own, especially Granny Mustard, the ancient family matriarch who had a profitable and illegal moonshine business. The Mustards were suspicious and vicious, rarely having anything to do with outsiders except when they came into Beaver Dam for batteries or sugar or blue jeans at the Dollar General, or, in the case of Suze’s mama, Penny, making a little money on the side peddling her personal, intimate wares to miners at the Beaver Dam Motel.

So it wouldn’t be beyond imagination to think Suze Mustard just lost it and decided it would be fun to set the whole damn place on fire just to see it go and then cut her hand off just to see that go, too. Crazy was crazy.

Bobby Boo Anderson sits on the porch of his aunt’s house and thinks about all these things. He thinks of it as the beginning of a movie—insane teenager torches an Appalachian mining town, killing dozens. He rewinds the scenario in his mind to this: insane teenager torches an Appalachian mining town, but before anyone dies, the heroic loner with superpowers races to the rescue. With one gigantic breath he blows out the flaming buildings like a giant blowing out candles on a birthday cake. He ties up the scratching, screaming teen so the sheriff can arrest her and then he checks all the motel rooms to make sure everyone is safe. He finds a half-naked young woman in the bathroom of room 6, hiding in the tub, shaking and terrified. He comforts her as only the heroic loner can.

Oh, yeah.

He licks his dust-chapped lips at the thought and reaches into his trousers.

When he is done with that, he gets up off the porch and huffs across the yard to the dirt road. Aunt Dottie, who is boiling jelly in the kitchen, calls from inside, “Bobby Boo! Where you off to?”

He waggles his head to let her know he’s heard and marches down the road toward the remains of Beaver Dam. It’s just over a mile away, pretty much straight down, past occasional houses tucked up beneath locust trees and cone-heavy pines. People don’t yell at him when he’s on the road. Granted, he’s rarely on the road, but they also know if they opened their dumb-ass mouths to give him grief he’d haul them off their porches or out of their houses and knock their heads against a tree. At six-four, Bobby Boo isn’t one you’d be teasing.

It’s late afternoon, and the sun sends long, wavering shadows across the road in front of him. He kicks at them, practicing his karate. He swings his arms, feeling the wonder of his muscles.

Next week, he thinks. No more puttin’ it off. I’m leaving this place and goin’ to California. Hop me a coal train then some Amtrak train and ride across the country and show ’em my stuff. I seen movies on TV and DVDs. I know what they’s lookin’

for. I got it, oh yeah, I got what they want and what they need.

He has no money but knows how to catch a train. When he was little, he lived in Beaver Dam with his dad. He hopped a few trains for short stints, a couple miles down a ways, hiking back home. When he was ten, though, he rode a coal-filled car all the way to Roanoke before he was caught, dusted off, and driven by social services the 126 miles back to Beaver Dam. That’s when he was taken from his dad and given to his aunt. His dad had cried, and that was the strangest thing Bobby Boo had ever seen. His dad, a big burly man much like Bobby is now, leaning over his mining boots and weeping. Several months later, his dad left town, and nobody knew where he went.

Down Bobby walks, bits of the road scooting out from under his feet, chipmunks skittering across in front of him. The smell of the charred town is heavier now, and he can see white ash clinging to roadside trees and brush. Bobby pulls at his nose. His calf muscles begin to sting; he’s not much of a walker. Around a bend, past the Ricketts’ cornfield, up a slight rise, down again, there’s the lopsided Shewsbury house with its screen porch, eternally shuttered windows, its outbuildings and countless doghouses. The road widens then and joins the “real” road, Route 687, a paved stretch that connects Beaver Dam to the rest of the world.

He hits the pavement and turns toward town, or toward what used to be town, and hikes on, sweating profusely. His T-shirt sucks his chest.

Around another bend then, past the New Light Church of the Creator with its little weedy graveyard out back and its big, plastic sign: “Worship With Us. 10:30 Sunday Mornings. 7:00 Wednesday Evenings. All Welcome. Minister Hank Shaw.” Down another incline now. Some trees link their hands overhead to create a canopy while others stand back from the road to let the chicory and Queen Anne’s lace have some room. Shattered beer bottles sparkle at roadside; plastic grocery bags wave from low tree branches like cheap-ass Christmas tinsel. Every so often, the railroad track can be seen on its slightly raised rail-bed behind the tangle of trees, vines, and shrubs to the left.

One last curve and there is the town sign for “Beaver Dam, Unincorporated.” Beyond the sign, straight out, he can see the charred remains of Main Street. Tangles of yellow “crime scene” ribbons run here and there, back and forth across the street, tied to the remaining nubs of light poles and the blackened bits of store walls that still stand. The sheriff’s car is parked in front of what was the Waffle House along with another car, a brown sedan. The cars look empty, though it’s hard to tell in the fading sunlight.

Bobby Boo feels a lurch of excitement. He picks up the pace, reaches the first yellow ribbon strung from a light pole across the street to a bit of porch that used to be Angie’s Antiques, steps over.

The smell is wet, heavy, and acrid. The Tazewell County fire department did the best they could once they reached Beaver Dam, but there wasn’t much left for them to do once they got the call and wrangled their trucks up into the mountains. It was always assumed the Beaver Dam Mining Company would come to the rescue if the town were ever in need, but someone was asleep or someone was drunk but however it went, they didn’t get their equipment to town until twenty minutes after the first call came in from a sleepy miner who lived in town. Together, the county department and the coal mine firefighters saved three light poles, the west wall of the Waffle House and the back wall of the Dollar General. The steeple of the Baptist Church is still pretty much intact, though lying on its side beside the demolished house of worship. The Exxon station is a blackened and fragile shell (Shell, thinks Bobby. Wouldn’t it have been funny if it had been a shell of a Shell station? Ha ha!); a stiff wind would likely topple it, though the pumps still stand. Trees behind the businesses on either side of Main Street are burned bad—some down to nubs. The railroad, paralleling Main Street on its way to the mines, is covered in hunks of wind-blown, charred rubbish that will have to be cleared off with a backhoe.

Bobby Boo strolls up the middle of Main Street, stepping over wood and broken glass. He reaches the two cars. Nope, nobody in them. The brown sedan has a small magnetic sign on the side, “Green Vista Insurance Company.”

The sun dips behind the towering western slope, turning everything a washed-out pewter grey. The few remaining light poles don’t light up. No glows appear in the windows of the remaining trailers and cabins. Everyone is gone. Yep, big-time ghost town now.

Here is the movie in Bobby Boo’s mind: The town has burned to nothing. Only a few scraps, bricks, blocks, and half-walls are left. The sheriff and the insurance adjuster are trapped in the rubble of the Exxon Station. Bobby Boo Anderson, lone hero with superpowers, hears their muffled whimpering. Bobby races to their aid, and as he tosses aside several hundred pounds of wood, the bleeding sheriff whispers, “But my daughter! She was in the motel! Save her first!”

Of course, Bobby Boo leaves the sheriff for the motel, which is little more now than its cracked sign and collapsed walls, burned dime-store paintings, and blackened bathtubs and toilets. He hears sobbing and throws aside a melted plastic shower curtain to find a half-naked young red-haired woman, bruised but otherwise unharmed, cowering with her hands over her eyes, her breasts trembling. Bobby Boo says, “Don’t be scared no more. I’m here, okay?” Her beautiful eyes open—dark green, large, wet with tears—and she says, “Are you an angel from heaven here to save me?” He answers, “I’m whatever you want, sweetheart.”

“Hey there, Bobby Boo!” The voice is deep, loud, pissed-off.

Bobby looks around from the pile of crap that was once the Exxon station. In the middle of the road stand Sheriff Joe Mullins and what is likely the insurance man. The sheriff is very round, with pinked cheeks and big round wet circles beneath his pits. The insurance man is thin, wearing a white shirt and skinny black tie that looks like a snake flattened by a tractor. He is holding a wilted legal pad and there is a pen behind his ear. Neither is happy.

“You know what that yellow tape’s for?” says Sheriff Mullins.

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“And?”

“What’s it mean?”

“Don’t go in.”

Sheriff Mullins nods; his neck squeaks a little. “Right. I should arrest you right here and now. I been chasing kids out of here ever since the fire, and now you come down here like you own the place, messing up evidence and such?”

“How much more can it get messed up?” asks Bobby.

Sheriff Mullins makes a face, says, “Get the hell out, Bobby Boo. Go home to your Aunt Dottie. You hear me?”

Bobby Boo shrugs.

“And don’t come back until all this is cleared away and we give the green light for folks to start rebuilding.”

Bobby chuckles. “Rebuild?”

“Demolition folks are bringing their equipment up here tomorrow. Gonna break down what ain’t broke down, scrape it all up, haul it all off. Maybe rebuild. Maybe not. Time’ll tell. But ’til the diggin’ and scrapin’s all done, you keep your sorry ass out of Beaver Dam.”

“Okay, okay.” Bobby Boo looks back in the direction he came from, and then looks over at the Exxon mess and slope up behind it where several burned, blackened trailers have caved in on themselves. “I’ll just go out that way. Sit outside your prissy yellow ribbons. Can’t arrest me for that, now can you?”

The insurance man grimaces. Sheriff Mullins says, “Get the hell out any way you want, Bobby Boo, just get out.”

Bobby takes off and the insurance man calls after, “Don’t knock anything down, now, you hear?”

“I hear your fat lips flappin’,” Bobby mutters, and for spite he kicks a loose plank off a pile of toppled cinder block. He can hear the insurance man growl.

Bobby Boo hikes up the slope a short ways and sits between two fire-stripped pines in the yard of a scalded house trailer, his butt deep in humus and ash, waving gnats away, waiting. He doesn’t have a watch, never did, so he has no idea how long the men are down there, studying the scene, waving their flashlights back and forth. It gets later, later.

Then, finally, he sees the cars’ headlight circle around and leave town.

He doesn’t know why he stayed. There’s clearly nothing worth stealing in the town’s ruins. Kids have probably picked it clean in spite of the deputy’s stupid yellow tape. Maybe he stayed because he doesn’t like being told what to do. He does what he wants to when he wants to.

“So there,” he grumbles.

Everything is still now, except for an owl in a sycamore, the night bugs chirring to each other, and, to the distant southwest, the sound of the mines’ night machinery running. Beaver Dam’s dead. Empty, like a film set when all the movie stars have gone home to their mansions and swimming pools.

“Come’n listen to a story ’bout a man named Jed,” Bobby Boo starts to sing, then laughs at himself for singing. He wonders if the town will rebuild. If so, he hopes they’ll have a movie theater this time. Maybe they’ll show X-rated films like the ones he orders through the mail. Aunt Dottie hates them, but he just tells her to get the hell out of the living room, go knit a scarf or something.

Bobby pushes himself to his feet, brushes off his ass, and lumbers back down into town, over a couple melted tires, around a scorched swing set and the remains of a doghouse. The ground crackles beneath his feet.

He wishes he brought a flashlight or even Aunt Dottie’s rusty lantern, but the moon is three-quarters full and the silvered light washing the ground helps him find his footing.

Back to the Exxon Station; he stands and stares at it, and then glances over at the Beaver Dam Motel. The big, glass neon sign, which always had a couple burned out letters, is shattered and scattered, its shards catching the moonlight and throwing it back into the air like drunk fireflies.

All the bodies of the dead had been claimed within ten hours of the blaze, crispy or reddened or just choked dead from the smoke. Funerals started today, two up at the Baptist church and one over at Hank Shaw’s Church of the Creator. This morning, while sitting on the porch and drinking some shine, Bobby’d watched as the Creator church mourners moved along the road past the cabin, dressed in their Sunday best, heads down, some crying, some just staring at their feet. He called to them, “I don’t want to hear your snifflin’! Shut your fuckin’ traps!” And they did because they knew Bobby Boo had a temper. Most of them were women, anyway, and a couple skinny teenagers. If the men had been with them, he might have hesitated to say anything. Usually the men would avoid him, what with his height and his muscles and the way he could make his eyes big and buggy. But a grieving man, now that’s another story. A grieving man has no sense. A grieving man might charge a bull without thinking twice.

Bobby walks into the demolished motel, piecing his way across planks, plaster, and tubs, and sinks. He stops, puts his hands in his jeans’ pockets, shakes his head. “Guess I’ll never get my turn with Penny Mustard now. Damn, what a woman. Where the hell she gonna ply her trade now the motel’s gone?”

A skinny dog trots past the motel, sniffing, nose to the ground. “Hey, can’t you see that yellow tape?” Bobby yells at the dog. The dog just curls his lip and goes on.

Then he hears the sound.

A thumping, soft, muted grunting from the other side of the motel ruins. He cocks his head, listening. The sound stops, and then starts again. Bobby leans forward for balance and clambers over the debris to what had been the motel’s rear delivery lot. The motel’s two-wheeled, plastic trash barrels are melted into hardened, green, shiny globs that look like creatures out of a science fiction film.

Bobby rubs his nose against a heavy stench of decay and traces of alcohol. Gnats buzz around his lips and he draws his T-shirt collar up over his mouth.

Another dog, this one trapped, he thinks. But if it were a dog, wouldn’t he have howled for someone to set him free? Maybe his vocal cords are al burned to shit and he can only grunt.

Bobby Boo grins for a second. Could be it’s not a dog at all, but that beautiful half-naked girl he went to rescue in the bathtub, trying to call, “Bobby Boo, help me!”

There’s another grunt from beneath the rubble, then a faint, raspy growl. The pile trembles slightly and a wave of hot stench hits him in the face again. He gags.

No, a beautiful, half-naked girl would never sound that mean or stink that bad. It has to be a dying, puss-filled dog. Or maybe a family of half-live, rotting possums.

Bobby Boo kicks at the pile. The grunting increases. The pile moves again, up-down-up-down, up and down. Something is under there, all right. No girl. No dog. Something damned huge.

Or damned strong.

Or both.

“You a fucked-up bear in there?” Bobby says. His voice surprises him, as high and squeaky as it sounds. He wishes he’d brought his shotgun.

Everybody needs a shotgun if they’re going to be out after dark in these mountains.

“Hey!” He says. There’s no answer. A chill cuts through his arms, down his spine. His heart picks up an uncomfortably fast rhythm. Where the hell are the deputy and insurance man when you need them?

“I ought to just leave it alone,” he whispers into his shirt. “Sure ain’t nobody in there. Everybody been found and ’counted for. Nobody gone missin’.”

At least, nobody’s been reported as missin’.

The pile continues to pulse up and down, up and down, scraping, creaking. Moonlight slides up and down along the edges of the wood and block, and the sight makes Bobby dizzy.

“Cut that out, you hear me!” He shouts, but again his voice sounds like a little baby-pants girl.

Hot wind blows across the motel debris, tossing bits of ash into Bobby’s face. His eyes sting and water. He digs at them with his sleeve, blinks, and looks back at the pile. It’s no longer moving.

“Huh,” he says, swallowing down a bubble of nausea. “There you go.

You know you best do what I tell you!”

There is no movement, no sounds. Whatever is in there is dead, or almost dead. Good, good.

He sniffs, shakes the shirt down from his face, flexes his muscles. He feels strong again, he feels good. Screw the stink and the ash and the stinging eyes. He’s going dig whatever is in there out and be a hero.

He picks up a cinderblock, tosses it aside. Weakened by the fire, it shatters.

Maybe there is someone missing that wasn’t reported, he thinks, and he’ll be the one to make the discovery. Like the hero in the movies of his mind, he’ll be celebrated and cheered.

Another cinderblock, and another. One breaks into fragments, one doesn’t. A bunch of bricks and some shards of glass, and warped sections of pine veneer.

Even if the person’s dead, hell, at least he’ll be the finder. The brave, heroic, lone finder, returning the body of the lost loved one to the doorstep of a confused, grief-stricken family.

More cinderblocks, glass, bricks, and a heavy piece of twisted pipe, thrown off the pile. The stench is worse now. Flies, excited by Bobby Boo’s industry, hover around his fingers as if trying to help him. He flicks his hands and yells at them, but they don’t give a shit, this is what flies do.

A large hunk of charred wallboard now, up, over, tossed as far as his arms can manage, which isn’t very far. A hunk of wood next, which drives a nail into the palm of his hand, drawing blood immediately.

“Fuck!” He sucks the hole until the bright pain subsides.

More black and splintered boards now, and a chunk of more pine paneling. Up, off, away. He’s sweating. Gnats fly up his nose and he blows them out.

Another bunch of cinderblocks dislodged, and Bobby is engulfed by the worst stench he’s ever smelled. He gags, covers his nose with both hands. The flies go crazy, trying to get beneath the last piece of wallboard.

“Damn Sam!” Now he’s not sure finding some lost person is worth all this. He buries his nose back into the collar of his T-shirt, glances around at the motel ruins and the silvered moonlight and the black shadows cutting savage patterns across it all.

“Fuck it, just get it done.” Probably a dead dog after all. So a family discovers where their hound dog went off to. Not so dramatic as finding a human, but in some cases, real close. And maybe the owner of the disappeared dog is a beautiful, grateful mountain girl.

Bobby bends over, grabs the edge of the board and hoists it up and away.

And the dead woman sits up like a spring-loaded wolf trap, snarling, drooling, what is left of her jaws snapping.

Bobby squeaks and falls backward over cinderblocks and wood and glass, his eyes stretched to popping, “Oh shit oh shit!”

The dead woman pushes herself to her feet, tips what was left of her mangled, pulpy-raw head, and winks the only eye she has. It glows bright red like a hot coal on a cold hearth.

“Granny Mustard!” screeches Bobby Boo. He tries to stand up but his foot drops through weakened boards and plate glass, twisting and gouging his ankle and trapping him. “What you doin’ under all that, Granny?” He pants, sweats, shakes like a wet dog after a bath. He grapples at his ankle, jerking on it, trying to get his foot out but it’s caught tight in a flesh-shredding vise. His heart thunders like a runaway train. “What the hell happened to you?”

The old woman, shimmering with the putrid smell, clearly dead but moving just the same, steps over the broken blocks and wood—crunch, crunch—tottering, wheezing, her slug-like tongue slopping out of what was once her mouth but is now a raw hole in the front of her face.

Bobby’s teeth clamp down on his lip, driving through the flap of flesh, and he screams again. He scoots back again, as far as he can with his foot caught, driving thick splinters through his pants and into his ass. He wriggles his leg, shakes his foot, but the wood and glass only dig deeper, slicing his ankle clear to the bone. The pain is beyond pain, bright and hot like the explosion of a star. “Oh God, oh God!” he screams.

Granny Mustard takes three more awkward, shuffling steps, her ghastly head tilting at an impossible angle as if trying to figure out who Bobby is.

Then she is right over him. Drooling, sniffing through the hole that had once been her nose, her teeth—the ones in her lower jaw, which is all she has now—chomping at the air.

“No, Granny, leave me alone! I’m Bobby Boo! You know me! You know my Aunt Dottie! Go on, now! Get! Get out of here! You hear me? Go on!”

But Granny won’t go on. Granny looks demented and deformed and hungry. She hovers for a moment then dives down on top of Bobby Boo, her jaw pumping, her body dead weight in more ways than one, and she bites him deep on his arm. She twists her head and rips away a great portion of muscle and skin.

Bobby squeals again in pain and horror. His fingers scrabble, scramble beside him, and make contact with a heavy bit of pipe, and even in his foot-trapped state he is able to swing the pipe up and around with so much force against Granny’s head that bits of brain blow out the side of her skull. She flies backward, up off her feet for a moment, then crashes in a heap atop the wallboard that had been her prison. She shudders, grunts, kicks a couple times, then stops. Dead. This time.

Bobby, all alone with his foot stuck in a hole and a chunk of his upper arm gone and the smell of decay and burned wood all around him in the middle of the dark, moon-silvered night, folds over and weeps in big, whooping, soul-searing gulps. He fumbles, scrabbles with the glass and wood, at last freeing his foot, which hangs down, shattered, like the tongue of an old shoe. He feels his life draining out along with his blood. This is his movie, a small part of his mind tells him. This is his new role. There is no beautiful, half-naked girl. There is nobody to cheer him on. There is no prizes or rewards. But this is his role now, whatever that means.

And it’s gonna suck big time.
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Armistead

He is alone.

Though the mountains are filled with living creatures—owls, bats, rabbits, deer, foxes—he is alone.

And he is dead.

At one time the songs, the chirrings, and the rustlings would have calmed him, strengthened him, reminding him of his reason for coming to the mountains, reminding him that he is part of something bigger, something important, something beautiful and alive. But now the animal sounds only remind him that he is dead, and that he can’t recall exactly who he is or what he is doing here. His memory is broken, fragmented, a mirror dashed against the floor, reflecting bits and pieces that he can’t put back together.

He knows his first name but isn’t sure why he does. He knows he has escaped from a dark, filthy trailer in Desper Hollow, but can’t remember how he got away or remember coming here. He knows someone is hunting him. The One With No Eyes.

He has taken up in a dilapidated mountainside shack beside a creek.

The shack is but one room, with part of the roof gone and a stone fireplace that has worn down to gravel. The floor is warped and slimy. There is a hornet’s nest hanging from a rafter—a large, papery ball, long evacuated. A large grey toad sits in the broken window and a sluggish snake lies along the floor against the wall, buried half-way beneath leaves that have blown in. Flies spin confused circles around Armistead’s head. Armistead is painfully hungry. But he cannot eat flies or cold-blooded creatures. He needs warm food, living food.

He stands in the gaping hole that is the doorway, his tattered hands braced on the jambs, and stares out into the settling darkness of early evening. The Hunger gnaws at his mind and gut. He will feed soon or cease to exist. He will die again. He knows he ate foods before he became dead but cannot remember what foods sated him. He cannot remember where he once lived or what he did before the One With No Eyes took him captive with the others. It distresses him; it is a nagging emptiness deep inside his soul, but he is unable to take it out and look at it. It is too vague, a flittering inside him like a moth in a lightless cave.

He tests the air with his acute sense of smell, tipping back his head and picking up the acrid scents of juniper and dung and the rotting leaves that coat the forest floor. He waits, listening. He can feel the radiating heat of tiny bodies scurrying among the leaves and along the tree branches. He knows he has eaten such creatures before, but none of them are large enough to truly satisfy his raging appetite. If he could find something larger, something more like—

—like humans. Human blood and flesh. Human marrow, human brain.

He groans, and his muscles clench with that brief but brutal thought. He doesn’t want to eat humans, yet even as his confused mind struggles against the idea, his tongue rolls and his teeth tap in delight at the prospect.

There are no humans in this wilderness, however, so he will make do with something else.

And now, there…

He breathes deeply, drawing in the odor of filthy hair and animal sweat on the autumn air. A deer. No, three deer, grazing in a small grassy clearing on the other side of the creek. They would not be afraid of him, because he no longer smells like a human, but more like a decaying carcass left behind by a black bear.

He moves as quietly as he can on sluggish legs and bare feet, through the underbrush to the creek. He thinks at one time he might have been very fast, so fleet and athletic his movements were almost like flying, but not anymore. Now he is dead.

Frogs along the edge of the creek shiver then leap away into the brush along the water’s edge. A turtle trundles behind them, clawed feet dragging it forward and down into the frosty mud.

The deer are visible now through a thatch of oak saplings and briars, nibbling tall grasses. Their tails are down; no need to warn each other because they have no idea of the danger so close at hand. Two does and one fawn. The blood of the young deer runs hotter than that of
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