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  Chapter 1


  ne wæs hit lenge þá gén


  þæt se ecghete


  nor was it near the time


  of that edge-hate


  Beowulf 83-84


  Chibuike had been in the reek of bodies, sweat, shit, and despair for so long, she couldn’t smell it anymore. Hunger was a clenched fist in the pit of her stomach. Around her, chained men groaned their misery in a gabble of a dozen languages. Some knew Igbo, but understanding their words brought no comfort. Women were not chained, but that offered Chibuike little freedom.


  The boat’s narrow confines rolled on the waves. Dark and stifling hot, although being under the blazing sky was no better. The inescapable sun and the desolate horizon filled her with fear. She had never known a place as bleak, or frightening.


  Some whispered the ashen-pale men would not eat them, but sell them as slaves in a far-away land. Their captors were strange, savage, and terrifying. They beat the prisoners with wooden clubs at the slightest excuse. Or sometimes for no reason at all. Chibuike treated her goats better than these men treated the wretched people around her. Many of the captives were ill, and there was nowhere to escape the smell of filth, vomit, and death. When they died, they were dumped overboard.


  She had prayed for the winds to take her away, to snatch her and fly her somewhere safe, somewhere sane. No help had come, no solace or relief. When she had given up hope of answer, she returned to the stinking, fearful people and the clanking of their iron manacles.


  Already two sets of shackled men had thrown themselves overboard, choosing death over the endless misery of the ship. She thought about following them. Unchained, she could run, jump, and be lost in the enormity of the endless water.


  She would not. Her name was strength. She had survived being a slave for two years, and now she had been sold to the pale men. She would survive, even when hope looked too impossibly far away. They would not break her, not with starvation, imprisonment, or loneliness. Not even if they killed her.


  She missed her home, and her husband. Ndidi had been captured when she had, and she had never seen him again. She wondered where he was, with his gentle but hard-working hands, beautiful eyes, and his warm and well-muscled arms. She tried not to think about him, but his absence ate at her. The pain of missing him had subsided to a dull yearning. His loss was only another point in her litany of woes. Praying did nothing. She no longer wept.


  Time passed, marked only by the groan of the great boat’s ropes, the clank of shifting chains, and the echoing moans of the surrounding people. The rusty chains chafed her wrists until they bled. Her nose was dull to the smell of sweat, vomit, and fear.


  A commotion near the top of the ladder meant another miserable meal. If she weren’t so hungry, she would refuse the foul-tasting food. But those who did not eat were beaten. Did the fearsome men somehow derive sustenance from the misery below them? Chibuike could not think of another reason for their cruelty. Perhaps her first instinct had been right, that the men on the boat would eat her, but they would not devour her flesh, only her soul. Did they grow strong by consuming others’ souls? She shuddered at the thought of such empty people contaminating the air.


  Nine of them clustered around the pot. Six men passed around bowls for the thin gruel, followed by handfuls of hard, stale bread. Another followed, dispensing water with a ladle. Two more stood, glaring around them, wooden clubs at the ready should anyone refuse to eat. Chains clanked and rattled as the prisoners moved, some for the first time that day.


  The thickset leader, a large man with a strange, dirty beard who always shouted, did not hold his stick today. Instead, he was handing out the bowls with food. His movements were quick and impatient, often grabbing bowls before people had finished.


  He handed the bowl to her, and she looked into his strange face. He did not shout, only only glowered out of his strange, ruddy face as he handed her the bowl. She took it, and there was something under it. A small piece of meat, but more than she had eaten for a long time.


  She wanted to throw it in his face, scream defiance at him. With everything her, she loathed him. She’d watched him club a man to death for defying him, then throw him and the still-living man he was manacled to overboard. Was she to believe in this sudden kindness, this special treatment? For all she knew, this was poisoned, to prepare her for an even more horrible fate. What did he want? The men came down and took who they wanted, sometimes two or more taking turns on the same woman, leaving her to bleed and weep when they were gone. If he wanted her, he could just take her.


  But she was so hungry. She soaked the dried meat in the watery soup, chewed, and swallowed, consequences be damned. The weight of something in her stomach was almost unbearable. She looked up at his strange colorless face, his impossibly light hair, and outlandish red beard. His eyes, the color of a fish’s belly, were wide with a stew of so many emotions she could not count them. He was not dead inside like the others.


  He barked orders at the other men, and they moved faster, giving out the food. A paw of a hand collected her bowl, and swept it to the next person. She watched as they gave out the rest of the gruel and bread. Everyone understood what was expected, and were too cowed or exhausted to do anything but take it and eat.


  Their business done, the pale men crowded back through the narrow door. The big leader was the last to go. Before the door closed, he turned and looked at her, his face the same mix of strange emotions. The door closed, and they were gone.


  Would he come back for her that night? She shuddered at the thought. She had never seen them be gentle. So far, she had been spared the rape, but how long would that last? What was this ship of despair and clanking chains headed toward?


  Rage bloomed in her. She would fight him. She might lose, but she would fight him. Better to struggle. She would not be bought off with something as paltry as a piece of meat. Whatever he wanted, sex, a kind look, her soul, she would not give it to him. She would spit on him, tear at him. All the pain and fear and terror, everything she had hated and loathed on the boat, all that she would return on him, if he dared come close to her.


  She sat, huddling into herself, the hot rage burning in her. She would not weaken. The man would pay.


  Chapter 2


  Gæð a wyrd swa hio scel


  Fate moves as she needs


  Beowulf, 455


  


  “Ooooh, this is a nice place. Loads of character. That brown crust on the kitchen floor really adds to the ambiance.” Sam’s chatter filled the apartment, making it feel more like a place to live. She dumped the box she was carrying on the floor.


  “Next time, pack your books in smaller boxes. And get rid of more of them.”


  Sam had been blueprinted as a fire hydrant. With her deep chest and chunky legs, she looked like the sort of person you could lean on. Her dusky Armenian complexion, impressive nose, and fine moustache meant she’d never be considered pretty, although her dark lashes gave her the most inviting bedroom eyes David had ever seen. Her smile lit up not just her face but the surrounding room.


  “How are you feeling?” Sam asked.


  David dropped the box of books he’d just hauled up two flights of stairs.


  “More tired than I’d like.” He let himself fall into the overstuffed chair they’d brought up first.


  “So I get to clean the shit off the kitchen floor,” Sam said. “Mean of me to hog all the fun, I know.”


  “I’ll make sure the truck is locked. Just give me minute to get my breath back.” Was David getting weaker? They’d made at least twenty trips up the stairs. He’d never been in great shape, and Sam was breathing heavily, also.


  “Bring up a small box on your way back, then,” she said.


  David smiled.


  Outside, the October weather was turning chill. The naked trees were gray and dead as the stone buildings that hemmed them in. Dried leaves skittered across the pavement, tossed by the blustery wind. Boston wouldn’t be as cold as Vermont, but he’d been told that the cold, wet wind howled straight off the Atlantic.


  When he was back in the apartment, Sam was applying elbow grease to the kitchen floor. She’d rolled up her sleeves and unbuttoned her flannel shirt.


  “What does the T-shirt say?”


  She turned to him, grinning.


  “Friends help you move, real friends help you move bodies,” he read aloud. “Nicely morbid.”


  “Paramedic,” she reminded him. “Comes with the territory.”


  “Sorry. I’ve been obsessing about mortality.”


  Her bright smile faltered.


  “Nothing’s changed, David. You still have as much time as you’ve always had.”


  “It’s hard to be philosophical when you’ve been told the clock’s about to run out.”


  “I’ve hauled plenty of dead people out of situations they never saw coming. They never got a chance to set their lives in order.”


  “I’d trade that opportunity for another thirty years.” He tried not to sound bitter.


  Her strong, reassuring hand settled on his shoulder.


  “If you’re going to be defeatist about this, then there’s no point in signing on with this doctor and his protocol.”


  “It’s only self-pity. Sometimes I can’t help it.” David wiped at a tear rolling down his cheek, then put his hand on hers. She didn’t say anything, but turned her hand over to grasp his. Her hand was warm and comforting. She held on for a long minute as David collected himself.


  “Thanks,” he whispered, letting her go.


  “Let’s do some unpacking,” she said.


  The apartment was old and tired. Small wonder he’d gotten it so cheap. The seventies-vintage, once-white kitchen appliances had great brown streaks, as if the previous tenant had let every burner boil over. Four out of five knobs were still on the range’s face, which David considered a win. Except for the corner where Sam had attacked it, the black and white linoleum floor was stained with a brown layer that crackled as they walked on it.


  The fridge was short and rounded, aged chrome and scratched white enamel. The inside was not the horrorshow it could have been, although David was wary of the incongruous robin’s egg blue interior. He closed the heavy door, and the motor, compressor, whatever made the noise in back, clicked on.


  David found himself treading lightly to keep from disturbing the dreaming rooms.


  “Since you’ve already been to the kitchen, let me show you around the rest of the place,” he said.


  In the bathroom, the naked curtain bar hung over a claw-foot tub, the metal hangers a jangled, rusting mess. He should have thought to buy his own shower curtain. The fixtures, from the ceiling light to the mirror frame and hexagonal towel bar, echoed the kitchen’s dull chrome motif. Only a few of the black and white tiles were missing from the wall, the gaps hastily painted the color of the lost tile. The floor consisted of white hexes, with a few black ones scattered among them. The rest of the room was tiny and spare, the toilet clean enough for now.


  “I always imagine someone laying down the shower curtain and dismembering someone. With this bathroom, you don’t have enough space to work with,” Sam said.


  “Thanks for the image. Could you not share the crazy stuff in your head?”


  “Don’t hold your breath.”


  “Some things I don’t need right now.”


  “Shall we let the monster loose and show him where to put his unspeakable filth?”


  “We’ve got most of my shit up here, so I think it’s safe to let Bub out.”


  Sam threaded her way through the piles of boxes, and came to the cat-carrier. An unkempt mass of orange fur projected through the bars of the small crate.


  “Hey, Bub.”


  A pair of yellow eyes appeared in the dark recesses of the cat carrier. She opened the top to Bub’s whiskey-voiced protest. She cuddled him on her shoulder, each stroke of her hand sending a storm of orange drifting to the floor below. By the time David had returned, Bub had settled into her shoulder.


  “His pan’s in the bathroom and ready.” David looked at the happily-snuggled cat resting on Sam’s shoulder. “Why is it that my cat likes you more than he likes me? I feed him and scoop his crap.”


  Sam’s grin was broad and mischievous.


  “Two words; pussy magnet.”


  His laughter took David by surprise, the first time he’d laughed in weeks. When the outburst was over, he looked back at Sam and Bub.


  “So you’re saying that I’m not?”


  “No offence, but the tweedy college professor look only works with the co-eds.” Bub’s purr was deep and profound. A pool of drool was spreading on Sam’s shoulder.


  “You might think that, but professors don’t seem to get nearly as much action as films suggest we do.”


  “Maybe you needed to be a more difficult grader. Then you would have had those cute girls coming to you, their lips pouting, asking if there’s anything they can do to raise their grades.” She fluttered her eyelids like a coquette. David stared at her for a moment.


  “You’ve thought way too much about this.”


  She waggled her eyebrows suggestively, then took Bub to the bathroom to show him the litter box. David followed. When Sam put the cat down, he crouched in the litter, looking around at his new surroundings with wide, frightened eyes.


  “Let’s give him some privacy,” Sam said.


  The side room he’d decided to put his bed in was high-ceilinged, with abused hardwood floors. David considered the cream-colored twenties-era ornamental molding. No one had touched it since the building had been constructed. It had a convex half-sphere from which a chandelier should hang. Sam gazed upward.


  “Quit staring at my ceiling tit,” David said.


  She took a step to the side.


  “No matter where in the room I go, it still points at me.”


  “You’re saying that my bedroom is aroused by you?”


  Sam’s smile was smug. “Women want me, men fear me.”


  


  The tour completed, David went to the kitchen as Sam collapsed on the small couch. He joined her a minute later, handing her a warm Coke. The two of them surveyed the cityscape of boxes surrounding them. Sam put her big black boots on a convenient piece of cardboard.


  “Not to pry, but how come nobody from the college came down to help you move?”


  David took a swallow of Coke. It was supposed to settle his stomach. “Anti-emetic” his doctor said.


  “I didn’t want to put them through what I went through with my parents.”


  “So you wanted to just disappear from their lives? That makes no sense. They’re your friends.”


  David was silent. Sam let the lull drag on for a full, dead minute before prompting him.


  “You know, you never talk about your parents.”


  David’s eyes searched for some solace in a corner of the room.


  “Yeah, I don’t.” Sam didn’t say anything. “Look, I don’t want to have to inflict my death on anyone. I just want to pass away quietly, where I don’t have to see the pity in my friends’ eyes.”


  “Don’t you think you should have let them make up their own minds?” Sam’s mild tone did not mask the sharp criticism.


  “How many deathbeds have you been to? Sitting around, waiting for someone to be gone forever? It fucking sucks, Sam. If I remove myself, maybe I’ll just fade away in people’s memories, cause less pain that way.”


  “No one is gone forever. We’re just separated from them for a little time.”


  David bit back the bitter retort that was forming. Although he and Sam disagreed about religion, they’d always respected each other’s beliefs. He didn’t want to be an atheist dick right now.


  Bub landed on David’s lap, apparently from nowhere. The cat looked at him, shook his head until his ears flapped, then settled down on the provided warm surface. David found his anger difficult to sustain with a warm, purring cat parked on his crotch.


  Sam stood.


  “Come on. We better get you unpacked.”


  He looked up at her with mock helplessness, his hand automatically petting Bub.


  “I’ve got a cat in my lap. It would be rude to move Bub for something as pedestrian as work.”


  The old joke soothed him. Sam gave him a hard stare, and he worried that he had offended her.


  “All right,” she said. “But that means I get to arrange your books.”


  David felt some of the knots in his gut relax. He didn’t want to argue with Sam. He’d been working so long, and so hard, and now, he just wanted some peace.


  Sam had dragged a box of books to the already-standing bookshelf. His library was meager in this new place, only the books he couldn’t bear to part with, what he planned to read over the next six months.


  “Beautiful edition of Frankenstein, David. I think I’ll put it under the illustrator’s name, next to Wodehouse.”


  David was off the couch almost before Bub could leap off him.


  “You wouldn’t dare.”


  Sam was looking back at him, the book in her hand.


  “You can’t organize that by illustrator!” He shouted in mock anger. “Who in their right mind organizes anything by illustrator? Every sensible person in the world organizes their library by author. That’s the way it works.”


  “So now you’re picky about where your books go?”


  “If they’re not in the right order, how will I be able to find them?”


  “If you remember the author, then you should be able to remember the illustrator.”


  “How many moons orbit planet Sam? Is it far from Earth?”


  “There isn’t even the tiniest thrill in chance and disorder for you, is there?”


  He glared at her, glad to have the serious conversation over.


  “I don’t even know who you are. Frankenstein goes under Shelley. S-H-E-L-L-E-Y.”


  Three and a half hours later, Sam came out of the kitchen, her sleeves rolled up, brown stains down the front of her flannel shirt. She leaned on the mop handle like a resting gladiator. David stuck his head out of a closet he was cleaning.


  “I’ve negotiated a peace treaty with Roachzilla and her tribe,” Sam said. “But I’m not sure the cessation of hostilities extends to you. Which is probably just as well, there was some fiddly language I didn’t understand about arms limitation. But your kitchen floor is pretty clean. I don’t think I would eat off it, but it doesn’t crackle anymore, either.”


  “You are a treasure and some day some lucky man’s going to snap you right up,” he said.


  “He’d be in for a surprise on the honeymoon,” Sam said, laughing. “Thinking he’s in for a threesome with Mel and I, and then getting his dumb ass locked in a closet.”


  David stepped out of the closet, showing Sam the stack of yellowed papers he’d rescued.


  “I guess the last person to live here had a kid. And they weren’t too careful about taking the stuff away.”


  “David, this is personal. We should probably go to the concierge and see if he knows where the previous tenants are. This is private. We shouldn’t be going through it.”


  David blinked. “Really?”


  “No. But I wanted to put up some token resistance. I love going through other peoples’ shit.”


  David spread out the stack of drawings. There weren’t from the previous tenants, at least, not like he’d originally thought. The paper was yellowed, the drawings in Technicolor crayon.


  “Oooh, I like the realism in this one.” Sam held up a stereotypical suburban scene with a father standing in front of his house, briefcase in hand. In the background, the black chimney stood askew, a curlicue of smoke coming out of the top. Crayon-green grass sprouted from the lawn behind a blue picket fence. The naivety of the image was charming.


  “Hey, this one’s kind of cute.” David showed Sam a black and brown illustration that had some sort of cabinet with deep-sea divers in it.


  “Holy crap, is that the Moon landing?” The moment Sam said it, David could see it. The bulky suits, all contained in a television set. He held the picture in front of him.


  “Can’t believe how much of our lives TV has taken over. Drawing something you saw on TV.”


  “These pictures are older than you are,” Sam said.


  “I don’t think I ever drew TV stuff.”


  “No Tom and Jerry? Never drew Bugs Bunny or Yosemite Sam?” Sam looked at the picture. “And you have to admit, this was a big deal.”


  “It just bugs me that the kid felt he had to include the television.”


  “That was part of its magic,” Sam said.


  They went back to sorting through the papers. A few were penmanship exercises with little gold stars on top. Bobby Lewis had neat block lettering.


  “What the hell is this?” Sam turned a page to face David. In sharp angles, again in black and brown, was a standing woman, a terrible grimace across her face. Brown droplets, blood or saliva, something, gushed from her teeth.


  “Woah.” The image fascinated David. The angular lines were very different from the kid’s usual curvy swirls. The limited palette made the drawing dark and sinister. Whoever the woman in the picture was, she had left quite the impression on little Bobby Lewis.


  “Homeless woman?” The image was chilling.


  “Must have been a nightmare,” Sam said. “A pretty intense one.”


  “Poor kid. It must have frightened the crap out of him.”


  Sam laid the picture on the growing pile of pages they were done with.


  “So what do we do with it now?” Sam asked.


  “Well, throwing it out is somehow wrong. I guess we should just stick it back in the closet.”


  “We should make some attempt to find this kid,” Sam said. “He made them. He might be missing his long-lost spelling tests and early works. Maybe if he’s famous, we could ransom them back to him.”


  “And are you going to spend all sorts of time tracking this guy down? I sure won’t. I mean, it would be nice, but I’m supposed to be relaxing, getting better. Reducing my stress and thinking good thoughts.”


  “Yeah, but you’re a guy,” Sam said. “You can’t stay still, you can’t enjoy a day off. You have to work, accomplish something, feel useful. I give you two days before you’re pacing, looking for something to do.”


  “I’ve got loads of books to read. But I’m told that the chemo is going to make me feel weak and sick, so reading is sort of ideal. And I want some time off. I’ve been busting my ass since I got out of high school, and I deserve some down time. I’m going to relax, do nothing, and get better.”


  Sam reached over and ruffled his hair. “Sure you will, tiger.”


  “You can be really annoying when you’re condescending.”


  “I’m just pointing something out. And annoying isn’t the same thing as wrong.”


  “Now you’re just being mean,” David said without much heat.


  “It’s because I’m hungry. What is there to eat?”


  “Right now, nothing. But I’ll bet we can find some sort of take-out.”


  Sam cocked her head and looked at David from under her lush eyelashes. “Feed me and I’ll tell you all sorts of lies about how you’re going to do nothing for the next four months.”


  David felt in his back pocket for his wallet. “I’ve got a credit card and I’m not afraid to use it. Take-out, here we come.”


  Moving boxes up stairs was a lot more exercise than David was used to. He lay in his barely-made bed, awake, listening to Boston’s remote bustle, the passing cars, the pounding stereos, the shouts and calls. It never got dark outside his window. The light from the street lamps leaked in around the pulled shades and makeshift drapes, painting two bright bands of yellow light across the small room. He looked for a clock, but realized he didn’t have one. He lay, listening as booted feet clomped past his front door, and a heated conversation leaked in from the next apartment. Underneath it all, he heard Sam’s gentle snore from the living room. How different his life could have been. If he’d found the right woman. If he hadn’t gotten cancer.


  After a long, fretful, interminable time, he drifted into sleep.


  He woke again, or perhaps he dreamed.


  Dimly, he perceived a presence, something lurking in the shadows in the corner of his bedroom. He tried to move, but his limbs would not respond. The sensation of something horrible, a cold, creeping fear slithered up David’s spine. He could not turn his head to confront the presence. He lay immobile as a bound sacrifice as the unseen something moved silently toward him. Fear washed through him, his heart pounding in his chest. Was he being robbed his first night in the city?


  He concentrated on moving just one finger, something, anything, that might break the spell. Straining, he raved in his own head, swearing and raging. And still, he could not move.


  Was he dead? Panic ripped through him. Had his cancer spread to his brain? His thoughts spun faster and faster.


  He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Who was it? Someone passed in front of the window. His heart slammed against his chest. Was this one of those horrible home invasions?


  The reek of burned hair filled his nostrils. From his left came a scratching, as if from rats in the walls. Abandoning his attempts to move, David concentrated on his breathing. If he could take a long breath, he could scream.


  Nothing.


  Tears welled in his eyes.


  He heard a dry chuckle. It was so close, he was certain whatever it was could reach out and touch him.


  Something heavy landed on his chest.


  She was cold, with ashen skin, torn and ragged hair. Her grin was a travesty, with snaggled teeth like black iron spikes. Fingernails that were were long, rending claws made of the same black metal as her teeth. Her eyes were wide, her dress a torn and filthy shift of coarse-woven cloth. Her cackle cut him like icy knives.


  Weight crushed him. He tried to suck air into his lungs, desperate for breath, but he couldn’t draw anything in. He was suffocating, smothering, drowning. Panic roared through his mind, scattering all thoughts.


  He still could not move. She cupped his face with clammy, iron-tipped hands. Her tongue flicked in and out of her sharp teeth, drawing blood with the sharp points. She leaned in, bringing her face within inches of his. She said something he did not understand, her voice like two slates grinding together.


  With a sneer, she gathering herself, then drove an iron-clawed hand into his chest. His heart froze, and stopped.


  David jackknifed off the bed, his scream loud and endless. He folded onto his side and curled into a ball, cradling his agony-ridden heart. He was out of air, and with a profound sense of relief drew in a long ragged breath. His heart was racing, and he was clammy with freezing sweat.


  Sam, in yellow silk pajamas, was next to him. David tried to say something, but it came out as another scream. And then she was holding him, and he was weeping like a broken man. Strong hands stroked his hair, soothed him as he wept on her shoulder. He felt the slow, steady rhythm of her heart, contrasting with his wildly hammering pulse.


  “Bad dream?” She asked.


  David didn’t have the words. She held him as his cold sweat dried, and his heart stopped trying to break out of his chest.


  “Jesus, ah fuck, Jesus,” was all he could manage. The insanity, the attack, the fear were all still screaming through his head. Sam just kept stroking his hair.


  When he felt brave enough to raise his head, he found he didn’t have any words. He just stared at Sam.


  “You’re under a bit of stress, David. Her reasonable tone helped bring him back to the real world. “I’d be surprised if you didn’t have some sort of nightmare.”


  He groped for words, and found some this time.


  “No. Not this one.”


  With the fear subsiding, David could feel his reason returning. He had never been so overwhelmed with fear, so out of his mind with panic.


  “I’m surprised you haven’t had bad dreams before.” Sam was calm, reasonable.


  David wiped at the snot running out of his nose.


  “I’ve had dreams of lying in a coffin and being aware of everything around me, of wasting away in a hospital while doctors and nurses ignore me.” He shuddered. “This was worse. This felt real. Like an attack.”


  David wiped his face on his wrist. He could see the large, wet blotch he’d made on Sam’s pajamas.


  “This was just a different bad dream,” Sam offered.


  David lay back. He was exhausted, but he knew sleep would be a long time coming.


  “It felt different, but more real. And weirder. My dreams are usually easy to interpret.” He looked up at Sam. “I kept a dream journal for a couple of years, and it got boring. I ran through the same symbols. I’ve never dreamed about a crone before, let alone one with vicious nails and impossibly sharp teeth.” He shuddered. “I’ve read semiotics, and I understand symbols, and this doesn’t make much sense as a symbolic dream.”


  “Do you think of your pancreas as female?”


  “Not even funny.”


  Sam let the silence linger and waited for him to share.


  “I guess I could look at it as my helplessness in the face of the disease, which is killing me. I don’t get why I would dream of my cancer as a black woman, though.” The fear was fading as brought his the weight of his analytical self against his dream.


  David let out a breath. His tears had dried, and so had his sweat. His heart was no longer trying to explode out of his chest. Even so, he was jittery, didn’t want to go back to sleep yet. The specter of a recurring dream was enough to keep him awake.


  “I guess I don’t know what a black woman would symbolize for me. Love I’ve never found? Starvation? Being burned?” David ran his hand through his hair. “I’m trying to figure out why my fear would personify as black.” He kept talking, analyzing the fear into submission.


  “It’s your head,” Sam said. “You can make more sense out of it than I can. Why would the skin color be important?”


  “Do you remember those posters with a smoker’s lung next to a healthy one?”


  “Sure.”


  “That might be the dark coloration. If she’s not ethnically black, but that color to represent my image of cancer, like a smoker’s lung. And female because the cancer isn’t me. If I’m disassociating the cancer, looking at it as an invader rather than a part of myself.”


  “All right. So why a person? Why not an animal, or a monster that’s trying to eat you?”


  That brought David up short. Recalling the thick, bloody tongue, the frightening teeth, the permafrost-cold iron nails, he shuddered.


  “She was pretty monstrous.”


  “But recognizably human.”


  “A lot of popular monsters look human. Vampires and werewolves appear to be people. Zombies used to be people. And there was that kid’s drawing that we looked at earlier. Maybe I drew on that, making her a representation of my anxiety about this new place linked to my fears about my cancer.”


  She sat back and looked at him. She said nothing, and the silence got uncomfortable.


  “It’s interesting to watch you distance yourself from this,” Sam said. “Ten minutes ago, you were scared as shit, and now you’re beating that fright into submission with your interpretation of it as a symbol. “


  David was taken aback.


  “So I’m distancing myself from a frightening experience?”


  “No, I’m just saying that it’s something I see a lot with you. You don’t trust your emotional self, so you club it into submission.”


  “Leaving aside whether you are right or wrong, why bring this up now?”


  “I only just realized it might be a problem.”


  “Well, I’m having an emotional reaction right now. I think it’s irritation, and I don’t think I’m intellectualizing it.”


  Sam shrugged.


  “I’d bet you’ve got a lot of fear you haven’t dealt with, and it’s turning into anger.”


  Davis threw his hands up helplessly and said nothing, unwilling to give her more fuel. They looked at each other as the silence grew longer.


  “Why yellow pajamas?” David managed.


  “I like the feel of silk against my skin, and so does Melanie.” She stretched her legs in pleased, languid motion. “And yellow is the color of decadence.”


  David gave her a weak smile.


  “It makes your skin glow.” He couldn’t wear yellow, it make him look jaundiced.


  “I know.”
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