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  INTRODUCTION: DARK NOTES


  By James A. Moore


  You want to know what I like about different writers? They aren’t the same. No, it’s not a joke; I’m deadly serious. There is nothing more desperately frustrating to me than reading seven different authors who sound alike. I mean they have the same tempo, that they have the same notes and can easily be confused for one another, or, worse, confused for the same source material that they are trying so desperately to imitate.


  I was interviewed recently and the interviewer said he could tell my particular voice by the rhythm of the words. I guess, honestly, you have to be an avid reader or just possibly a writer to really understand that, but it’s true. There’s a rhythm and at the end of it all the words are like dancing. And my God, what a miserable world if every dance were the same.


  The difference is in the rhythm, the tempo, and the beat of the story.


  Nicholas Kaufmann is a damned fine composer. And that interviewer was right. You can read a story by Kaufmann and you can hear the rhythm he’s writing to. It’s not the same as mine, or really very much like anyone else’s that I’ve run across. That, to me, is a sign of excellence. Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’ve run across a lot of good stories that were written down and qualified as solid tales. They worked well enough. Some of them might even have qualified as literature (and I say that while still contending that literature is a happy coincidence and seldom something that can be achieved with any deliberation, but that’s a debate for another time). But the thing about those stories is, you can’t dance to them. I don’t mean with your foot, of course, but with your imagination. They do not fire the mind’s eye, and they don’t satisfy me the way a really good tale by a truly skilled composer does.


  Kaufmann, on the other hand, is a writer you can dance to. Damn, but he’s got a way with words and imagery. Try this little note on for size: “She swallowed her anger. It tasted bitter, thorny, and she felt it slither down the muscles under her skin.” That’s just sweet. That’s a small taste of imagery that lingers, and that you can hear when you’re reading. I read that sentence the first time and I had to stop reading, because I needed to not only feel that rhythm Kaufmann was setting up, but I also felt a nearly desperate need to understand how he got the lyrics to match so damned perfectly with the beat of his words.


  These stories span eleven years, more than a decade, and they have certain things in common. Universally, they are excellent tales. They should be. Kaufmann is smart enough to know what stories to put in a collection. If he’s anything like me there are a few tales he has locked away in a dark place that no one, and I mean no one, ever gets to see. We all have a few of those pieces, I suspect. We’d like to get rid of them, but, really, they are our children, no matter how much they caterwaul and wail and fall away from the songs we’re doing our best to write.


  There are no cacophonous pieces here. These are masterpieces. Each and every one of them is a worthy companion to their counterparts. I’ll take my analogy one step further for you: these separate pieces work together like the very best musical albums: they compliment each other and make a whole that is larger and more complete than the sum of its parts.


  There are nine stories here. Nine pieces of music, each of them unique, each of them, frankly, powerful. I will not go on about each tale. I will not, much as I want to, explain why I was so deeply moved by “The Jew of Prague,” or why “The Beat of Her Wings” was so damned delicious. I won’t carefully examine the notes that complete “Under the Skin,” which I quoted from above, because that’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to introduce the work, not break it down for you. Words, like music, are often a personal thing. I can share a song with a crowd of people, but each of them will take something different from that song. Music is subjective, after all.


  But they have something in common, these tales. They are told with a masterful skill. They are composed with a rhythm that is unique to Nicholas Kaufmann. Listen carefully as you read, and you’ll hear that rhythm, catch the tempo written in notes of human suffering and a careful examination of the darkness that hides inside the tales Kaufmann has written.


  To me that rhythm is almost perfectly in sync with a heartbeat.


  Damn, I envy Kaufmann that. Masterful. Absolutely masterful.


  James A. Moore


  August 2012


  UNDER THE SKIN


  Like many authors, I’m ridiculously critical of everything I write. I look back on some of my work, especially my older work, with harsh judgment. However, that’s not the case with “Under the Skin.” I happen to think this story is one of the best I’ve written. It was originally published in a magazine that featured urban-set horror stories interspersed with photos of scantily clad goth models (don’t you just love this genre?). Alas, the magazine only lasted a handful of issues. It didn’t have a very big readership, and that meant “Under the Skin” wasn’t read by as many people as I would have liked. Now, finally, it’s getting a second chance. Notably, it’s one of the few stories I’ve written that draws upon my Jewish background. Luckily, none of my family’s Passover seders were anything like this one.


  Christine looks across the table at Karin, but her twin sister is too busy perusing the prayer book Dad handed out when they sat down for dinner. (Haggadah, he called it, having rediscovered his Jewish roots after the separation.) She stares at the top of Karin’s head until her sister glances up at her. Karin brushes back the long blonde hair that falls in her face, the same hair Christine used to have before the cut and dye job, and says, “Stop staring at me, Vampirella!”


  Instinctively, Christine looks to her father at the head of the table to say something, but he doesn’t tell Karin to behave herself; he just pours wine like nothing happened. At the foot of the table, as far from Dad as the rectangular table allows, her mother doesn’t say anything, either, only sighs and crosses her legs, clearly annoyed at herself for accepting Dad’s invitation. That neither of them scold Karin is no surprise to Christine. Her sister can break the rules without getting caught because she has Mom and Dad wrapped around her finger. Karin has always been the favorite twin. Mom even gave birth to her first, as if to prove her devotion.


  Her mother glares at Christine as if to say, “I can’t believe you put that thing through your eyebrow.” Self-conscious, Christine touches the ring above her left eye and looks away.


  Dad’s new apartment has a better smell than the one she shares with Karin and Mom, all musky leather furniture and new plastic electronics. Watching him tip the dark green wine bottle over his glass, Christine feels a sudden pang of loss. He doesn’t call or email much, and even now, with the two of them sitting at the same table, he’s not paying attention to her. When they first walked in, he asked Karin all about her plans for the summer between Junior and Senior years of high school, about her friends and social life, but all Christine got was, “What happened to your hair?”


  Dad puts the bottle down. “This is the best part of the Passover seder,” he explains, picking up the Haggadah next to his plate. “Well, except for actually eating dinner, which I promise will be soon.” He grins. Mom sighs again and looks longingly at the apartment door. “Every time one of the plagues of Egypt is mentioned, what you do is dip your finger in the wine and put a drop on your plate. The spilling of the wine reminds us that our cup of joy is not complete because people died for our freedom from slavery.” He flips open the Haggadah and reads from it, “From the house of bondage we went forth to freedom. These are the ten plagues that The Holy One, blessed be He, brought upon Pharaoh and his people in Egypt.” He dips his pinky in the wine glass, then touches the finger to his plate, leaving a small, purple bead.


  “Dam,” he says, pronouncing the Hebrew perfectly. “Blood.”


  Christine remembers blood:


  Standing naked in front of the bathroom mirror, all Christine saw, all she ever saw, was Karin. They were physically identical in every way. The same bony hips, the same woefully underdeveloped chest that she secretly hoped would fill out before her sister’s, the same straight blonde hair hanging limply down to her too-narrow shoulders.


  “Grounded,” she whispered to her reflection. All because she’d flunked some stupid assignment for her Bible As Literature class. She’d written a paper about how Moses was schizo because he heard voices no one else did. She got it back with a big red F and the words “You’re not taking Exodus very seriously” scrawled across the top.


  “You’re not leaving this house until your grades improve,” Mom had said. “I won’t have my daughter going to community college. Karin’s getting straight As, why can’t you?”


  “Because I’m not Karin,” she said now, despite the face she saw in the bathroom mirror. “I’m Christine, the fucked up twin. The medical miracle. The one no one expected to survive.” Mom loved telling the story about how the doctors thought she would be smothered sharing the womb with her stronger, healthier, umbilical-hogging sister—it was her way of reminding Christine that from the very start she’d always been the weaker daughter. But she had survived, and when she was born it was like it was too late, like her parents had already decided not to get too attached to her. Her sister was no comfort. Instead of the bond between identical twins she’d heard so much about, their relationship had been confrontational and competitive since day one, like they were still fighting for legroom in utero. She didn’t want to be anything like her. She just wanted to be free of her. Sometimes she wished the doctors had been right.


  And now she was grounded and couldn’t go out with Alan Healy, the only boy in school who seemed to like her, even though she wrote angry poetry and smoked cloves in the girls’ bathroom. She’d seen him peeking at her from around corners and behind books, and now that he’d finally worked up the nerve to ask her out, she couldn’t go. Meanwhile, Karin, who’d never cracked a textbook in her life and probably blew teachers in alleys to get her straight As, got to go out and enjoy herself. It wasn’t fair.


  Christine clenched her fists. She swallowed her anger. It tasted bitter, thorny, and she felt it slither down the muscles under her skin.


  She stepped into the tub and sat in the warm water. She lathered soap up and down her legs and grabbed the pink plastic razor next to the soap dish. She pulled it along her left leg from ankle to thigh, carving a trail through the thick white lather.


  Mom’s voice floated in from the living room. Christine could tell from the way she yelled that she was on the phone with Dad. “I do everything I can to keep this family going! No, it’s not Karin, it’s your other daughter, as usual.”


  A sting, a flash of red where the razor cut her, and Christine sucked air in through her teeth. She looked at the tiny crimson spot on her leg. She touched the blood with one finger.


  Hello, Christine. The voice, deep and smooth, seemed to echo off the white tile walls and the inside of her skull.


  “Who’s there?” She leaned out of the tub, dripping sudsy water onto the floor. The bathroom was empty. She scrunched her eyes closed as hard as she could. “Wake up,” she whispered to herself.


  You’re not like your sister, Christine. Not anymore. Open your eyes and let me show you how.


  She opened her eyes slowly.


  See the cut on your leg? That’s what sets you apart.


  The red spot against her skin looked beautiful, like a frosted rose on a birthday cake she’d never have to share.


  But ask yourself, Christine, is it enough? The cut was an accident. She’s bound to have shaving cuts, too.


  “No, I’m not listening,” Christine said, covering her face. The hard handle of the razor pressed against her cheek.


  She could have the very same cut you do. Then how would you be different?


  “Stop it.” She put her hands over her ears. “There’s no one here. You’re not real.”


  You can’t rely on random accidents to set you apart from her, Christine. You need to take control.


  She lowered her hands and looked at the silver glint of metal in the razor’s head.


  Do it, Christine. Identical is only skin deep. It’s what’s under the skin that matters.


  Something moved beneath the skin of her leg, twisting around the muscle like a vine. Her breath caught in her throat.


  Set it free. Cut it out of you and take control.


  She pressed the razor to her soft, pale thigh. She held her breath, afraid, then slashed it sideways as hard as she could. A line of blood followed the razor’s trail, dribbling down her leg and into the water, where it spread out in waving tendrils like red smoke. The sharp pain only lasted a moment before dulling, but during that moment her heart drummed, her skin tingled, and she felt more alive, more herself, than she had in years. Pain broke the walls of the cocoon she’d spun around herself, and the sensation waiting on the other side belonged to her, no one else.


  In pain you are perfection. Now set it free.


  She gasped as the skin around the cut bulged suddenly. What was happening? Had she cut too deep, slashed an important artery? It hurt worse than the razor slice. The pain seemed to whisper her name.


  The edges of the slit puckered open like lips. Something long and black dropped out, landing in the water with a heavy splash. Christine kicked against the bathmat, trying to get out of the tub without touching the oily black eel that now swam around her ankles. She grabbed the edge of the tub, ready to pull herself over onto the tiled bathroom floor, but the eel changed course, torpedoing up along her torso. It surfaced, its slick, black, eyeless head splitting apart into spiky jaws.


  “Go away!” she screamed, splashing and kicking the walls of the tub. “Go away!”


  The eel closed its mouth. It turned around and glided down toward the drain, bumping its head against the rubber plug that blocked its path. Christine rose to her knees. She pulled the chain, yanking the plug out of the drain, and the eel slid quickly down the dark hole.


  Such a waste. You need to learn to take control, Christine.


  She looked at the cut on her thigh. It had closed into a thin red line again.


  Christine mimics her father, sinking her pinky into the warm wine and then touching it to her plate. The purple bead that rolls off her fingertip looks like the blood it’s named after.


  “Tzfardea, frogs,” Dad continues, dipping again. “Kinim, lice.”


  Her finger is too wet now. Some of the wine drips onto her palm before she can tap it on the plate. She sticks her pinky in her mouth to clean it off.


  “Whoa,” Dad says. “You’re not supposed to do that, Christine. Our cup of joy is not complete because people died, remember? It’s considered insensitive to lick your finger because then it’s like you’re taking pleasure in it.”


  “Sorry,” she says. Her cheeks burn.


  “Passover is all about people dying so others can be set free,” he says.


  Christine wants to say, “The Book of Exodus,” and wow everyone with what she learned in Bible As Lit, but Karin interrupts, “Idiot.”


  “Let’s just get on with it,” Mom says.


  “Is there a problem, Elaine?” Dad asks. Christine flinches. There’s an edge in his voice she’s not used to anymore now that he’s not living at home with them.


  “No, Matt, there’s no problem,” Mom says, her voice extra saccharine. “Why don’t you tell us more about your cup of joy?”


  While her parents cut into each other, Karin leans forward, her collar coming away to reveal a dark hickey on her neck. She whispers across the table to Christine, “Alan cried like a baby afterward. I did you a favor, sparing you that pathetic display. He wasn’t even very good.”


  “Fuck you,” Christine snarls, a little too loud.


  “Christine, that’s enough,” Dad says angrily. “Behave yourself at the table.”


  Karin smirks and flips her the finger when Mom and Dad aren’t looking. Not that it would matter if they saw her. She gets away with everything.


  “The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can eat,” Dad says, picking up the Haggadah again.


  “Hallelujah,” Mom says.


  Dad glares at her, then sticks his pinky in the wine glass. “Arov,” he says, “beasts.”


  “When did you learn Hebrew anyway?” Mom asks, drinking freely from her wine glass. “You were never very good at learning new things.”


  “Dever,” he continues. “Pestilence.” The word slices through the air like a straightedge.


  Frightened by the incident in the bathtub, Christine looked for new ways to distinguish herself from her twin sister. She raided her wardrobe and held a lonely midnight funeral behind the apartment building for her beaded V-neck tanks, fitted bellbottoms, and pink and blue topsiders. She replaced them with t-shirts with the sleeves cut off, camouflage pants, steel-toed black boots, and topped it all off with a frayed denim jacket. But it wasn’t enough. Now she just looked like Karin in a Halloween costume. Something more drastic was necessary.


  She surprised Alan with her new haircut shortly before the big Spring Fling dance. She’d chopped most of it off, shaved half of her head down to a fine fuzz, and dyed it all a deep black. “It feels more like me,” she told him. Her heart sank when she saw his face. “You don’t like it?” He hemmed and hawed and kicked at the ground with his sneakers. He couldn’t break up with her fast enough.


  Alan asked Karin to the dance instead, and her sister agreed to go.


  “You know he only asked you to get back at me,” she said, leaning against the doorframe of Karin’s bedroom. “Because you look the way I used to.”


  She eyed the clock by the bed. Only half an hour until Alan came to pick Karin up for the dance. And what would Christine do then? Hide in her room until her sister and ex-boyfriend were gone? Sit in the bathtub and—


  No, she thought. No more cutting. But in her head she saw the blade glinting prettily and wondered if it would feel as good now as it did the first time.


  “I don’t care,” Karin replied, applying mascara at her makeup table. “I always thought Alan was a hottie. Is there anything I should know, like is he a bad kisser?”


  “You’re going to kiss my ex-boyfriend?”


  Karin shrugged. “You had your chance with him, but you fucked it up with your stupid dyke haircut. Accept it and move on. Besides, it’s almost the end of the year, and there’s no way I’m going into Senior Year a virgin.”


  Christine furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”


  Her sister rolled her eyes, opened a drawer in the table, and pulled out a condom in bright yellow wrapping. She held it up so Christine could see, then dropped it into her sequined purse. “Duh,” Karin said.


  Mom appeared in the doorway behind Christine. “Don’t stay out too late tonight, Karin. We have your father’s Jewish thing tomorrow.”


  “Don’t worry,” Karin said. She locked eyes with Christine. “I’m sure I’ll be in bed early.”


  Christine clenched her fists. Something moved under her skin.


  No way was she going to wait around for Alan to pick Karin up. She went downtown to get lost in the crowd instead, weaving around all the hand-holding couples and looking away whenever a white stretch limo drove by. The sound of muffled laughter behind the tinted windows disturbed her, as if each limo held Alan and Karin, as if they were circling the block, driving past her again and again to rub it in her face. First they were kissing in the back seat, and then, when they drove by again, Alan was whispering in Karin’s ear, “It was always you I liked, not Christine. She’s a freak. I just did what I had to do to get closer to you.” And then, the next time, his hand was inside the top of her dress, and the time after that he was lying on top of her, doing things they’d never done while the driver tried not to watch in the rearview mirror.


  “Like I care,” Christine muttered. She walked the razor’s edge of the sidewalk, hugging the buildings and keeping a buffer of people between her and the passing limos. She stopped in front of a storefront. “Wildside Tattoo & Piercing” was stenciled on the window. The glass shelves displayed all kinds of bulky silver jewelry: earrings, navel rings, lip rings, eyebrow rings. The store was practically empty, just a couple of college students looking through the tattoo design books and giggling nervously. Behind the counter, a big, bald man with a long beard and tattoo-covered arms looked bored. He met her gaze and raised one eyebrow.


  Christine pulled open the heavy glass door and stepped inside. It smelled like cigarette smoke and ammonia. “Slow night?” she asked. Her own voice sounded too high to her, too young, and she made a show of clearing her throat.


  “There’s some kind of school dance or something,” he said with a shrug. She liked his voice, it was thick and smooth like honey. He eyed the college kids shuffling closer to the door. “They’re not gonna get anything tonight. I knew it the moment they walked in. Gawkers.”


  “Fuck ‘em,” she said. “Total poseurs.”


  He looked at her disdainfully. “And what are you?”


  “The real deal,” she said.


  He looked her up and down. “If you say so.” He introduced himself as Satyr. Christine nodded like it was no big deal, but secretly she thought it was the coolest thing she’d ever heard.


  Five minutes later she was in the chair in back, ready to get her eyebrow pierced. Satyr switched on his iPod and stuffed the earbuds in his ears. Bobbing his head to music she couldn’t hear, he washed his hands in the rust-stained sink and dried them on his leather vest. He wiped down the area above her left eye with alcohol. He pulled the skin away from her skull, held it there with a small clamp, then took a needle and a small metal hoop out of the drawer.


  “Hold still, real deal, this is gonna hurt,” he said.


  “Pain and I go way back,” Christine said, though she doubted he could hear anything over the music. She wished he would take out the earbuds and pay attention to her. He had the deepest brown eyes she’d ever seen. Just as she was wondering what it would feel like to run her fingers through his beard, he pushed the needle through the skin of her eyebrow.


  Her fingernails dug into the upholstery of the armrests. She felt a drop of blood roll down the side of her face. He put the ring through the hole he’d made, then removed the clamp. He leaned forward to dab the blood from her face. Close up, his mouth looked soft. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him, but then he swiveled away on his chair to wash his tools in the sink. Christine released the armrests.


  Satyr turned off his iPod and left it on the lip of the sink. He picked up a small, frameless mirror, then turned back to her. “What do you think?” he asked, though it didn’t sound like he cared what her answer would be.


  “Perfect. How much do I owe you?”


  “Forty,” he said, putting the mirror back under the sink.


  She took a deep breath, steeling herself, and put a hand on his thigh. “That’s a little steep. Maybe we can work something out?” She’d seen it in a movie once, though now she remembered the actress had said, “Maybe we can come to an arrangement,” and her voice had been lower, too; smokier, more seductive. Christine wished she could start over and do it again the right way.


  Satyr made a noise like steam escaping from a radiator. He picked her hand up and placed it back on her lap. “I think not. I have enough poseur girls who want to fuck me to piss off their mommies or boyfriends or whoever, I don’t need another one. So why don’t you break out the credit card you stole from daddy’s wallet and we’ll take it from there, okay?”


  For a moment, she couldn’t react. Then she turned away from him, angry that he might see her chin quivering. She asked if there was a bathroom, and he waved vaguely in the direction of the graffiti-covered doors in the back wall. She locked herself in the women’s room, sat on the chipped toilet seat, and rummaged through her bag for tissues. She couldn’t believe she was crying. What was she, a baby? No wonder Satyr rejected her. He probably thought she was just a little girl, utterly sexless.


  Her fingers touched something hard tucked into the corner of her bag—a small pocketknife she’d gotten at the Army Navy store for a dollar. She took it out and flipped open the small, sharp blade.


  Hello, Christine.


  She dropped the knife. It clattered on the water-stained floor between her feet.


  You remember what to do, don’t you? Pick up the knife.


  “Leave me alone,” she whimpered. But her skin itched for the cut.


  It’s only natural, Christine. The whole
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