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FOREWORD 
 

ñDeadmanôs to me? What does that mean?ò is the question I frequently get when I 

plug the small but steadily growing ezine to those I meet throughout the day. The retort I 

fling back to them encompasses a bit of amusing rumination that thrives of their brief 

moment of innocent ignorance. After all, tome isnôt a word that often gets exchanged in 

conversation. It is a word on a gradual decline into the archaic depths that so many before 

it have fallen into. Words such as this become submerged under multitudes of invisible 

and yet very real layers that are only penetrated through knowledge and use. So, what do 

I tell them exactly? Well, I simply call out to that old dusty book that they are bound to 

have sitting on their night stand, on their dresser, stashed away in a bookshelf, or stored 

away in an attic to never be seen again. Generally, I tend to garnish the little retort with a 

visual of an ancient cryptic book used for very sinister and ungodly purposes.  

After the retort, people either nod with interest or frown at me with a mixture of 

distaste and worry. After telling them to not worry about my soul, I begin to wonder if 

the tome really borrows from such stygian themes. The stories and editorials featured in 

this anthology embody dark, gritty, and archaic themes with influences that go as deep as 

H. P. Lovecraft, so I would certainly say yes. Even though this ezine isnôt bound by flesh 

and bone and penned in blood it has done its evil deed of instilling terror into the frail 

minds of hundreds to thousands of daring readers. Weôve made it our mission to test the 

wits of even the more hardcore horror fans with gruesome content, while providing 

stories that deliver scares without the ultra-violent buckets of gore. Because of our 



mission, because of the month to month releases of uncensored horror, we can proudly 

present a collection of some of the finest stories in our collection.  

Celebrating three years of publication is nice, but without friends and associates 

to share the moment with, the party would grow very boring, very fast. To that end, we 

reached out to everyone that has ever helped us in the past for their personal favorite 

picks and reasons why they enjoy this online magazine of the macabre. 
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Plain Old Wrong 
K.S. Riggin 
DOP: April 2010 
Chosen by Deb Eskie 
ñJust a sweet, innocent ladyò ï Deb Eskie 
 

ñCaroline did it,ò I tell you. ñJust as surely as cows give milk.ò  
 
ñYeah, guilty as sin,ò said another. 
 
ñNow, Miss Martin, Miss Clarvane. Weôve discussed this already. Without 

proof . . .ò 
 
That was the sheriffôs voice. Sheriff Plowder. Heôd always been kind to 

me, never accepting what everyone whispered. The others said mean things 
about me, but he never did. 



None of it was true, either. I owned a pet raven who could speak, but what 
did that prove? I hadnôt taught it to talk. Black Beak had been my uncleôs pet 
before poor Uncle Joe died. Besides, the raven didnôt really understand what it 
was saying. It just had a very odd propensity for saying something apt. Mere 
coincidence, but the townsfolk didnôt think so. They believed I taught it to say 
those things. 

That was because one time when the preacher came to see me -- Rev. 
Smith, you know -- why he had no more sense than a speckled hen. He walked 
right up to Black Beak and put out his finger just like he wanted to be bitten. Of 
course Black Beak obliged. Then when the manôs wife and I got the two 
disconnected, Black Beak started ranting: ñGot you that time. Got you that time.ò 

But Black Beak was just a bird. Why would anyone place meaning on 
something it said? 

Maybe the whole thing would have died out if Rev. Smith hadnôt sent that 
lawyer over. The man came to deliver some law suit papers, and he must have 
done something to the raven, because it suddenly started screaming, ñGonna get 
you, too. Gonna get you, too.ò  

The lawyer took off running. He practically flew off my porch in his hurry to 
be gone. It was his fault he tripped and fell. You canôt blame Black Beak for that. 
It wasnôt like Black Beak broke the manôs leg -- well, not directly, anyway. 

Anyway, it was the raven that caused the stories to start. And then when 
Bear came . . . 

Bearôs an old black cat that wandered in out of the woods one day. It 
looked hungry, so I fed it. In reply it hissed and yowled at me. Thatôs why I called 
it Bear. It was grouchy as one.  

Eventually Bear accepted me. Now it even sometimes sits in my lap and 
purrs for a minute, but it still isnôt real friendly. Yet itôs a heap friendlier to me than 
to anyone else. If someone comes near the cat, it spits and hisses. One time it 
even scratched a lady visitor. That Mrs. Bettle was a fool to try to pet Bear. Iôd 
told her not to. It wasnôt my fault the scratch got infected and they had to cut off 
the womanôs hand. 

Bear has one green eye and one blue. The town folk started saying that 
made it an evil thing. They called the cat's oddness a sign of the devil. But such a 
mutation isnôt a sign. Itôs just natureôs mischief. And it certainly has nothing to do 
with me. Yet everyone started whispering about it. Thatôs when they began 
calling me a witch. 

ñYouôve got your proof! The river flooded and washed away Edithôs house. 
Dr. Billôs house on the left of it was just fine. That witch likes him. Sam Cooney 
on the right side of Edithôs was hardly touched by water. You put the puzzle 
pieces together. You know what it looks like.ò 

That was Mrs. Bartlett speaking. I recognized her hoarse voice. She had a 
constant cold with a steady drip from her nose and a cough that never let up. 
Pure justice if you asked me. The old biddy was as nasty as the fountain in her 
front yard -- the one sheôd allowed to get all slimy and stinky. Of course she 
blamed me for that. She said before I got Bear and Black Beak the fountain used 
to have goldfish and blooming lily pads. 



Mrs. Bartlett, Miss Clarvane, and Miss Martin ï they were the real witches 
of the town, always spreading evil talk. If I were a witch Iôd be doing something to 
get even with them, wouldnôt I? 

But Iôm not a witch. Thatôs why Iôm sitting here in the county jail, kicking my 
feet back and forth, wondering if the charges are going to stick. Witchcraft ï how 
could anyone still believe in such a thing? How could there still be a law against 
it? 

ñSo what are you going to do about Caroline, Sheriff Plowder? Iôll give you 
the proof. Iôll say Caroline did it. Iôll say I saw her dressed up in black that night 
with her strange-eyed cat on one shoulder and that evil raven on her wrist. Iôll tell 
them I saw her casting a spell on the river.ò 

ñNow, Miss Clarvane, you donôt want to be perjuring yourself like that. 
What would the Reverend say?ò Sheriff Plowder sputtered. 

ñWhy, heôd bless me for it. Remember what Caroline did to his finger and 
to that lawyer friend of his?ò 

The building that housed the jail was old and rotting, but I donôt know why 
it had to choose that moment to fall apart. One of the inspectors later said that 
termites had gotten into the beams. All I know is that when the roof caved in, 
those three old biddies went to greener pastures. Sheriff Plowder fell under his 
desk. That saved him. And me, back in the jail cell, nothing fell there. Guess it 
was built with more concrete than wood. 

All the charges against me were dropped, of course. Sheriff Plowder 
shook my hand and told me he was sorry about the mistake. Nobody else said a 
thing about bringing up another case.  

I guess some townsfolk still pass whispers about me. A few even cross 
the street to the other side when I walk by. But mostly everyone just leaves me 
alone now, and Black Beak, Bear, and I are just fine that way. Just fine. 
 
 

Solitary Man 
M.R. Nelson 
DOP: June 2011 
Chosen by Deb Eskie 
ñSuspenseful and delightfully grotesqueò ï Deb Eskie 

 
Memories can be resilient.  As years pass, it can seem uncertain as to 

why particular memories continue to maintain those residual threads that wind up 
and disappear.  Then something happens to prompt those forgotten moments to 
unwind and vividly present themselves once again.   A scent or image, perhaps.  
For me, the trigger was a song and a dead president.   

In 1986, President Reagan appeared on television to inform the citizens of 
the United States and the world that the U.S. had enlisted the aid of Israel to 
facilitate the sale of weapons to Iran.  Due to an arms embargo, the Iranian 
government had been prevented from making purchases on their own account.  
Two benefits were gleamed from this transaction: First, Iran would exert influence 
on Hezbollah to release hostages, and, second, we would fund the Contras 



opposition against the Sandinistasô leftist government.  The Contras did have 
some nasty habits that may have made our involvement with them appear 
unseemly.  But, the powers that be decided that a political stance was better 
criteria for determining friendship than occasional forays into rape and murder.  

The night Reagan made his now famous disclosure, I was flipping through 
a comic book ï I canôt recall which one ï when the fortieth president came on the 
television.  At first, the volume was turned down.  From the stereo speakers at 
the other end of the room, Dionne Warwickôs voice sang out while my mother 
thumbed mindlessly through a magazine.  My father tapped her on the leg and 
said, ñGo turn up the T.V.ò  He never made requests only demands. 

ñOkay, Tom,ò she said.  Then, speaking to me, she said, ñJimmy, go turn 
down the stereo.ò 

I was twelve years old at the time and complied with a sigh.  My father 
gave me a forceful stare that spoke with more clarity than any words ever could, 
prompting me to keep any dissatisfied gestures to myself.  I despised that night 
of the week absurdly called family night.  But, somehow, after a couple weeks of 
uncomfortable, but calm family nights, I would let little misbehaviors breach my 
better senses.  Those little glances from my father would always reel me back in.  
Still, I did not completely turn down the stereo.  Perhaps it was the only small act 
of defiance I could safely muster.  So, as Reagan appeared on the television, 
clad in a dark suit with a dark tie and spoke the words, ñmy fellow Americans,ò I 
listened to Dionne Warwick sing, ñFor good times and bad timeséthatôs what 
friends are for.ò 

I didnôt pay much attention to the speech and, at the time, it meant nothing 
to me except that it was of interest to my father.  I do, however, remember what 
he said after Reagan had concluded: ñWell, I guess itôs not so much about the 
means, but the ends.ò  At the time, I didnôt understand what he meant.  But, a 
year later that would change as I found myself standing over his motionless body 
with the warm damp of his blood on my face.  My mother sat in the corner of the 
room, knees against her chest, hands clamped over her ears, eyes closed and 
screaming.  Not words.  She just screamed in short, vowel-filled bursts.   

I was found guilty of no crime for reasons that become clear once itôs 
understood that most of the blood covering my face and shirt was my own.  In 
addition, I was only able to look upon my fatherôs corpse with one eye as the 
other was swollen shut.  I wasnôt the only bloody mess present; my father was 
painted in his own grotesque shade of red as well.  But, save for my hands, the 
blood was most prominently displayed on the torn birthday wrapping paper and 
box that enclosed my strangled dog, Sam.   

That day, I learned the truth in the statement my father made after 
Reaganôs speech.  The ends justified the means.  I think I also understood the 
moral equation involved to come to such a conclusion as well.  There were two of 
us ï mom and myself ï and only one of him.  Two to one.  Our lives were better 
with him gone, justifying his murder.  I also learned to mind my own business, 
because doing otherwise got your dog killed.  It had not been my business where 
my dad had gone that night and why he smelled like perfume.  I had no right to 



ask.  Still, Sam was my business.  More importantly, he was my responsibility 
and, consequently, was an entirely different story all together.   

I never again wanted to feel the way I had that day.  Nor did I desire the 
memories and bad dreams that came with my ventures into patricide.  It is 
strange to equally love and despise the same person.  To regret his murder, but 
wish you had killed him sooner.  Itôs confusing.  To this day, I donôt think I hate 
my father.  His childhood made mine look like a nineteen-fifties television show 
by comparison, so I have a hard time of judging him.  I suppose itôs hard to know 
when the victim becomes the aggressor.  Itôs even harder to know how you 
should feel about the whole damn mess.  

 But, that was a long time ago.  There were two sources prompting the 
flood of memories I was experiencing as I drove down County Road 12.  The first 
could be taken care of by turning the radio off or changing the station.  The 
second source wasnôt so easy to dismiss as it was my birthday. Unfortunately, 
circumstances being what they were, my birthday coincided with the anniversary 
of my fatherôs death or, more accurately, his murder.  Still, it was a work day and 
memories of a family in ruin and having repeatedly smashed your father in the 
face with a cubed-shaped, glass ashtray didnôt change that fact.   

I was heading out to 1832 Bentham Drive to fix a furnace, drop my 
paperwork back at the office and then head back to my apartment to celebrate 
with a twelve pack.  With the exception of Kim at the office, I didnôt tell anyone it 
was my birthday.  I could do without ever seeing another wrapped present in my 
life.  Sounded depressing, but it wasnôt.  I was content to spend time alone as 
long as I could turn on the lights, open a window and leave when I wanted to.  In 
other words, as long as I was free.  Earlier forays into illicit activities leading to 
incarceration made freedom a valued commodity.  Besides, it was hard for 
problems to come up when you were alone.  It was other people that caused 
problems. 

It was also an important day due to the fact that it was payday; my first 
payday with that particular company in fact.  I had been out of work for awhile 
and was on the brink of eviction.  That job had saved me and there werenôt many 
places willing to hire a guy with my history.  Soon I would be able to write a nice 
check to the landlord.  It wouldnôt get me completely caught up, but it would keep 
me from getting kicked out in the middle of the winter.  More importantly, I only 
had another month until probation was up.  After that, I wouldnôt have to worry 
about every little potentiality putting me behind bars for a few more years.  I canôt 
stand the idea of being locked up again.  I donôt even lock the door to my 
apartment, because the thought of a door not freely opening gives me the 
sweats.  I couldnôt take prison againéwouldnôt take prison again.  But, things 
were looking good those days and if my luck held, I wouldnôt have to. 

I turned onto Bentham Drive, my truck sliding a little in the slush of mud 
and snow, and realized the road was actually a very long driveway.  While 
keeping one hand on the wheel, I looked at the service order.  As it happened, 
the person who made the service call was named John Bentham, same as the 
road.  His family had likely owned this land for a long time. 



The house was a good mile and a half down the drive and was in about as 
good a shape as the aptly-named Bentham Drive.  As I rounded a bend in the 
drive, my truck hit a rut, nearly bouncing me off my seat, and knocked my toolbox 
onto the floor.  The contents spilled out.  Even though I was close to the house, I 
stopped to pack everything back into the toolbox as one of the items was a .38 
revolver.  This might give the wrong impression if accidentally seen.  I knew it 
wasnôt smart to bring the gun into customerôs homes.  This alone could blow my 
probation and get me fired at the same time, but it was the one exception I made 
my careful walk through my days.   

I stored the .38 in the bottom compartment and packed away my tools, 
then pulled up to the Benthamôs place.  A man, presumably John Bentham, 
opened the front door and stepped onto the porch as though he had been waiting 
for me.  I got out of the truck with my toolbox in tow.  The cold air smelled strange 
and, after a moment, I realized what it smelled like ï wet mushrooms.   

ñMr. Bentham?ò I asked as I stepped up to the porch with my hand 
extended outward. 

I had been fixing furnaces for a long time, even before I had been put 
away for four years.  I had seen everything.  There were the lonely housewives 
so starved for attention that they wanted something to break just so they could 
attempt to seduce any sort of man that might come to fix the problem.  For some 
strange reason, my favorite ones were the creepy customers who squirmed the 
entire time I was there due to some kind of illegal activity they were involved in 
like cooking up batches of meth.  The housewives usually looked me up and 
down as their expressions resigned themselves to a ñthis will have to doò status.  
Those of a more criminal bent would go out of their way to seem like normal, 
decent folks.  But, John Bentham was a new one for the books.   

After asking his name, he simply nodded, turned and walked back inside.  
The screen door squealed to a slap as it closed behind the large man.  Not sure 
if I should follow, I dumbly looked through the screen with my hand hovering a 
few inches from the door in order to see what he was doing.   

John stopped midway down the hallway, turned and motioned his head for 
me to follow.  As I entered the house, he said, ñclose the door.ò  I complied and 
entered.  The fungus-laden scent I had first detected outside was even more 
pronounced inside the house, causing a twist of nausea to fill in my stomach and 
a pierce of pain to dig in above my right eye.  

The hallway opened up into the kitchen where a woman, who I assumed 
to be Mrs. Bentham, busied herself with her back facing the two of us.  As we 
moved into another corridor, I could see that she was cutting stems from what 
appeared to be slimy, wart-covered mushrooms.  The thought of eating them was 
repulsive as they resembled a squid as much as fungi.  I had little time to take in 
the view as we passed through the kitchen, but during my brief viewing I thought 
I saw puss-laced blood exit the wound in the mushroom.  Even more 
unbelievable, the mushroom appeared to quiver as it was cut.  My mind had 
played worse tricks on me and I considered this to be one of those instances.   

I followed Johnôs large frame down a corridor to a door that appeared thick 
and heavy.  There were four bolt locks with two latches and two keyholes on 



each side of the door so it could be locked from either side.  He removed a set of 
keys from his pocket and unlocked the door.  While still not acknowledging me 
directly, he was clearly monitoring me by the slight tilt of his head and the way his 
eyes pushed to the left corners of their sockets. 

When the door opened, the smell grew stronger, prompting me to act on 
reflex and cover my mouth and nose.  John turned and looked at me briefly 
before going through the doorway.  I quickly put my hand down, oddly concerned 
about causing offense despite his amused grin.  Beyond the door, three steps led 
down to a dirt floor.  John turned on a dim overhead light.  What I saw next made 
the experience not only strange, but uncomfortable.  The room was about six feet 
by six feet in size.  In the middle of the dirt floor was a wooden hatch bound down 
by a thick black chain and lock. 

ñUsed to be a cellar that entered in from the outside,ò said John as he 
knelt down and clicked the lock open with a key.   His explanation explained the 
location of the hatch, not the chains.  I thought about my .38 and how long it 
would take me to get to it if I had to.  But, I calmed myself.  John may just have 
something he wanted to keep safe.  Whether it was legal or not made no 
difference to me.  I was just there to fix the furnace.    

John swung the hatch open so it rested against the wall and flicked a 
switch on the wall to turn on the light in the room below.  While balancing himself 
by gripping the lip of the opening, he descended.  This time, however, he was 
kind enough to say, ñhold on.ò   Once down, John motioned for me to follow. 

The space was small, probably half the size of the room above.  The 
furnace ï an ancient, beaten down shell ï was next to the stairs.  Against the 
opposite wall, there was a door that, due to the low ceiling, appeared larger than 
it actually was.  Its unyielding presence was daunting, like some medieval 
dungeon cell.  I thought about the measures that had been taken to lock this 
room away and was certain they were not for the sake of the furnace.  Whatever 
John wanted to keep protected was likely behind that door.  He didnôt look like 
the type to have a meth lab hidden away, but you never know.  He had a lot of 
land and there could be an acresô of marijuana growing somewhere. Behind the 
door there could be a bunch of plants hanging upside down and drying out.  Or, 
maybe it was nothing at all.  Either way, it wasnôt any of my business.  

Illicit dealings werenôt what frayed my nerves; it was the room.  I had spent 
some time in solitary for supposedly killing another inmate.  Once it was 
determined the stabbing had nothing to do with me, I was immediately put back 
into general population.  More importantly, the wardenôs fear of the repercussions 
for such a screw up aided in my getting early parole as long as I didnôt cause any 
problems. 

After some time in solitary, your mind becomes your only companion, but, 
unfortunately, it prides itself in trickery and deceit.  The voices came first.  Then 
there was the faint light, which was impossible in a cell with no windows.  But, the 
light appeared to be there nonetheless, and there was just enough of a glimmer 
to see the figures or, as I liked to call them, the specters.  They would be just out 
of view, but when I turned my head, they were gone.  Well, initially.  After awhile, 
one did stay around.  I called him Shady Tom.  I would wake up kicking and 



screaming so loud that it felt like my vocal chords were ripping in two.  The figure 
of a man would fade away into the darkness.  This went on for what I assumed to 
be a few days.  You lose track.  Eventually, the taunts gave way to strangling.  I 
was in a perpetual dream state at that point, somewhere between waking and 
sleeping, but never really experiencing either one.  Ever since then, I didnôt do 
well with small enclosed spaces.  At least there was light in the basement.  I 
could get through the job as long as the lights stayed on. 

I knelt down and removed the front panel on the furnace.  It was a mess. 
ñSo, just stopped working?ò I asked. 
ñI can usually get it going, but not this time.ò 
I could see that.  The furnace was decades old and it looked like John had 

used everything except string to keep it together.  This was normal for a furnace 
where the owners did not like company, but this one took it to an entirely new 
level.  I was becoming increasingly aware of Johnôs presence as he stood behind 
me, hunkered down a little due to the low ceiling.  Again, this was normal.  Old 
people were the worst.  They would not let you out of their sight.  But, John was 
not the kind of guy that you felt comfortable with standing behind you while you 
were on your knees.  I started fumbling as I attempted to remove the fan. 

From upstairs, there was a scuffling sound followed by a hard thump.  
Johnôs wife yelled, ñJohn, get up here.  Itôs that darn mouse again.ò 

I busied myself as though not paying attention to his wife despite the fact 
that every part of me anxiously hoped he would comply with her demand.  
Thankfully, he sighed with annoyance and stomped up the stairs.  I felt relieved 
and worked as fast as I could to figure out what needed to be done before he 
came back.  The clang of metal on metal from my work mixed with the scuffling 
and muted voices from upstairs.  Occasional waves of the fungus-filled odor 
penetrated my nose.  Between the mixture of sound and scent, I became slowly 
aware of another sound.  It wasnôt coming from upstairs, but from behind me.  I 
stopped working. 

The whine of door hinges and the prolonged scraping sound of the door 
slowly brushing against the ground filled the room.  I quickly stood and turned in 
one motion just in time to see the door close, sending up a short plume of dust 
from the floor.  For a moment, I just watched the door.  Waiting.  For what, I donôt 
know.  But, some curious compulsion that I was not used to prompted me to step 
to the door and place my ear against it.  At first, I couldnôt hear anything.  But, the 
scrambles for the mouse upstairs briefly ceased and, in that void, I heard an 
unnerving sound.  It was like an asthmatic searching for breath during an 
episode, but the inhale-exhale exchange exuded strength, not weakness.  The 
breathing was purposeful, controlled. 

ñDid you see Ben?ò 
I jerked away from the door and turned to see a young girl of maybe five 

or six years old sitting at the top of the stairs.   
ñBen?ò I said, wiping the sweat from my palms onto my pants. 
My breath was uneven and I felt embarrassed for being seen in such a 

manner and in front of a child no less.  Still, the intense amusement with which 
she eyed me was not like any look one would expect from a little girl.  She stared 



at me with the deep ownership of a confident woman who toyed with men like 
prey.      

ñYes, my brother.  Ben.ò 
I looked at the door then back at the girl. 
ñYouôre brother is in there?  Is he okay?ò 
ñDefine okay.ò 
ñWelléò 
I stopped, trying to take in this child.  Define okay.  That was not the way a 

child spoke.  Surely, she knew what okay meant, meaning the statement was 
laced with a hint of sarcasm or, perhaps, irony.  Moreover, the increasing weight 
of her sharp stare only intensified my discomfort.  Fortunately, I was saved from 
this awkward conversation when the girlôs mother yelled, ñIsabelle, where are 
you?  You better not be messinô round with the furnace man.  Now, get in here 
and help us with this mouse.  We got it cornered.ò 

Ben, I decided, was not my business.  I turned my attention back to the 
furnace, which was about five minutes from starting back up.  It was, however, so 
far past its last leg that I didnôt know how much longer it would manage to keep 
breathing.  Normally, the appropriate course of action in this sort of situation 
would be to have a heart-to-heart with the customer about the need for a new 
unit and, if money was an issue, about their financing options.  Not this time.  I 
would get the job done and get away from the smell of this place and the people 
that lived here, including the asthmatic kid behind the door.  If I saw 1986 
Bentham Drive on another order, I would pass it along to someone else.  I 
couldnôt say why I was so on edge, why my nerves were signaling such a strong 
alert.  Nothing particularly threatening had taken place.  But, I was eager to go 
nonetheless. 

I screwed the front panel back on the furnace, wrote up the bill and was 
about to gather my things and leave when the scratching started.  I looked at the 
door, damning the brewing curiosity.  I went to the door and pressed my ear 
against the rough surface.  I heard the heaving and gasping and it was from 
somewhere deep inside that wind tunnel of sound that I thought I heard the 
formation of actual words.  The phrasing was illusive, but I tried to piece it 
together like an image that is revealed a little at a time.  My concentration 
deepened, creating an even greater shock when a strong, brute force slammed 
against the door from the other side.  I leapt back, my heart racing, and turned to 
get the hell out of there.  My retreat was stopped short as I ran into the stone wall 
that was John Bentham.  I backed up and looked at him with the guilt of a liar or 
thief caught in an act of deceit. 

ñAre you done?ò Asked John. 
ñDone?ò 
He nodded to his right. 
ñThe furnace.ò 
ñThe furnace, yeah, the furnace.  Itôs done.  Why donôt we head up and I 

can give you the invoice.ò 
John stepped aside for me to go up the stairs.  Before I ascended, I stole 

what I thought at the time to be a final glimpse of the door.  I know he saw me do 



it, yet, somehow, the act seemed an illicit acknowledgement of a secret I did not 
even understand. 

Once upstairs, I handed him the invoice and told him he could send in the 
payment.  I did not want to prolong my stay.  Fortunately, he simply nodded and 
did not offer to settle up immediately.  As he reviewed the invoice, I looked at 
some pictures hanging on the wall.  The sepia colored photos revealed a family 
that stared into the camera with the solemn, blank faces that were the custom of 
a century or so ago.  The four of them - mother, father, son and daughter ï stood 
in front of the same house I was eager to leave.  Off to one side was a horse-
drawn cart.  The resemblance of Johnôs family to that of his ancestors was 
remarkable.  At least, when it came to John and his daughter.  I never did see his 
wifeôs face, nor had I actually seen the mysterious and illusive Ben to make 
comparisons on those two counts.   

ñSo,ò said John, startling me in the process, ñare they expecting you back 
at the office or are we your last appointment for the day?ò 

John had shown no interest in me other than what I could do for his 
heating situation, so any personal questions were unexpected. 

ñUm, well, the office actually.  You are my last appointment, but I have to 
drop off all my paperwork for the day at the office.ò 

He nodded and said, ñI see.ò  
ñWell, if everything looks good, I am going to get out of your hair,ò I said. 
I turned and walked towards the front of the house.  John was close 

behind.  I had never felt the unnerving presence of another person the way I did 
in that hallway.  Furthermore, Johnôs question repeated in my thoughts.  Was it 
prying into whether or not I was expected somewhere?  Could my location be 
placed elsewhere?  Who would be the last person to see me?  I should have 
taken my birthday off.  Jesus, I thought, what was I doing?  I have been in some 
pretty bad situations and took it in stride, never feeling the least bit worked up.  
And nothing had actually happened at the Benthamôs place.  Still, I could not help 
but focus on the sound each one of Johnôs footsteps made on the old wood floor, 
the smell of the house and the intensity of that little girl. 

I reached the front door, turned the knob and was outside and down the 
porch.  I did not so much as turn around, let alone thank John for his service and 
extend an offer to help with any further needs.  Nor did he make any attempt to 
communicate.   

As I backed up my truck to turn around, I looked at the house.  John stood 
in the doorway with his daughter standing next to him.  I had only stolen a quick 
glance, but I could have sworn that she was grinning as though she knew 
something I did not. 

With each mile that came between me and the Bentham house, I felt 
better.  I went back to the office and dropped off my paperwork to Kim, who 
wished me a happy birthday, then headed home for a birthday of solitude.  I 
realized how crazy I had behaved.  Besides, the entire time, I thought, there was 
my friendly .38 close by.  My .38!  It was at that moment that I realized I left my 
toolbox in the cellar of that damn house.     



I stopped at the four-way stop intersection with County Road 12.  Left took 
me back to the Benthamôs house and right took me home.  I must have sat there 
for five minutes considering my options.  What it came down to was the .38.  If 
that gun was found and word got back to work, I could count on being 
unemployed and my parole shot.   

ñShit,ò I said as I turned left. 
The Bentham house was about fifteen minutes down the road, so I had a 

few minutes to again consider how ridiculous I had been.  Hell, I wouldnôt even 
need to go in the house.  I could just request that the toolbox be brought out to 
me.  Certainly, they were not going to search my toolbox.   

Once I arrived, I looked at the broken down house and took a deep breath.  
I left my truck running with the headlights on and made my way to the house.  
The cold created plumes of mist around my head with each exhale of breath as I 
opened the screen and rapped my knuckles on the door.  There was no 
response.  I knocked again, but was again met with silence. 

I walked to the side of the porch and peeked in the window.  I knew how 
this act would look if I was seen, but I needed my toolbox back.  The house was 
dark.  I tried knocking one last time, then considered doing something that I 
would normally never entertain doing.  At least since getting out of prison, since 
breaking and entering was what got me put in there in the first place.   I reached 
down to try the door.  In and out, I thought.  They would never know I was there.  
I paused, thinking of the locked doors leading to the cellar.  After considering this, 
I was sure that John hadnôt locked them on our way out.  This didnôt mean he 
hadnôt after I left, but it was worth a shot. 

I was about to turn the knob when I heard a childôs voice from the other 
side of the door. 

ñWho is it?ò 
I searched my thoughts for her name.  
ñHi Isabelle, this is Jim.  I was here earlier today to fix your furnace.  I left 

my toolbox down in your cellar and was wondering if you could bring it out to me.  
Could you do that for me?ò 

ñHang on,ò she said. 
I pushed my hands deep into my pockets and rocked back and forth on 

my heels and toes in an attempt to keep warm.  There were two battling thoughts 
in my head.  The first one was optimistic.  Perhaps John and his wife had left and 
never even knew the toolbox was there, leaving no chance to find the .38.  The 
second revolved around John having found the gun, prompting him to go to the 
office.  This was unlikely though, because John would have just called the office 
or, for that matter, the police.  Not to mention that fact that he left Isabelle at 
home alone with the possibility that I would return for my toolbox.  I allowed the 
optimism to take hold. 

The door opened to reveal Isabelle.   
ñItôs too big for me to carry,ò she said.  ñYou can get it though.ò 
ñUh, sure, I guess.ò 
I didnôt like the thought of going in the house, but with both parents gone, I 

felt a little more comfortable knowing that John would not be looming over my 



shoulder.  I followed her down the hallway and to the back of the house.  The 
hatch was already open and the light at the bottom of the stairs was on. 

ñThanks Isabelle,ò I said as I descended the stairs. 
She returned my thanks with the same devilish grin and unnerving stare I 

had witnessed when I had left earlier.  I didnôt like it.  Once in the cellar, I quickly 
opened my toolbox and removed the top section.  I looked down and couldnôt 
breathe.  The gun was gone. 

A loud smacking sound caused me to jump as the light went out.  The 
hatch had been closed and I was now in complete darkness.  As I stumbled to 
the stairs, I could hear the rattle of the chain as it was fastened through the loop 
to lock me in.  Once at the top of the stairs, I beat against the hatch. 

ñIsabelle,ò I yelled.  ñThis isnôt funny!  You need to let me out of here now.ò 
All of the tension I had built up regarding this place was now being 

released through my screams and beating fists. 
ñGod dammit, Isabelle!  Let me out of here!ò 
Wood splintered into my hands, opening wounds that allowed a thin, warm 

layer of blood to coat my skin.  Somewhere beyond the pain and my pounding 
and the yelling, I heard something else.  Isabelle, the child with the eyes of a 
woman and a wicked smile, was giggling.   

I attempted to calm myself.  I could push the hatch up a little, but not 
enough to even fit my fingers through the space. 

ñIsabelle,ò I said.  ñThis isnôt very funny.  Now, you need to let me out.  
Your parents are going to be angry with you.  Okay?ò 

The tone of what she said next held the same amusement as her grin. 
ñGood-bye, Jim.ò 
Her words were followed by a few footsteps and the sound of a door being 

closed and locked. 
ñIsabelle!  God dammit!  Open the fucking door!ò 
I continued to bang on the hatch for a few more minutes, but, eventually, 

resigned myself to the situation and slid down a couple steps where I then caught 
my breath.  Once the initial shock of becoming the prisoner of a little girl passed, 
I realized it was the least of my concerns.  Hopefully, her parents would be home 
soon and resolve the situation.  My greater concern was the missing gun.  Had 
Isabelle found it when she came down to retrieve my toolbox?  Perhaps she went 
through the toolbox when she couldnôt lift it, found the gun and then decided, the 
way only a child can rationalize actions, that she should lock me down here.  She 
did not, however, seem the least bit nervous or afraid.  Moreover, she seemed to 
be enjoying this.   

The other option was that John or his wife had found the gun and the two 
were on their way to address the issue.  Any way I broke it down, the gun was 
going to be a problem.  I leaned my head back on one of the steps, closed my 
eyes and took a deep breath, while playing ñHere Comes the Sun,ò by the 
Beatles in my thoughts.  Calm, I needed calm.  This wasnôt solitary, I had to 
remember that.  Soon I would be out. 

I took a deep breath, taking in the foul air, and then dug into my pocket 
and retrieved my cell phone.  There was no signal down here, so put it back.  



Besides, even if there was, I wouldnôt want to call anyone until I knew where the 
gun was.  Then I had a crazy thought.  What if I was still in solitary and the 
memories of the last couple of years were just made up dreams.  Somewhere 
along the way, I had snapped and my mind diverged from any true reality. I 
knew, however, this was not the case.  So, I just needed to find calm, to be calm. 

Keep breathing, long deep breaths.  Here comes the sun, itôs all righté   
Itôs a strange fact how immediately a person can switch gears.  One 

minute you are worrying about the end of your life as you have come to know it, 
your head a jumbled stew of thoughts all fighting for dominance.  Then, 
something happens.  Something that focuses and sharpens your mind.  This 
happened when I heard the loud clang of a latch being undone followed by 
squeaking hinges and the bottom of a door against the floor.   

I sat erect and removed my cell phone from my pocket.  After flipping it 
open, I shined the light towards the door.  It was open.  I expected to see 
footprints in the dirt and dust that covered the filthy floor, but there were none.  
Instead, a large cleared swath extended from the door.  My brain promptly 
registered a scraping sound as though something was being dragged across the 
floor.   

I followed the track with the glow of the cell phone light.  The illumination 
dimmed.  While still holding the cell phone outwards, I was about to push a 
button so that the light would brighten to full strength when I realized the 
scuffling, dragging sound had stopped.  I froze. 

I could see a figure watching me out of the corner of my eye, but I dared 
not turn to look.  It was breathing heavy.  The same twisted, mutilated breathing I 
had heard through the door earlier that day.  With each heave, the form moved 
like a balloon that was being repeatedly inflated and then deflated.  The foul 
scent was now so potent, that, if it werenôt for the terror I was feeling, I probably 
would have vomited. 

I didnôt know what to do and could not will my body to move.  It wouldnôt 
have mattered; there was nowhere to go.  Even if I could flee, whoever ï 
whatever ï watched me was only a few feet away.  I considered whether my old 
tormentor had returned.  

ñShady Tom?ò  
No, not Shady Tom, I thought.  Ben, it was Shady Ben.  I pushed the 

button on my phone to make the light grow brighter and with one quick motion, I 
moved the light towards Shady Ben.  But, when I did so, he let out a loud 
screeching sound and moved with intense speed back towards the other room.  
The loud noise, accompanied by the abrupt movement, startled me and caused 
me to flinch backwards and fall off the stairs.  Fortunately, the fall was only a 
couple of feet.  I quickly stood and shined the light.  Shady Ben had retreated 
back into his room.  Before he did so, however, I stole a glimpse of himéof it.  It 
was little more than a silhouette.  But, I saw its shape, or, more directly, lack 
thereof.  There was no symmetry and its movements, though quick, were not 
uniform.  It was like some spiraling, amoebic mass that functioned on organized 
chaos.  



I half ran, half crawled up the steep stairs and banged on the door while 
screaming to be let out and calling Isabelle things that would even have shamed 
me in prison.  Then I remembered something.  I turned and shined the light on 
the wall.  Starting about four feet up the wall was what I assumed to be a 
crawlspace that would lead under the house.  A panel covered the opening.   

I scrambled to the wall, removed the panel and then pulled myself up and 
inside the crawlspace.  The space was already small and, due to the pipes and 
air ducts overhead, I had to scoot along on my stomach.  Blades of light cut 
through the darkness as they emanated through cracks over my head.  The 
sound of quick footsteps patted above me; presumably, they belonged to 
Isabelle.  

As my eyes adjusted, I began to feel hope.  Ahead, a wedge of white glow 
cut in from a hole that led outside.  It was night, but there was a full moon to offer 
some light.  The space was not large enough to fit through, but I was certain that 
with all the adrenaline pumping through me, I would have little trouble in breaking 
open the breach.  

I flipped the cell phone closed, but kept it in my hand as I scooted forward.  
About halfway across the crawlspace, I heard a sound that had already 
tormented me twice that day.  The door in the main part of the basement was 
opening.  I turned as best I could to look at the opening into the main chamber of 
the basement.  Shady Ben had not yet entered the crawlspace.  Using my 
elbows and knees, I moved towards the light ahead of me as quickly as possible, 
no longer giving any concern to how loud I was being. 

I reached the breach and pulled at the busted and splintered wooden 
edges.  A small piece gave way.  Shady Benôs movements were getting louder, 
prompting me to slide sideways and look back.   He was in the crawlspace.  In 
prison I was once surrounded by four guys who had every intention of killing me.  
Though I did not show my fear at the time, it was a scary situation.  But, as I 
looked back at the chaotic form of Shady Ben, who was quickly maneuvering 
towards me, the fear I felt at that moment eclipsed any that I had known in prison 
or, for that matter, any other time in my life. 

I scooted back towards the hole.  I could either keep an eye on Shady Ben 
or try to get free, but I could not do both.  The scuffling movement grew louder 
behind me as I punched at the opening.  My knuckles burned where flesh had 
been ripped clean.  Worse yet, the volume of Shady Benôs breathing was 
increasing. 

The breach was getting bigger.  I removed one last piece of board and 
started to pull my body through.  I didnôt know if the opening was large enough, 
but there was not enough time.  A jagged piece of wood dug into my gut, but I 
continued forward. 

I could see the moon behind the exhale of my breath.  My palms sunk 
through cold, muddy slush as I pulled forward until, finally, only one foot 
remained.  I looked back into the dark hole as I pulled my boot-clad foot through, 
but saw nothing.  No Shady Ben.  I allowed a brief feeling of relief, but likely 
would still feel the panic of these moments well after I was back in my apartment 



drinking my birthday beer.  I turned back forward to stand and saw two small legs 
in front of me. 

There was no time to look up, grab the little girl and stop her.  There was 
no time to do anything before I felt a sharp blow to the back of my head.  The 
image of my two palms pressing into the snow began to blur.  She was only a 
child.  I had only to stand and run.  She would not be an obstacle.  But, I couldnôt.  
As my blood dripped onto the white snow, I felt my arms becoming weak.  Still, 
despite my daze, I felt I could stand and go on.  But, then came another blow.  
The pain was brief as the darkness quickly took me. 

 
Before sight, sound or scent, there was the sense of touch as the pain in 

my hands and the back of my head burned.  I opened my eyes, but this offered 
no clarity as I was again in absolute darkness.  Disorientation sequestered the 
panic that was certain to come.  I touched the back of my head.  My hair was 
thick and matted with coagulated blood. 

The wall behind me was soft.  I ran my hand over it.  Thick petal 
formations that were spongy to the touch extended outward from a hard, natural 
surface.  The strange fungus-laden odor was stronger than ever, but it had a 
different effect on me than it previously had.  Somehow, I knew it was the same, 
though now there was a sweet nature to the scent.  My mouth watered and my 
body was driven somewhere between hunger and lust. 

My ears detected the distinct breathing as something moved in the 
darkness.  There was no questioning that I was not alone and who or, perhaps, 
more appropriately, what, was in this dark cell with me.  I also knew that I was on 
the other side of the basement door from where I had been earlier.  What my 
surroundings looked like, how large they were or even what direction I would go 
to leave, were complete mysteries.  There was no running.  With no options, I did 
all I could think to do. 

ñBen?ò I said.  ñIs that you?ò 
I was still basing my assumptions on what Isabelle had said to me, despite 

all that I had seen.  After a long moment, I heard the simple reply. 
ñYes.ò 
The word was issued in the same gasping manner in which an 

emphysema victim might speak it.  But, it lacked the laborious quality typical of 
oneôs speech who suffers from the illness.  Moreover, there was no sense of 
weakness in the voice whatsoever.  I tried to orient myself in order to determine 
where the door was, but this was nearly impossible.  One thing was certain; I 
could not simply sit and wait to see what was going to happen.  Whatever fate 
was in store for me, however terrible, could not be any worse than the waiting. 

ñWhat are you going to do with me?ò 
There was another heaving breath, followed by, ñMeénothing.ò 
This seemed a strange response, but then I considered all of the locked 

doors and realized that Ben may actually be here against his will as well.  A 
deformed monstrosity that, hidden away out of shame.  

ñSo, you are not going to hurt me?ò I asked. 
ñNo.ò 



ñAre you being held here against your will?  Locked up?ò 
ñNo,ò he responded. 
I shifted against the strange spongy wall.  Hunger pains increased as I 

salivated. 
ñWhy donôt you leave?ò 
ñI choose not to,ò said Ben.  ñFather says that I am special, touched by the 

hand of God and the locks are to protect me from the world.  He tells me that 
happiness is serving the needs of family, which I do.  So, I am happy.ò 

I considered his words.  The bars that locked Ben in were made of myth, 
other peopleôs self-interest and their intentions.  He was making decisions in a 
mental box.  A man can be allowed to go anywhere in the world, but it doesnôt 
mean he is free to do so.  It was at that moment that I realized I had never really 
left prison and had actually been there since birth.  There will always be bars and 
locked doors, regardless of oneôs fortunes and privileges or lack thereof. 

ñWill you let me go, then?ò  I asked. 
Ben did not answer at first, only heaved out phlegm-laced breaths. 
ñThat is not my decision.  I will not keep you here, but I will not help you 

leave either.ò 
ñLook, Ben ïò 
The squeal of hinges sounded and light flooded the room from my right 

side.  I put my hand over my eyes to serve as a visor.  I was prepared to jump up 
and make a run for it, but I became transfixed with what I saw.  The chamber 
reminded me more of a cave than an actual room.  The dirt walls were covered in 
what appeared to be mushroom caps that extended outward as though they had 
been cut in half and stuck to the wall.  Some of them had fleshy limbs dangling 
from below that reminded me of a squidôs tentacles and seemed to actually 
quiver as light touched them.   

Ben sat on the other side of the corridor, though there was a brief moment 
before I recognized him as being something that resembled an actual human 
being.  Half of his torso, his face and one leg were the only relics of a truly 
human appearance. His skin was covered in bulbous, pockmarked cysts, which 
were the color of blood blisters and covered with circular patches of hair that 
were scattered in polka dot fashion.  In addition, there were scattered wounds, 
leaving behind a coagulated crust of blood. 

The rest of Shady Ben, however, was not recognizable as anything that 
might have ever been considered human.  Where his other leg should have been 
was a long, stock-like appendage that was the same color as the fungus covering 
the walls.  It extended farther from his body than his good leg and remained limp 
and motionless.   

It was then that I made the association between the mushroom growth on 
the walls and Benôs appearance.  He did not look like someone who was sitting in 
this fungus-filled lair, but more like he was a part of the actual place.  In place of 
one of his arms were a number of the same squid-like tentacles that extended 
from the mushrooms on the walls.  Only Benôs were larger and, amazingly, they 
moved with the fluid, hypnotic motion of a dozen catôs tails.  Three ribs protruded 



from the unstructured mass of flesh and were covered in a sticky-looking moss-
like substance. 

I should have been frightened by my surroundings and of Ben.  In truth, 
however, I was not.  I was fascinated.  So much so, that my brain did not 
immediately register that John was standing next to me.  Lines had been dug into 
the dirt floor where he had dragged in a chair.  He sat down.  I glanced up at him 
then turned my attention back to Ben.  I was not only distracted by what I was 
seeing, but the intoxication I was feeling.  John began to speak; his voice 
seemed to be coming from some distant place, as though it were echoing up to 
me from the darkness of a well.   

ñWell,ò he said.  ñWe do have a predicament.ò 
The door creaked open and Johnôs wife entered with Isabelle.  His wife did 

not acknowledge me, but the devilish child did with that knowing grin.  She was 
carrying a bowl between her two small palms.  They knelt next to Ben and Johnôs 
wife removed a scalpel and a set of metal prongs from the bowl.  As I watched 
Johnôs wife, his voice became increasingly distant.  He said something about 
how this room was a cave that Ben found when they bought the land a very long 
time ago, back when he was just a normal boy and well before I had been born. 

As he spoke, I watched his wife clasp one of the bulbous cysts with the 
prongs and pull it so that it stretched two or three inches away from Benôs body.  
She then sliced it off with the scalpel.  I could only presume that what exited from 
the wound was blood, but it was much darker than the usual red hue and 
interlaced throughout it was a white puss.  The scabby patches now made sense 
and, despite the grotesque nature of the scene, I could not look away.  What 
came next, however, mutated my fascination into repulsion.  Johnôs wife dropped 
the severed cyst into the bowl that Isabelle was holding and placed the scalpel 
and prongs on the ground. 

ñHere, set the bowl down,ò said Johnôs wife.   
Isabelle complied, then, with her motherôs hand on her back, leaned 

forward and suckled at the wound.  The dark, bloody fluid dripped from between 
the girlôs lips and Benôs skin.  There was no reaction from Ben; he simply sat 
motionless.  I turned my head in disgust, though I did not know if I was more 
disgusted with what I was watching or the ravenous desire that the scene 
provoked in me. 

I felt a hand on my shoulder and John said, ñKeep with me, Jim.ò 
I looked up at him. 
ñWeôre not cruel people, Jim, and donôt aim to harm you,ò said John.  
ñHow can you say that,ò I said.  ñNot Cruel?  You keep your son down here 

and, andéò 
I knew what word was appropriate here, but it was hard to actually say it. 
ñéfeed on him.  Why?ò 
John rubbed his hand over his face, seeming to consider my words.  My 

little interaction had already shown me that John was not a man of words, which I 
presumed made explaining himself that much more difficult. 

ñHe could leave here if he wanted to.  But, itôs the basic math of morality.  
One for three, Jim.  Ben understands that.  I watched you lookinô at those 



pictures upstairs.  Those werenôt my kin.  Thereôs something that seeped into this 
earth, into these mushrooms and, now, into us.ò 

John turned and looked at his family, then turned back towards me. 
ñWhen you first stepped foot on my property, how were you feelinô?ò asked 

John. 
I didnôt answer, so he finally just continued.  It was as though this normally 

quiet man had built up these words for years, and now the floodgates were open. 
ñI know how you were feelinô.  The smell of this place was probably turning 

your stomach.  After awhile it got so bad that you probably thought you were 
gonna get sick.  You were pale as hell when you first left here.  Now, how do you 
feel?  Iôll tell you; I can tell by lookinô at you.  You feel good and that smell is now 
damn sweet.  But, you know somethinô, Jim?  The circumstances are the same, 
but you are just seeing them differently.  That smell is the same; it is you that has 
changed.  And you ainôt even suckled from my boy yet.  Youôve just inhaled the 
spores in the air.  So, imagine what we feel like, how good we feel.ò 

John leaned in towards me and stared with such intensity that no matter 
how much I wanted to look away, I could not. 

ñBetter yet, imagine what Ben feels like.  See, Jim, we get some kind of 
secondary benefit.  But, Ben, well heôs actually become part of whatever it is in 
this cave.  Itôs like feelinô God through the bible or beinô God himself.  Which 
would you choose?  Now, you think we are keepinô him down here, using him for 
what he gives us.  But, in reality, he is the master and we are just his protectors.  
You know, me and you and people in general arenôt really all that unique.  Our 
personalities and perception of the world are just created by our environments, 
layers of mirrors that reflect society back on itself.  But, not Ben.  His reality isnôt 
created by what everyone tells him it is.  His thoughts and his personality arenôt 
created for him by rules.  He is what you might call transcendent.ò 

ñThis is crazy,ò I said.  ñYouôre crazy.ò 
ñIs that so,ò said John.  He then turned towards his family and said, ñwhy 

donôt you give the two of us a minute alone.ò    
Johnôs wife attempted to pull Isabelle from her suckling activities.  I 

realized the fallacy in thinking of her as a child as she resisted the pull.  Her 
mother became more forceful, so Isabelle complied and the two left. 

ñYou can leave here anytime you want; I wonôt stop you.  I am offering you 
the chance to walk away from everything you are feelinô right now.  But, Iôm 
bettinô you canôt.  Oh, youôll think how you will give it five more minutes of feelinô 
this good and then youôll give it five minutes more.  So, letôs move on from that 
kind of talk.  Isabelle, acting in her cunning, albeit rash, ways, made a decision.ò 

John shifted and removed my .38 from his back waste band.  I tensed. 
ñSee, she really loves her brother and I think she felt it was time for him to 

beéwell, weôll just say, to be released from his burdens.  Now, lucky for us, I 
checked in with the office under the pretense that I had a billing question.  Just 
wanted to make sure you had checked in and were on your way back home as 
far as they were concerned.  No one knows you came back here.  Oh, and the 
girl at the officeéwhatôs her name?ò 

ñKim,ò I said. 



ñYes, Kim.  Well she mentioned itôs your birthday.  Happy birthday, Jim.  
Why donôt you let me give you the best birthday ever?  Why donôt we call this a 
re-birthday?ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò  I asked, though I knew the answer to my own 
question. 

ñThere is one bullet left in this gun,ò said John.  ñYou have three options: 
One, you walk out of here.  Two, if you canôt bring yourself to do that, but you are 
lookinô across the room and cannot allow that to be your fate, use the gun on 
yourself.  Lastly, imagine everything you are feelinô, but imagine that feelinô 
expanding to fill the whole universe.  If you want that, release my boy.  Let that 
bullet be for him and your life can have purpose and you can experience 
something beyond imagination.ò 

As I listened to his words, I knew one thing to be true: I could not leave 
this place permanently.  He was right about that.  Exile from the Benthamôs life 
now seemed more horrible than being exiled from society and shunned to a life 
of prison.  With each passing moment, I could feel the room taking hold of me 
and I didnôt care.   I wanted to open myself as much as possible to it.  Death 
would only take me away from this place.  Eternity in this cramped, dark and 
solitary chamber seemed a blessing.  But, as I looked across the room at Ben, I 
could not accept being what he had become, even if his mind soared to wonders 
unimagined by any man.  

John stood, leaving his chair and lantern in place and walked to the door.  
He set the .38 down in the dirt and simply gave me a nod before leaving and 
closing the door.  I leaned back into the cushion of the fungus and felt its warm 
comfort.  I briefly considered using the gun on John before taking the shotgun to 
finish off the rest of the family.  I could then live here forever, feeding off Ben.  
But, John was likely on the other side of that door with shotgun in hand and 
ready for such potentialities.  Besides, I am not a murderer, not anymore. 

Ben was motionless.  His single, completely white eye was open and 
empty.  He no longer seemed aware of my presence, but then he spoke.  I had to 
concentrate to understand his words through the thick sheet of breathing.  But, I 
was certain of what the two words he spoke were ï ñkill me.ò 

The embrace of the room became increasingly warm on my skin.  I stood, 
walked to where the .38 rested in the dirt, waiting for me.  I just stared down at 
the gun, unable to move.  I crouched down and picked up the .38 before my brain 
could object.  I checked to make sure the bullet was in the cylinder and then let 
the weight of the gun hang by my side.  Shady Ben was again lost in his own 
world, seemingly unaware of his surroundings.  I pointed the gun at him; it was 
shaking in my hand.  I would not, could not become that.  Become like Shady 
Ben.  Still, I was not yet ready to leave the comforting darkness of that room.  I 
assured myself I would at some stage though, when I was ready.  Just a little 
longer.  And if allowing the Benthamôs to utilize me was the price, I could do that 
for a little while.  Just a few days, maybe a week at most.  I didnôt know for sure.  
I just wasnôt ready to leave quite yet. 

I let out a deep breath; it was raspier than normal, and then I pulled the 
trigger. 



 

More Deb Eskie 
 

When I asked for volunteers to assist me in sorting through the 
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from someone as knowledgeable of literary arts as she is. She not only helps 
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Young Datu Namwran and his warriors rushed in unabated, like a flood 
brought about by a fierce storm. They faced the ambush head-on, jumping out of 
the darkness before the enemies could even think to react. Despite the poor light, 
it did not take long for him to spot the enemy chieftain whose armor was, to some 
extent, better than the rest of his men, and whose long sword was at ready. 
There was his target! 

Seeing Namwran come after him, the adversary mightily brandished his 
heavy kampilan, lifting the deadly, three-foot long brand with both hands and 
bringing it down with a heave. The wind sang in the wake of his attack, but he 
was too slow, Datu Namwran had anticipated his move and had woven away to 
flank the enemy, quickly driving a dagger into the otherôs side, just below the ribs, 
where the chain mail exposed the skin.  

The enemy chieftain gave a pained grunt. The look in his eyes suggested 
that he couldnôt believe how events had not at all gone as planned. Involuntarily, 



he dropped his long sword and tried to pull out the dagger that had been driven 
into his side. He never saw Namwran take his own kampilan which was strapped 
to his back, lift it overhead, and shave off the otherôs head.  

For a moment, the eyes of the enemy fixed at Namwran from the grassy 
earth, stunned and even bewildered. Then they glazed over in cold death.  

Namwran felt no pity for him. 
The raiders who had come from the enemy barangay saw everything, saw 

their proud chieftain die right before their eyes. It was not five minutes ago when 
their plans had begun to fall to pieces like brittle bones. They had planned a 
surprise attack on Namwranôs village, but the tables had been turned 
unexpectedly when Namwran ambushed them first before their archers could 
even unsling their bows from their shoulders. 

Now that their datu chieftain was dead, there was no alternative left but to 
retreat. Driven by fear, the enemies tried to flee, but Namwranôs men, cheered on 
by their leaderôs triumph, heatedly pursued them so that the would-be slave 
raiders were captured to be made slaves themselves later on.  

Namwran watched his men and felt jubilant. They had won tonightôs battle! 
* 

ñIt was as you have told me,ò within his kubo, Datu Namwran studied the 
girl who had given him the prophecy. Her small, roundish face was illumined by 
the orange light of the torches without. She was young, although, perhaps not 
much younger than he. She was a slight thing garbed in a common vest and skirt 
attire that revealed her sun-browned skin. Nothing spectacular indeed, yet, this 
was the second time that she had proven herself to him. 

ñThat is good to hear. I am glad to have been of service, Datu Namwran,ò 
she smiled at him as she knelt on the bamboo floor. Her eyes wandered and 
could not help but notice the fine items scattered all over his homeðporcelain 
ware, brass gongs, daggers with carved ivory handles, there was no end to his 
treasures.  

ñIt appears that I am heavily indebted to you now, for you have saved my 
life, and that of your people. What would you ask of me?ò said he, noticing how 
she had gotten distracted by his possessions. 

She shook her head slowly. ñI ask nothing in return. This gift was given me 
freely by the spirits, thus, freely do I give it to others.ò 

ñI grant you a slave, one of the prisoners we had captured from tonightôs 
battle.ò Namwran ignored her previous speech. 

Her eyebrows rose in surprise for he had not listened to her at all. She 
looked as though she were about to refuse his offer, but she didnôt. She must 
have known that he was a very firm man, firm to the point of stubbornness. 
Changing his mind would be like forcing the wind to change direction. 

ñThen, I express my deepest gratitude,ò she settled with that.  
Namwran looked at her uneasily, suddenly tense, worry written all over his 

face. ñBut Lady Sakti, are you certain that you see nothing else, no one else who 
hides behind guises?ò 

There was a nervous pause. ñYes, I am certain, High Chief.ò 



The man sighed in relief. ñThen that means all is well. Everything is as it 
should be.ò 

Sakti nodded absently, averting her gaze, looking very much like she was 
indeed hiding things, but he knew that women liked keeping some things to 
themselves, so he chose not to pry. 

 ñI should be off now, before I take up more of your time.ò 
ñVery well. Goodbye, Lady Sakti.ò 
And she departed, descending the stairs and going off into the night like 

the graceful and mysterious creature that she was. 
Namwran looked after her until she was well out of sight, and even when 

she had long gone, he remained mystified. 
ñWho is this girl? How is it that she can see the future so clearly?ò He 

wondered aloud. But he took Sakti as a good sign. That the spirits sent her to 
save his life like this must have meant that he mattered, that perhaps, he was not 
the monster he thought himself to be. He rested a battle-scarred hand on his 
muscular chest, wondering if whatever it was that was inside him was dangerous. 
It was a magic that his departed mother had vehemently instructed to keep 
hidden for as long as he lived.  

He exhaled loudly to clear his head. 
In silence, he turned his mind over to other matters. He recalled his 

encounters with the seer, Lady Saktié 
Sakti had come running into his hut insolently, without even asking his 

permission. The timawa guards had been too busy frolicking like children to 
notice that the slight girl had come all the way inside. Had she been an assassin, 
then he would have already been dead that morning, for even he had been 
caught unawares. 

ñWhat is your business here? Who are you?ò His voice had risen to such a 
threatening tone that the guards had heard him and come barging into his hut as 
well. The girl had shriveled up like a frightened mouse, eyes full of fear and 
trepidation.  

ñI-I am called Sakti, the, the twin sister of Angkatan. Forgive me. I just 
needed to tell you something very important. It cannot wait for it is your life that is 
at stake,ò she had said it with such anxiety and urgency that the chieftain could 
not help but listen. He had motioned for the guards to step back. 

ñGet on with it,ò he had ordered curtly. 
ñToday, when the sun reaches the point of noon, a visitor will come. He is 

from another barangay, and he will claim that he is just passing by to trade for he 
is hungry, afterwards, he will be on his way.ò 

ñWhat does this have to do with my life? I see no relevance in your 
message.ò He had been so irritated at her that he was tempted to send her out 
right then and there. 

ñThe man is not a mere trader. He is a spy from the other barangay which 
lies deep in the highland forests. He has been sent by his datu to determine the 
number of our able men, the level of our weaponry, our precious items. You will 
see it in his very movements, he will be studying us, although he will act as 
though he is merely looking around.ò  



Datu Namwran was about to interrupt her when she continued heatedly, 
ñAnd he is not just a spy, he is an assassin. He will ask to speak with you, and 
when you accept, he will put poison in your food and drink, the kind of poison that 
effects slowly and makes the victim appear sick when in fact, he is dying.ò 

Namwranôs eyes had widened at hearing this. He had found it outrageous, 
but at the same time, he had also sensed that he could not simply discount her 
words. ñBut, Lady Sakti, how are you certain about all of these things?ò 

ñI have seen them in a vision and know them to be true and real,ò her 
voice had been edged with iron-hard certainty.  

ñAnd if they are not?ò 
ñThen the spirits have made a mistake,ò she had answered swiftly, so sure 

of herself that she had appeared bigger than her true size. 
ñBut what must we do? Does this mean that we must drive this visitor 

away the moment that he comes?ò 
ñNo!ò she had retorted in warning with frightening vehemence. ñLet him 

come. But we shall be prepared to trick him into thinking that we are weaker than 
we truly are. You shall accept him into your home and pretend you know nothing, 
but you shall not drink or eat anything from your stores after his visit. Throw your 
food to the dogs and pigs.ò 

ñWhy must we do all these things? Is this not going to put us in greater 
danger?ò 

ñI foresee a better outcome if we let him come. As far as the spirits have 
revealed, driving him away will result in a worse end,ò she had declared 
enigmatically. 

He had doubted that anything that she had said would come to pass. He 
had thought her crazed and distraught, a poor girl with a too-wild imagination. 
Yet, he had found himself instructing all the barangay dwellers according to what 
Sakti had specified. Many of the weaponsðblowguns, spears, axes, and 
swordsðhad been hidden, save for a few, and a faction of timawa and datu 
warriors had been sent to the forest to hide and perhaps forage while they 
waited. 

Yet despite of Namwranôs misgivings, the visitor had come at exactly the 
time that Sakti had prophesied, when the sun had reached the point of noon. 

The man had been as unremarkable as Saktiðthin and frail-lookingðbut 
he had been hopelessly affable. The villagers had taken such a liking to him that 
they could not themselves believe that the man was an enemy, as their chief 
datu had warned them. The visitor had taken an easy stroll around the village, 
conversing with the people as an old friend would. Some villagers had even 
invited him into their homes. After a few hours of carousing with his new friends 
and when he had seen enough, he had asked rather lightheartedly if he could 
have an audience with the village chieftain. 

ñIs that so? This is very kind of Datu Rukah,ò Namwran recalled saying to 
the alleged spy who had brought him exquisite gold bells with draconic patterns 
as a tributary gift. Apparently, the man had been sent as an emissary of the chief 
datu of Mdang, a barangay located somewhere in the nearby mountains.  



ñIt is a talisman, Datu Namwran. It is said to protect against the yawai,ò the 
emissary had explained, looking as innocent as ever.  

ñSo this is a charm to ward off evil? Then I must hang this by the entrance 
so that the demons cannot enter.ò And Namwran had taken the bells which were 
no bigger than the palms of his hands and had let these dangle from a peg on 
the wooden doorframe of his hut. 

Now he listened to the tinkle of the bells as they swayed in the wind, to 
one side beautiful and fiery in the light of the burning torches, but to the other 
hateful and revolting, for they were glaring symbols of deceit. He thought anew of 
how Sakti had been right all along, for when Datu Rukahôs emissary had left the 
village, Namwran had immediately thrown out all his food and drink, even those 
that were stored in the batalan. The dogs had dashed in to devour the wastage, 
followed by spotted pigs that must have been wandering close by. They had 
finished almost everything, had rested underneath Datu Namwranôs hut, full to 
the brim and still amazed at their good fortune. Nothing happened to them at first, 
for it had not been until the dawn of the following day that the dogs and pigs had 
started to fall ill, shuddering on the ground as though the chill of night refused to 
leave them be. Their tongues had lolled out, begging for water, but there was no 
help for them. 

To wake up to such a sight had been horrifying indeed, yet at the same 
time, it had been a great relief, for he knew that if the poor animals had not eaten 
his food, then he would have been the one dying from the poison and convulsing 
feverishly on the ground. The assassin was well-trained, for no one had ever 
spotted him go about his deadly scheme. 

Namwran had immediately called for Sakti that afternoon, convinced of 
her prowess in divining the spirits. By the time she had arrived, the dogs and pigs 
had died, as though stricken by the plague. 

ñThe spirits were not mistaken then,ò she had sounded as though she 
could not believe it herself.  

She had seemed as frightened of herself as he was. 
ñBut it is not over, High Chief. I have received a second visionéò 

* 
From behind the peeling trunk of an aged mango tree, Old Lady Jaya, the 

village baylanii, fumed secretly as she watched Sakti descend the bamboo steps 
of the chieftainôs home. She wanted to curse that imp of a girl, that poser, that 
rotten excuse for a soothsayer. She could not run out of names to call the young 
Sakti. 

In two days and two visionsô time, Sakti had already begun to depose her 
from her throne as village shaman. Whether the girl knew this or not did not 
matter. What mattered was that the people were already talking about the little 
nuisance as though she were a goddess come down to earth. Yet, even Jaya 
could not deny the fact that the girlôs prophecies had been seamless.  

First, the prophecy about the visitor who was actually a spy and assassin, 
and then, Datu Rukahôs ambush which the girl had foiled not a few hours 
backéeverything, to the very last detail, had come to pass. 



Consumed by her own dark thoughts, Jaya did not realize that she had 
been staring at nothing for some time now for Sakti had already gone. 

ñThe anito must truly favor our village for they have sent us Lady Sakti.ò 
ñLady Sakti might become our new baylan.ò 
ñIt is about time! Anyway, Baylan Jaya is getting too old.ò 
The voices of the barangay folk caused a buzzing in her ears that made 

her even more furious. Soon, they would be coming to Sakti for their ritual needs, 
and Jaya would be thrown out of business; they would spit her out as surely as 
they would spit out their nganga1. 

Old Lady Jayaôs face contorted with hatred and distaste. Her mind had 
begun working on an assortment of hexes that she could use against her 
nemesis, but she knew that she was not yet ready to stoop to that level. She was 
still the village shaman, after all. She still had the last wordébut for how much 
longer?  

ñIt does not have to be as you imagine.ò 
Jaya froze. She looked everywhere yet saw no one. A number of villagers 

were already at home, while the rest were farther off, enjoying themselves in the 
small banquet that Datu Namwran had hosted to celebrate their recent victory. 
ñW-whoôs there?!ò 

ñPerhaps I can help you, Baylan Jaya.ò There it was again, that childôs 
voice which appeared to be coming out of nowhere. 

ñShow yourself to me, you little brat!ò 
ñI am not a brat. Look up, Old Lady.ò 
And Jaya saw the girl. She was seated on a thin branch of the mango 

tree, about fifteen feet from the ground, hidden by thick shadows and surrounded 
by larger-than-normal black beetles, gnats, spiders, and other nightmarish 
insects. Jaya did not need to think twice to know what the girl was. 

ñYawa! Get away from me, you vile creature!ò hissed the old lady, and she 
was about to make a run for it when the mysterious girl made a very enticing 
offer. 

ñI am Hibla. I know something that can be used against Sakti. I can help 
you.ò 

ñYou cannot trick me. I know that there is always a price to pay when 
dealing with fiends like you.ò 

ñOf course there is a price, but the returns can also be tremendous.ò 
Jaya went silent. Her fear was immense, for this demon appeared to be a 

trickster of some sort, unlike the fierce and instinct-driven weredogs, 
shapeshifters, and viscera-suckers. 

ñAre you willing to take the risk?ò 
Jaya hesitated for a long time. She was old and was passing away in the 

hearts of the people. Soon she would become a fossil that they would sooner 
forget than weep for. She had nothing else to lose. 

ñWhat is it that you want me to do?ò she said finally. 
ñIt is simpleéò  

* 

                                                
1 Combination of betel nut, betel leaves, and lime, traditionally chewed on like gum 



Upon leaving Datu Namwranôs hut, Sakti was gravely troubled. 
éAre you certain that you see nothing else, no one else who hides behind 

guises? Namwranôs question gnawed at her mind persistently. It was not the first 
time he had asked her that. It was as if he knew that she was withholding 
something from him. 

Two days ago, when her visions had first manifested, she could hardly 
believe what was happening. It was barely sunrise when she had been roused by 
nothing in particular while Angkatan, her twin sister, had remained in the realm of 
slumber. There had just been this inexplicable feeling inside her that had 
exhorted her to come out of her hut. The moment that she had emerged from the 
hut was the same moment that the first light of the sun broke the bleakness of 
the horizon.  

And that was also when the images had come to her in an inexorable 
rush. 

She had seen the spy-assassin before he ever came, had known the evil 
purpose of his visit by virtue of her sharp intuition. The vision was not a linear 
progression of events. It was a maze of possibilities, chaotic to the point of 
impenetrability. But somehow, she had been able to divine the images that 
mattered and made sense the most. In a short span of time, she had figured out 
who was going to be in danger, as well as, who was going to bring about that 
harm. The former was no other than Datu Namwran, and the latter, the 
prophesied visitor from Mdang. 

It had been the same process with the second vision that had divulged the 
possibility of Datu Rukahôs night raid, a planned ambush which Datu Namwranôs 
warriors had used to their own advantage by launching a preemptive strike of 
their own. Sakti had pointed out to Namwran the enemy chieftain among all the 
other Mdang datu warriors, a very difficult task in a nighttime battle. 

ñThe man who will be holding his kampilan before him, he is the chieftain, 
for the others will have theirs strapped to their backs. When you catch sight of 
this man, that is when you will attack. Drive your dagger deep into his 
unprotected side, and you will win the battle. Do otherwise and the tides will turn 
against you!ò Those were her final words to Namwran before he and his warriors 
had headed off to battle. 

It was all good, she thought quietly. But the problem was that her power 
did not end with her visions, they were only a small part of it. She had the power 
to see through all forms of deception and lies. She knew that Angkatan was lying 
whenever she said that she would go out into the forest to gather mushrooms. 
Sakti knew that her sister was up to something else entirely, but of what, she had 
never bothered to find out for Sakti dared not pry into someone elseôs business.  

Though they were twins, and though they loved each other with their lives, 
they were both secretiveðmysteries even to each other. They took comfort in 
their secrets and felt a closeness to each other that was rooted in the very things 
that they concealed. 

But Namwran was an entirely different matter. Before her powers, she 
looked to him with eyes of admiration, the type that bordered on infatuation. But 



now, it was different. She could not be certain of how she felt for him now that 
she knew what he was. 

On the day that she had given him her first vision, she had seen him not 
as the Namwran she had known from childhood, not an ordinary man, but 
something magical, frightening and wonderful all at the same time. 

She had barged into his hut, and for the very first time, saw his spirit which 
could not be contained in his body. His spirit was of white fire and light, rising 
from his back like the magnificent wings of an eagle. He was an anito, concealed 
in that vulnerable human body. It was a legacy he had inherited from his 
deceased mother, who had the same guardian spirit in her. 

éAre you certain that you see nothing else, no one else who hides behind 
guises?  Namwranôs question bothered her anew, for she was aware that he had 
no idea what he was! He was the one hiding behind guises, and he must have 
felt that he was different, seen the signs of the magic cropping up in him, but he 
could not understand it. 

Sakti knew that it must be awful to live like that, to know that he was 
different yet never be given the chance to discover the secret of his identity. She 
had wanted to reveal it to him then, to tell him what he was. You are an angel! 
She had wanted to cry out. 

But she had not. She had done everything to stop herself from opening 
her mouth and telling him that. The spirits had warned her and forbidden her to 
speak of Namwranôs secret, for it would endanger his life if it came out in the 
open. Both visions had been sent to protect him, for he was important, the spirits 
had said. It was Saktiôs duty to keep him safe. 

Sakti arrived before her hut feeling enervated and weary. Keeping such a 
secret drained her in an unexpected way. She looked up, expecting to see 
Angkatan inside, but she noticed that someone else was in the hut. The poor 
light prevented her from determining who it was, so she picked up a dry coconut 
husk from the ground and hastened up the bamboo steps to find that an old 
woman had intruded into their home, rummaging through Angkatanôs things, 
especially the wooden box where her sister kept her valuables. 

ñOy! You thief, get out of our house!ò Sakti exclaimed, throwing the 
coconut husk at the old lady. 

The old lady slowly stood up from where she was crouched and, with a 
frown, turned to face Sakti.  

ñBaylan Jaya? Iôm so sorry! I did not mean to throw things at you.ò 
ñSo we meet, little girl. Iôve heard much about you. Your power of sight 

amazes me,ò said the old lady in a peculiar, sing-song voice. Black beetles, ants 
and spiders ran away from her as she moved. 

Sakti almost choked against her fear, balled fists covering her gaping 
mouth. ñYou are not Old Lady Jaya! Let that poor woman go, demon!ò 

ñSo it is true, you can see through guises with the sureness of an arrow. 
That also means that you know who I am looking for.ò 

ñWhy have you come, demon? I refuse to have anything to do with you.ò 
Sakti reviled the demon for her eyes could see it for what it truly wasða 
monstrous creature of evil, death and decay. The demon had intruded Baylan 



Jayaôs body, imprisoned her with thousands of black, smoke-like strands that 
laced and knotted about the old womanôs very soul. 

ñI doubt that you mean that, little girl. It is your sisterôs life that is at stake,ò 
the demon said simply, holding up odd items, dried herbs and animal bones, all 
of which she had taken from Angkatanôs safe-box. ñDo you know what these are? 
These are implements used for witchcraft. Your sister is a sorceress.ò 

Sakti was in shock. Her eyes told her that the demon was not lying. The 
items were indeed her sisterôs. This was the secret Angkatan had been hiding 
from her all these years! 

Old Lady Jaya cackled madly. ñYes, I speak the truth! And you know very 
well that death is the punishment for witches. Only the village baylan may 
perform the rituals. All I have to do is reveal your sisterôs secret, and the villagers 
will come rushing in to kill her.ò 

Sakti shook her head, tears streaming from her eyes. ñPlease do not do 
this, I beg of you.ò 

ñDo not cry, little girl. There is no need for that. All I ask of you is to make 
me a deal. Give me the knowledge that I have come for, and I will not only 
release this woman, but also keep your sisterôs secret.ò 

ñBut what if I do not have what you need?ò 
ñLet us hope that you do,ò there was a dangerous glint in the old womanôs 

dark eyes. ñI have come in search of someone. This person is dangerous to us 
demons. We can sense this person, he or she is somewhere in this village, but 
we cannot determine who it is.ò 

The tears flowed out of Saktiôs eyes more freely now. She knew where this 
was leading to. 

ñTell me now, who among the villagers has the guardian spirit in him? 
Who is the angel?ò the possessed womanôs face had contorted so terribly that 
she barely retained any mark of her humanness.  

Sakti bit her quivering lips. What was she to do? Why was she being 
forced to make a choice? 

ñTell me now, little girl! Or I will bring an end to this woman and your 
sister!ò  

ñIt is Namwran!ò cried Sakti in despair. 
And the demon instantly left Old Lady Jaya, swift as the wind, her black 

tendrils snapping, unknotting, and finally freeing her hapless victimôs soul. 
Jaya had collapsed on the floor in a heap just before Angkatan arrived 

from the festivity which had reached its last leg. She stared at the weeping Sakti, 
and then at the old woman who was still holding the witching tools from her safe 
box. 

Sakti watched as Angkatan frantically snatched up all her tools and 
stashed them wildly back into the wooden box before Jaya regained her senses. 

ñSakti, why are you crying? Did this old woman hurt you? I sensed that 
she was jealous of you. She must have come toðñ 

ñSister, I have done the most awful thing! It is I who saved Namwranôs life, 
but it is also I who will be the cause of his death!ò Saktiôs lamentation chilled 



Angkatan to the bone. ñA demon came, possessing Baylan Jayaôs body, and it 
threatened to reveal your secret if I did not tell it who the anito was.ò 

ñI cannot understand, Sakti. What are you saying?ò 
ñIt is all the fault of my visions! They showed me who Datu Namwran really 

is. He is an anito, and the demons feel threatened of him!ò 
The twins were startled when a shrill scream suddenly echoed from the 

distance. Before long, there was a commotion. More torches were lit, and the 
village dwellers were panicking everywhere. 

ñOur datu has been poisoned!ò yelled an unseen villager 
ñAn assassin has left a scorpion in his hut!ò shouted another. 
A faction of warriors randomly stormed into various homes in search of the 

murderer, while others sought out a doctor. ñBaylan! Baylan! Where is our 
baylan?ò there was a loud and hysterical clamor as the villagers searched for 
Baylan Jaya who was the sole healer in town.  

But the shaman was sprawled on the floor of the sistersô home, impossible 
to wake from her stupor.  

Angkatan began gathering as much of their things as she could. ñDo as I 
am doing, Sakti! We have to run away from here.ò 

Sakti refused to move. ñBut I have committed a grave crime. It is the 
demon who sent that scorpionéThis is all my fault.ò 

Angkatan grabbed her sister by the arm furiously and started dragging her 
out of the house. ñNone of this is your fault! The demon threatened you and there 
was nothing you could do. Now, we must leave before they find Jaya like this and 
also discover the contents of my safe-box. The villagers will kill us both if we do 
not escape now. They will think we put the scorpion in his hut.ò 

Sakti resisted stubbornly. ñLet them come! Go and run Angkatan, but I will 
stay to pay for my crimes!ò 

ñPay for them some other way! Your death will not change things. And in 
any case, I have to take you away, where the demon will never find you. You 
have made a pact with a creature of darkness, now it will seek to possess you for 
that is the way it is with these thingsðstrike a deal once and you are theirs 
forever.ò 

Sakti stopped crying at hearing this, icy fear gripping her racing heart as 
she held her sisterôs gaze.  

ñDo you see the truth in my eyes? I am not lying. I know that it will come 
back for you for I am trained in sorcery.ò 

Sakti stood up then, unable to offer any retort. 
ñCome!ò shouted Angkatan, and they both darted for the jungle, 

disappearing into the dark mass of trees and shrub as the village behind them 
wailed in anguish and misery at the death of their beloved datu. 

Sakti heard the wails and screams die out as they ran away, but 
something inside her died as well as the distance between them and their village 
grewé 

THE END 
 

 



This Horrible Road: My Three Picks for The Best 
of Deadman's Tome 
JW Schnarr 
 

I'll admit, I've only been following Deadman's Tome for about a year now. 
But when the email inbox lit up with a message from the DT crew asking if I could 
help them out with a special project they had planned for their three-year 
anniversary, how could I refuse? After all, they were giving me the opportunity to 
voice my opinion on something...which really meant I'd get a chance to blab while 
you poor souls were forced to wade through my diatribes. 

"Great," I says. "I'd love to get involved. Could you send me along the 
back issues I've missed so I don't miss anything important?" 

"Sure," says Jesse. 

"Great," I says, because sometimes I'm a one word kinda guy. 

Of course, I couldn't possibly see the smirk that must have dropped on the 
Dead Man's face, because a couple hours later I was graced with another email 
from DT. I should have known something was up because instead of a chime 
noting its arrival, there was a loud thunk.  

Honestly I think my desk shuddered. Pretty scary, because it's made of 
glass and I'm sure it's going to be the death of me one day. 

I opened the email and read this: 

This document compiles all of the stories featured in Deadman's Tome\ 
Demonic Tome from 2008 to 2010 with a few exceptions. Unfortunately, the few 
gaps will take a while to fill, but this will provide a very extensive and raw view of 
archived stories. 

It's only a couple years, I thought. How big could it possibly be? And there 
are gaps! 

I'll tell you: 1373 pages. 

The PDF file was about 8 miles long. There were lemonade stands along 
the side of it, in case I started to get thirsty on my travels through to the end. I 
even had 2 guys drive by and offer me a lift to the end of the file, but everyone 
knows you don't take rides from strangers. ESPECIALLY on this road.  

The file was filled with great stories, some from people I recognized, but 
mostly from faces I'd never seen before, taking their sharp little knives and 
poking and stabbing and slicing into the thick meat of my brain while my exposed 
fears screamed like raw nerve endings and ran for their widdle bitty lives. Clearly, 
I had bitten off more than I could chew. 

And boy, was I glad. 



So here, I'll offer you a bit of the chewed fat from my lips to yours, a 
couple of the stories I felt really marbled well, their spices taught and succulent, 
causing my mouth to water and my belly to cry out in blind rage that there wasn't 
more, just a bit more!  

Inky Beast by M.J. Nichols-- This story shocked me when I first read it 
because it seems like something smooth and shiny...but it has barbs. Lots of 
them, and they have a way of worming into your flesh. Nichols has essentially 
given us a nightmare view of what I am POSITIVE is what every Indie author has 
ever thought about the real face behind a publishing house. The story lays bare 
something that we've all long suspected: Editors are monsters, and they serve 
yet more powerful monsters, and everything you ever suspected about the 
publishing industry is horrible and true. Do yourself a favour and read the story 
twice--the second time is to go back and pick up all the subtle humour that you 
no doubt were shocked into glossing over. 

The Way They Sell Their Souls by Kristine Ong Muslim-- This story is 
really more of a short vignette, but the happy holocaust-type feel of it is 
impossible not to love. Muslim paints a portrait of a world consumed by a 
humanity stripped of all moral conscience thanks to the wonders of capitalism 
mixed with robots, and the story shows what one possible future might look like if 
you could simply buy your salvation for less than a cup of coffee. The answer, of 
course, is what we all knew and suspected: humanity would quickly eat itself 
while pumping fistfuls of cash to keep the door to Heaven standing wide open. 

Armstice Day by D.D. Bell-- This moody, rather brooding story will suck 
you in with the colour and the language used...before ripping your head off and 
pulling your guts through the ragged throat-hole. The story skips back and forth 
but was easy to follow, and I found myself immediately drawn in to the life of an 
old man reflecting on a moment in history that has haunted him all his days. At 
one point, the narrator laments on how his old uncle repeats the first part of the 
story time and again but never finishes, saying: It would be nice, however, to 
hear the rest of the tale for once. Of course, we get to see the end of the tale, 
and when we do we realize why poor old simpering Uncle Tobias always breaks 
down in tears before finishing it.  

So there it is. My three picks for the best of the best of The Deadman's 
Tome.  Although I'm certain that others will be choosing their own tales and no 
doubt will have a different list than the short three I've selected, I guarantee you 
won't feel let down by reading them. Deadman's Tome is a quirky, sometimes 
racy, and always entertaining 'Zine that constantly tries to push boundaries. More 
importantly, it's a good home for those all important first steps for writers, and as 
you can see from my selection, some of those steps have been rather large 
indeed. 

 

About me: 



My name is JW Schnarr and I am a writer and Indie publisher working the 
mines in Calgary, Alberta Canada. I have been grinding things out in the small 
press for years, and have had a few successes (but many more failures) along 
the way. I live with my teenage daughter and a really grumpy turtle in a fridge box 
that I've tied over one of those industrial heating vents downtown, and my 
daughter and I have a grand time coming up with new ways to torture our poor 
shelled companion. 

I'm a member of the Horror Writer's Association and the Publisher at 
Northern Frights Publishing, and this year saw the release of my collection of 
short stories Things Falling Apart, available on eBook only for just 99 cents 
(http://tfajws.blogspot.com) As well as my first novel Alice & Dorothy, a book that 
I'm sure Lewis Carroll and L. Frank Baum will one day kill me for writing.  

The story is about two girls who fall in love, do a lot of drugs, and then go 
on a pretty memorable killing spree while hunting down a way to get back to the 
Land of Oz...by driving into a tornado. In the meantime, Alice must fend off a 
creature known as THE MAD HATER, who has followed her back from 
wonderland and is now wrapped around her optic nerves like a parasite, feeding 
off her misery and forcing her into one horrific act after another. Sounds fun, 
right? If you'd like to see more, you can check it out here: 
http://andjws.blogspot.com. The book is out on paperback as well as digitally, 
and the digital version is just $2.99. 

I also run a blog where I like to do reviews on just about every book I read 
(there are many) and you can find me at http://jwschnarr.blogspot.com. Finally, 
you can track me down on twitter (@jwschnarr) and on Facebook. Please do. I'm 
desperate for friends. 

 
 

INKY BEAST 
M. J. Nicholls 
DOP: March 2010 
Chosen by JW Schnarr 
 

Alan Barbrush, Chief Editor at Scalped Olives Publications, had always 
been accused of skulking around the office cynically. Yet today, his undying 
cynicism had reached such a huffy zenith, it was as though the weight of a 
lifetimeôs misery had finally ï after twenty years ï crippled him.  

 
For two decades his organisation had ï cynically ï waded through over 

1,292,827 submissions, rejecting every single one and publishing material from 
its own editing staff. Having failed to break even the previous year ï losing 
£10,000 on a self-help guide for brainless neurotics, Stop Whining & Just Do It ï 
tensions were running high around the office.  

 
The new secretary, Lorraine, fresh from her Creative Writing MA, was 



looking to screw her first novel, Elaineôs Chest, into print. Alan had hired her 
because her grades were outstanding and she had a bright, burgeoning clitoris. 
He knew that regardless of whether he hired her or not, she would ascend to a 
lucrative role in the industry, either horizontally or legitimately.  

 
She tapped on his office door, a gentle but firm tip-tap, signifying she 

knew her place but would soon have people tip-tapping on her office. He swigged 
from his vial of absinthe and coughed up a pubic hairball ï he had been snacking 
on the vulva of an underground poet-cum-hooker the previous night. 

 
ñCome in,ò he said, muttering sotto voce, ñmy face.ò 
 
ñMorning Alan. I trust your wrinkly old pecker found a home in the snatch 

of some rancid Chelsea tart over the weekend?ò she asked. Alan found this 
remark rather forward for her third day ï she must have been chatting with the 
co-editors. 

 
ñYes, something like that. Do you have the final edit of Dannyôs novel? 

What godawful putrescence masquerading as contemporary genius are we 
churning out now? More self-help to the terminally retarded?ò 

 
ñYou canôt say that word anymore, Alan. The correct term is mentally 

spastic,ò Lorraine corrected.  
 
Alan wanted to bash her face in with a tire iron and spit mercuric chloride 

over her breasts until her pretty pink skin singed into a bloody black painball. 
Yes, he was almost definitely in love.  

 
ñLorraine, I want your honest opinion on this novel and Dannyôs so-called 

talent. I mean, heôs simply another snotty sub-Burroughs arse-budgie churning 
out hackneyed schlock, isnôt he?ò he asked. He reached for the pills on his desk 
and hurled two down his throat, not bothering to check the label. 

 
ñGod, youôre an ancient fucker, arenôt you? Alan ï the kids today lap this 

shit up like heroin pasties. Kids are always looking for the latest decadent poet-
of-the-streets to come blow their tiny minds with his trashcan rhetoric,ò she said, 
parting her fringe. For all its spirit-level straightness, it served merely to enhance 
her clone-like chic. 

 
ñI know, but this feels like a step too far. You can only serve the same 

roadhouse slop for so long before the clientele starts choking to death. Anyway, 
itôs too late now. Maybe we can slip it out in summer unnoticed. No one reads 
books in the summer.ò 

 
ñReady for the team brief? Your minions are awaiting your instruction,ò she 

said, smirking ï a smirk that masked a desire to drain the blood from his decrepit 



body and steal his chair. 
 
As Alan left his office, he stopped to look at the painting on the wall. It had 

been commissioned by an acid-popping millionaire asshole who spent his days 
draining his spunk into a fish tank for his latest installation, Spermy Gills. He 
wanted to punch a hole in the wall.  

 
ñAre you all right, Alan?ò Lorraine asked.  
 
ñFine. Just fine,ò Alan replied. He wasnôt fine. He was so far away from 

fine, fine might as well have been hidden in an underground catacomb 
somewhere halfway across the world.  

 
As he looked around the office, every nuance of the place piqued him. The 

photocopier sat like a constipated rhino atop the hideous green carpet, snorting 
out endless pages of fuming hot poop ï next monthôs poorly received zeitgeist-
throttling wank. The windows and their peek-a-boo blinds bugged the arse off 
him. His staff could surreptitiously gawp inside as he was downloading his X-
rated entertainment for the evening. 

 
His industrious worker-bees were buzzing around the office, sharing 

gossip, taking pops at new submissions, and trying to close the drawbridge 
between colleague, friend and lover. More vats of magma spurted inside him. He 
knew these people so well, so bloody well, he wanted to belt them around the 
brains with an iron dildo. His eyes turned to Mark. 

 
Oh, Mark! Mark, writer of profound hodgepodge about single mothers and 

abused children. Reports from the frontline of life. So devilishly moving and 
clever. Alan knew Mark was trying to wheedle his way into the slacks of 
Rebecca, the copyeditor whose capacity for snide humour knew no bounds. She 
was a proponent of slick comedies about the endless push-and-pull of man-
woman relationships, fuck-and-fight fests for self-loathing students. 

 
As he looked around the office at the pitiful display of subhuman life, it 

struck Alan that he was descending into oblivion. This was the beginning of his 
much-anticipated end. His emotional scaffolding was about to collapse. When he 
shut his eyes, he imagined a dozen donkeys dumping their bowels around the 
office until the entire room was seven cubic feet of whiffy excreta. He yearned 
badly, so bloody badly, to rid himself of this nightmare, this endless burden of 
printing words, that he seriously started to think about a career in advertising. 

 
ñRight, listen up,ò he began. ñDannyôs novel is a petrochemical aberration. 

I want every copy printed to be pulped. Seriously, pulp the fucker.ò 
 
ñActually, I think youôll find Tarantinoôs already made Pulp Fiction,ò 

Rebecca chipped in. 



 
ñShut up, Rebecca,ò he scolded, his left hand twitching. ñJust shut up.ò 
 
This was it. The moment of his meltdown. It had come so suddenly. Ten 

minutes ago, he had been looking forward to searching the internet for 
uncopyrighted material he could plagiarise for his winter schedule. Now he was 
in the teeth of a full-blown nervous meltdown. His chin was wobbling. He 
wondered if everyone could see that ï his freakish wobbling chin. 

 
ñJusté shuté up.ò 
 
A silence descended in which the entire staff turned to face Alan, staring 

through him in case he dared to show a crack in his veneer. A soft rattling noise 
emerged from the silence, ignored by all. Lorraine bit her knuckles beside the 
photocopier: she knew it was close. Her time on the throne. Alan could feel his 
jaw clamp shut, speechless at the thought of his own demise. He knew this day 
would come, but had prepared nothing to save himself. 

 
The rattling sound intensified, followed by a susurrant hiss, like air being 

let out a tyre. The source of this interruption was the photocopier ï a faithful old 
banger that had lived in numerous offices and had seen more arses than a 
Russian bordello. Lorraine was too captivated by Alanôs imminent blow-up to 
notice the noise: her time as chief cock-at-the-top was near. Soon she would be 
sipping chianti with Martin Amis and Salman Rushdie and killing the dreams of 
saps daily with the twitch of a finger. 

 
Meanwhile, a small portal was opening up inside the paper-loading tray of 

the photocopier. 
 
A blinking black eye, dripping with ink toner, was expanding through the 

plastic panels of the machine. As the silence widened, so did the eye, absorbing 
the plastic and paper as it coughed up thick balls of inky sputum onto the carpet. 
Lorraine was halted ï she didnôt know whether to take Alan outside, pop him in a 
cab, then steal his desk, or let him dribble down himself before taking him 
outside, popping him in a cab, and stealing his desk. 

 
ñI have hadé it upé to HERE with you self-interested shitmunchers!ò Alan 

cried out. Several titters escaped the pros, while the newbies looked on dumbly, 
anticipating a very funny joke. 

 
Lorraineôs eyes goggled in expectation, her pupils expanding in tandem 

with the squelchy orb of the photocopier, which made an audible gargling sound 
at her side. The portal had expanded to cover the entire left half of the machine, 
coughing Malteasers of ink at Lorraineôs feet. A few hacks looked over to see 
what the problem was, but Alanôs meltdown was much more exciting than office 
equipment, so they returned to the show. 



 
ñYou can take this company andé andé and shove it up your arses! All 

you want is to get your rotten books into print, so you can sip chianti with bloody 
Martin Amis and Salman Rushdie. Iôveé hadé enough!ò 

 
The photocopier was buckling now, its insides churning with thick grogs of 

ink. It kicked and struggled like a horse gone mad; its engorged panels aspurt 
with hot liquid menace.  

 
ñWould someone shut that bloody photocopier up!ò Alan shouted. Lorraine 

finally took her eyes off Alan to acknowledge at the puddle of ink at her feet. As 
she stepped onto dry carpet to protect her expensive shoes, the photocopier 
spasmed nearer, spraying a hot jet of toner across her legs. She leapt back in 
shock, but the inky beast powered up and lunged after her, backing her against 
the wall.  

 
ñWhat the fuck? Would someone stop this thing?ò 
 
The portal opened fully into a wide, bottomless void. A stream of ink 

blasted her legs, knocking her to the ground. She shrieked and slithered as the 
portal took hold of her body, sucking in her legs, reversing the flow of ink so it ran 
backwards then forwards. The flow was relentless, encasing her in a bubbling 
torrent of viscous ooze, slurping in her hips amid menacing mechanical gargles, 
then her torso, and ï at last ï her head. 

 
After devouring Lorraine, the photocopier inched back into its regular spot, 

turning its ink shooters off. The office froze in hopeless stagnancy. What are you 
supposed to do when your colleague is devoured by the photocopier in the 
middle of your bossôs mental breakdown? Call out the technician? Upon 
shedding their bowels, no one had the slightest idea how to react. 

 
A moment later, the machine rocked left and right, flashing its buttons in a 

victorious green swirl. The beeping stopped. Calm beckoned. From the silence 
came a cavernous munching sound. Then more silence. Then the machine 
shook, spitting out the inky black skeleton of Lorraine in a mighty belch, her 
ribcage shooting across the room towards the slush pile. The room erupted in 
horror. Distorted wails, horrified screams, and despairing murmurs came from the 
staff as the lights went out, the blinds streamed shut, and the doors self-closed. 

 
Lockdown. 
 
Alan stood still, oblivious to everything ï a bystander in his hijacked 

nightmare. Copyeditors leapt around the room as the office equipment mobilised 
in a tyrannous revolt against their masters. 30cm rulers pinged from the desks in 
unison, pinning Dennis ï the newbie working on a graphic novel retelling of The 
Three Billy Goats Gruff ï against the toilet door.  



 
A strategy of desks broke loose from the creative throng, churning 

monitors and keyboards around the room, cornering Simon beside the file 
cabinets. Simon had no time to wonder, as the drawers opened and shut against 
his head, pummelling him into submission, whether his poetry book 9 Dreams 
would make the 2011 winter catalogue. He certainly didnôt have to think about the 
2012 catalogue as the desks nailed him to the wall, severing his legs from his 
torso. The desks clanged and clattered in a ritual triumph dance, soaking their 
scratched pinewood surfaces in his blood. 

 
Temp #2, Vincent, with his four weeks experience editing novels from 

Rambunctious Slime Press, found himself at the mercy of the paper shredder, 
which chased him around the room until it sank its teeth into his blazer. Like the 
photocopier, it expanded its depths to accommodate human prey, showcasing an 
impressive set of gnashing razors and slicers. It nibbled on Vincentôs scrawny 
legs, widening its jaws, as he began to feel a deep regret at having left his old job 
so quickly. 

 
Arising from the dim corner of the room was the leaning tower of rejected 

manuscripts. Swirling through the air, this enormous pile of unloved writing no 
one had bothered to read sped into a small interoffice twister. It set about the 
editor-in-chief Ronald Steegers. Ronald, caught in the grip of this 1000MPH vice, 
was swirl-sliced by a record number of papercuts. The blood drained from the 
forty million lesiures in his skin, sluicing out cartoon-like as his bones were 
dumped in a bundle by the dustbin. 

 
Rebecca, agog at the mayhem, was oblivious to the guillotine making its 

way up to the ceiling. It positioned itself at a diagonal distance from her, swung 
down in a parabola, lobbed off her head, then flopped back into its old spot by 
the disused monitors. Nice and clean. 

 
Hot coffee scooshed from the percolator, scolding unfortunate Frank. He 

didnôt even work in the office ï he only came down to drop hints that his novel 
Custard in Outer Mongolia was looking for a publisher (wink wink). Still, as the 
scalding coffee melted his flesh into mulch, and an impressive silver-red froth 
foamed upon his bones, he had to admit to himself ï it wasnôt very good anyway. 

 
Danny hid beneath a desk, but a band of chattering staplers advanced 

upon him, staples shooting from their jaws and spiking his neck, making a perfect 
suture around his windpipe. Hole punches drained the blood from his skin, 
easing him into the big sleep. 

  
It was almost over. Receptionists banging on the exit door were clobbered 

and strangled by flying keyboards. Others were taken out by CD trays ejecting at 
frightening speeds, overhead fans snapping from their cables, being spun to 
death on swivel chairs, fire extinguishers shooting people out the sixth floor 



window, and pens boring holes into hearts and squirting toxic acid in there for a 
laugh. The Venetian blinds wounded no one. 

 
Mark ï the last man alive ï cowered as the photocopier cornered him 

three feet away from Alan. 
ñYou did this, didnôt you? You sick bastard, you did this!ò he said. The 

portal opened and the inky deluge came flooding out once more, sucking in the 
sub-Tarantino hack. Alan didnôt emote. 

 
With the whole office massacred, the equipment returned to its previous 

positions. Alan bit his lips. 
 
ñRight, well. Thatôs that, then. Back to work,ò he said. 
 
And it was. Back to work, indeed. 
 

 

The Way They Sell Their Souls 
Kristine Ong Muslim 
DOP: September 2008 
Chosen by J.W. Schnarr 
 

After Dial-A-Prayer® went out of craze; Absolution, Inc. came to the 

rescue and saved the world from eternal damnation. The corporate empire rose 
almost overnight to become the worldôs most successful business enterprise. Its 
founder, Dan Cushing, a college dropout who was crazy about horoscopes (he 
was a Libra), thought of the whole concept of robots spewing litanies of pre-
programmed prayers for every sin imaginable. The robots were bolted inside faux 
wooden chambers for privacy. People would select their sins available in all 
possible languages from a menu bar. Stick one dollar and a half inside the 
robotôs slot and look at its dreamy penitent eyes as it mutters a highly 
inspirational prayer suitable for the sin committed. The prayers were crafted by 
experts: psychologists, linguists, religious scholars, historians, theoretical 
physicists, and even mathematicians. Dan Cushingôs idea came with perfect 
timing. People needed instant gratification, a clean conscience without giving up 
anything, catharsis without responsibility. Church confessionals became passé, 
and the world was suddenly a better place to live in. 

Demagnetized to perfection to make the metal look like human flesh, the 
mocking Absolution, Inc. robotsô titanium alloy, water-and-fade resistant, 
guiltlessly beaming faceplates seemed to croon: ñDream me up something sinful 
and overtly homicidal, you schizophrenic nitwit, you... I can see through your 
eyes, your godforsaken lying eyes, and I find no repentance there. I know what 
you think when you fuck your bitch wife in the middle of the night. How you wish 
you can tie her up and whip her lovely ass until she lies bloodied and half-dying 
amidst the sweat-stained satin sheets, because pain is ten times a turn-on than 
love. I know how much you want to straddle your neighborôs wife, jack off in front 



of your neighborôs ten-year old daughter, and doggie fuck your goddamn 
neighborôs dog. I know how much you want to become so much like yourself. I 
know you and how doomed you are in becoming human. I am here to slurp up 
and masticate your beautiful sins. I am here to pray for your redemption. Only for 
a dollar and a half.ò 

One night, Dan Cushing accidentally blew his head off while cleaning his 
fatherôs .38, a family heirloom. Emerging near his left ear, the bullet did 
everything except kill him. The slug tore off just a portion of his brain matter and 
left him a limp vegetable lying in some expensive hospital somewhere in New 
York City. His horoscope indicated that particular day to be his lucky day. 

Absolution, Inc. went bankrupt a year after the pristine line of SaviorÊ 
robots hit the market. The new line of robots offered instant deliverance for eighty 
cents, complete with a full selection of religious hymns from every religious sect 
and language in the world. A matching song would cost an additional five cents.  

Salvation turned out to be practically cheap so that everyone went out on 
murderous rampages and showed up at SaviorÊ cubicles afterwards, only to 
slather their battered souls with well-rehearsed lines of prayers from Aramaic to 
Latin to Oriental mumbo jumbo. Most of the time, toilet drains got clogged with 
chopped remains of slaughtered loved ones. There was simply so much to do, so 
much to become... After eons of evolution and centuries of sustaining a 
civilization, life was never this deliciously outrageous. 

The soundtrack of this story: Joy to the world... 
 

Armistice Day 
D. D. Bell 
DOP: November 2009 
Chosen by J. W. Schnarr 

 

We are the dead. Short days ago 
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glowé 

John McCrae (1915) 
 

 
Today, England:  
DEAD FLESH PACKED IN ROWS. 

Chicken, turkey, rolled pork, brisket, topside, 
lamb &C. The choice is endless; what am I to 
buy? We are to have a traditional roast this 
afternoon ï and itôs not even a Sunday. Great 
Uncle Tobias is visiting and he doesnôt eat 
anything foreign ï British is best, lad. I walk up 
and down the chillers like a loon checking the 
country of origin of each cut ï and its ruddy 
freezing hereabouts. Heôll talk about the war - 


















































































