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An Argument
red bursting words spill into waiting hands
forming smooth still stones
that shroud and revel
forming closed white lips
am I afraid
or weightless
driven by the wind
unanchored and dripping
from patient stigmata
am I found in arms of stone
free from breezy tyranny
or trapped
by marble mouths
see I have engraved you
on the palms of my hands

Rachel Castleberg

An Argument
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I am a lick of flame
arching like a cat
flaring in the curve.
The gleam of amber light
from soft down earthen blankets.
I am a twist of wire
burning to your bones
planted in your chest.
My luminescent hand
calling to your skin.
I am a slick of oil
anointing roughened feet
folding calloused toes.
Sliding silk and sweat
into your cotton sheets.

Rachel Castleberg

I am a lick of flame


You are a tree on fire
straining fingers skyward
arching broken branches.
I breathe the verdant summer
the soil to your roots.
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The Eastward Ocean Pulls Me Down
Draws me out towards the morning sun,
So I lift one leg in exaggerated motions
place it in front of the other
in a vast green wash of foam and salt.
I think I will walk the ocean floor.
I don an explorer’s hat
and as my head dips below the surface
it bobs over where I walk
marks my progress for a time
follows the push of endless waves
towards the call of gulls.
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Chris McKeever

Balance along a seafloor cable
to an audience of wary eyes
wishing me from their midnight realm;
climb the rocky western slopes;
feel the warmth of filtered light;
think of how I will soon be speaking
to the fishermen of Spain.

The Eastward Ocean Pulls Me Down

I press on.
Glide down vast darkening slopes,
embrace the chill of life
on the lightless layered floor,
voidal and unexplored.
Precambrian time travel
drifting folds of muraled years
untouched and unmeant for human eyes
yawing rifts of the abyssal plane
bones of dead fish,
rusted metal bulk,
generation begets generation
begets this lifeless expanse—
a burial ground for brittle bone.



S
h
o
r
t
S
t
o
r
ie
s
10

Dark Missives March/April 2013

L

ike many wars, it began as an accidental breach of decorum.
Entering my house one afternoon, I felt a crunch beneath my
shoe. I lifted my foot quickly—and found a wolf spider. Yelping,
I leaped away from the creature, but it was already dead. When my heart had
slowed to its normal pace, I grabbed the broom and swept the corpse outside,
then used a damp paper towel to wipe the entrails off my floor. That done, I
threw away the paper towel and forgot the incident.
The spiders did not.
Two days later, I found a young wolf spider outside my door as I left
my home. When I returned, it was still there, but made no move to enter. It
seemed content to leave me alone, and it was against the wall, at a difficult
angle to attack, so I let it be.
The next week, a spindly, orange spider hung from my doorframe on a
string of silk, blocking my entrance. I removed my black flat and crushed it.
That is when they began to invade my home.
At first, it was harvestmen, near relations to—and I suspect subjects
of—spiders. I groggily stumbled into the bathroom one morning and reached
for the shower knob, but snatched my hand back when I noticed the daddy
longlegs perched precariously where I was reaching. After that, I found one in
the shower every morning, thin legs clinging to the fiberglass or hanging from
the faucet. They always startled me—I never saw them until my hand or foot
was almost touching them—but I knew they were harmless, so as soon as my
adrenaline level was back down, I picked them up and tossed them outside.
Soon, they began to explore the rest of my house. While watching television on the couch one evening, I noticed one crawling up my arm. I jumped
up and swatted it until it hit the floor, then threw it outside. I found them
lurking on baseboards, skittering across the kitchen floor, and crouching in my
favorite chair. Banishment wasn’t working, so I began to utilize capital punishment, flushing them down the toilet as I found them. Still they came.
Spiders appeared among their harvestman comrades. My alarm blared
near my ear at 6:00 a.m., rousing me from an anxious dream. I flung my hand
at it, then rolled over and swung my feet to the floor. I looked down to see that
I had missed stepping on a brown recluse by inches. From that moment on, I
wore shoes everywhere.
I researched natural insect repellents when I should have been working, and
soon my home was filled with lemongrass and cinnamon. I poured vinegar
on my windowsills and doorframe. My bed was drenched in lavender-scented
spray, and I began to use lavender soap and drink spearmint tea.
Several times, I looked down from the television to find a spider crawling across my lap. Every instance, my reaction was the same: shrieking, jumping up and flinging the offending arachnid away from me, then stomping on it
with my sneakered feet.
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As my problem persisted, I became edgy. Feeling something brush against the
nape of my neck, my hand slapped to the spot, only to find that it was a loose
hair. This happened frequently, and I eventually cut my hair short. I awoke
countless times in the night, throwing off my blankets to search for what I was
sure I had felt brush against my legs. My nerves twitched with my anxiety, and
every spasm felt like a spider.
It only took two months for my house to be completely overrun. Harvestmen filled the bathroom, brown recluses hid in the shadows, and black
widows hung in every corner.
I called an exterminator, who bug-bombed my house, and for a few
blessed days, my home was my own. On the morning of the fourth, however, I
found a harvestman hanging from my shower curtain. It took only hours for my
house to fill again with unwanted visitors.
The next night, after being startled awake by the sensation that something was touching my calf, I turned on my bedside lamp and screamed at what
I saw.
A spider the size of a Labrador stood at the foot of my bed. Even aside
from its bulk, it was like no spider I had ever seen. It was not a widow, recluse,
or any of the countless species that had settled into my home over the past
two months. The black beads of its eyes—there were eight—watched me as I
looked for a weapon within reach. There was none.
The spider king charged.
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When Hell Freezes Over
It’s gotten colder every day since the Fall.
I watched the trees shiver their leaves away to be replaced by snowflakes.
I remember knocking on your door to be greeted with a snowball.
The temperature continued to drop and we waved goodbye to the geese, as they
honked their farewells.
Now, everything has turned to ice.
I am made of ice.
You are made of ice.
The entire world is made of ice.
Even our words are ice-cubes, tumbling out of our mouths.
We are cold and beautiful.

Daniel Partain

When Hell Freezes Over

14

Some people say the best thing about being made of ice is being able to see
through everyone else, but that embarrasses me. You can see my heart beat
faster when you hold my hand. You can see my secrets.
Every time I think of you, my heart taps patterns into my chest. It is carving a
sculpture of a swan or a dove or maybe a penguin.
One day, my heart will finish the sculpture. Then, I will find an ice-pick and
dig into myself. I will cut out this bird-thing and give it to you. You will lean
in close to kiss me—and just as our lips touch we will freeze together.
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weat dripped into her eyes again. She tried to wipe it away with a
dirty glove. Jenny liked to garden, but she preferred it in the early
spring, when the sun didn’t bear down quite so oppressively.
She scooped up a shovel full of compost and began to pat it into place
around her tomato plants. The earthy smell of decay wafted toward her, but she
didn’t flinch away like she used to. Her garden thrived on that decay, and so would
she.
Her back was already aching, but that was normal. Her tomatoes would not
make it without these small sacrifices.
She had first met Robbie in an elective anthropology class she had taken
in her last year of college. She had been staring at his cheekbones intermittently
through their first session until he flicked a glance toward her and made eye
contact. She had blushed and returned her attention to the professor. Robbie had
caught her after class and asked her to coffee.
He laughed with his whole body, even with the glint of his straight, white
teeth. She could feel herself inflate with approval, her back straighten, her chest
open. She even allowed herself a genuine smile.
When they realized that they had talked for hours, he had asked her to dinner at a little Italian place he knew, best in the city. Eagerly agreeing, she let him
drive her across town to Mario’s. After the cannoli and several glasses of wine, he
had asked her back to his place, only a block away, to see his collection of photos
from backpacking across Europe.
It was when she was seated on his couch, bent over an album devoted to
pictures of Berlin and Munich, that he asked her, “Do you want to get married?”
Jenny just stared at him, not sure what to say.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Oh God, your face is priceless—I meant in general.”
Jenny let out the breath she had been holding. “You scared me! I thought
you might be some kind of desperate creep.”
“I assure you, I’m not,” He smiled at her with all his teeth. “Do you?”
“I don’t know. Well, I do really. It’s just not a part of my plan right now, I
guess. Just don’t tell my grandmother.”
“And kids?”
“Hell no. Push something out my—no, just no.”
“I just wanted to make sure,” his face suddenly turned serious. “I won’t
lead you on, Jenny. I’m not looking for that kind of relationship. I won’t be roped
into marriage. I’ve left other women because of it. I won’t change.”
“I understand.”
“Good,” he replied, smiling. “I know that was rather upfront of me, but I
didn’t want to mislead you, you know?” He put a hand on her thigh. “Now, has
anyone ever told you what amazing eyes you have?”
They had been dating for nearly a year when she realized that she had vomited up her breakfast three days in a row. She made an appointment with her doctor
16
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to verify what she already knew.
It was as she was applying compost around her last tomato plant that she
found the dead bird. A pigeon had entangled its head in the mesh of wire that
supported the tomato vines; probably chasing an earthworm too eagerly to realize
that the wires would mean its death. Flies were already buzzing around its eyes
and the wound in its neck, its feathers mostly shed and its flesh exposed. Jenny
disentangled the bird, brushing away flies, to bury in the compost heap.
The hard part would be getting up off her knees. The more weight she
put on, the harder gardening became, but she managed to stand up with minimal
groaning. One hand supporting her back, the other grasping the pigeon carcass,
she paced herself to the other side of the yard.
After Jenny had told him the news, Robbie slowly stood up from his chair
at her little blue plastic dining table and began to pace her kitchen, leaving scuffs
on the ivory linoleum. The first thing he said was “I thought you were on the
pill,” and the second thing he said was “Do you need me to take you to a clinic?”
She crossed her arms but continued to stare at the scuffs on her kitchen
floor rather than his face. “I haven’t decided yet.”
“What do you mean, you haven’t decided yet? You don’t want it, I don’t
want it, it’s decided.”
“I said, I haven’t decided yet.”
“Do you not have health insurance or something? Fine, I’ll pay for it. If
you needed money you should have just said so.”
“I don’t know, Robbie, I just—“
“Just don’t know what, Jenny? You don’t want kids, remember? Neither
do I.”
“I remember.”
“Don’t worry, babe. I’ll pay for it.”
They went to the clinic on a Tuesday that they both had off work.
“Is that a dead bird, Ms. Flescher? A real dead bird?”
Jenny stopped to look over at her fence, over which peered two children’s
faces, a boy and a girl, both with wildly curly blonde hair.
“Yes, Max, it’s a dead pigeon.”
“Can we see it, Ms. Flescher? Please?”
She rolled her eyes, but walked over to the fence. “You can look at it,
Melissa, but both of you, no touching, okay? Your mother would kill me.”
Standing on their tip toes, both children leaned over the fence to take a
wide-eyed look at the remains of the bird. Jenny could not help but smile at their
enthusiasm.
“Thanks for coming with me, Robbie”
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“No problem, babe. I hate hospitals too. So sterile.”
They sat in the waiting room’s ice-blue chairs, staring at white walls decorated with dried flowers pressed into picture frames.
“Do you think—“
“Think what, Jenny?”
“Do you think that it’ll hurt?”
“You’ll be fine, babe. I’ll be there every minute.”
Jenny smiled at him and squeezed his hand, deciding not to mention that
she hadn’t been referring to herself.
Six months later, in their corner booth at Mario’s, she told him she had
gone off the pill.
“What do you mean that—why didn’t you tell me?”
“I thought you’d be mad.”
“Of course I’m mad! Do you have any idea how irresponsible you’re being?”
“We made a mistake, Robbie.”
“We made a mistake? The only mistaken here is you.”
“We made a mistake, Robbie, but we can make it right, together—“
He threw his cloth napkin on the table and stormed out. Jenny stayed,
nibbled on some bread, and ordered the pasta pomodoro.
She went to the library and checked out a stack of books and began reading articles with titles like Ten Natural Ways to Boost Your Chances of Conception. She threw out her potato chips and boxed macaroni and cheese and learned
to cook fish and eat avocados whole. She would admire the curve of it as she
peeled away the rind.
She called sperm banks and approached male friends as possible donors.
She visited fertility seminars, read up on natural birth, stopped drinking her occasional glass of wine. It was all she could talk about, but she based on the looks she
received it was better not to talk at all. She continued to wake up every morning
alone.
Then the men began to come home with her. There was Brian, who wore
sunglasses inside and even when they made love; after him was David, the amateur inventor who installed cable in the suburbs; then Aaron and Evan, the twins.
There was the redhead who had given her what she wanted in the back of his tan
Camry; there was leather-jacket guy, who she had met at a shady club and straddled in a bathroom stall. None of them knew what she was after. None of them
asked. She offered nothing.
She would walk away feeling full. She would make things right without
him.
Every Thursday morning she would wake with a tightness in her throat,
stroke her flat stomach, and take a test. And every Thursday for a year, she woke
up barren.

18
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The children, after agreeing that maggots while gross were totally cool,
thanked her and ran off back to their own yard to resume running through the
sprinklers. Jenny envied their choice of activity for a moment before moving to
her compost heap. She buried the pigeon a foot deep in mulch, giving it a final
pat when she was done. The bird would give new life to her garden.
She wanted to sit and rest for a while, but she knew it was only a matter
of weeks until the doctor demanded that she sit and rest for a while, so she made
herself stand up again. She grabbed the hose and watering can and dragged them
with her as she walked. Her tomatoes were nestled in the corner of the fence in a
raised plot, two feet by six.
She knew that she shouldn’t have been upset. A year was normal. A year
was nothing.
It must be full of spider webs inside.
It had happened once, it would happen again. There wasn’t anything
wrong. Dr. Goldstein had reassured her during multiple visits that nothing was
wrong.
The soil’s gone bad with salt. Something is wrong with me.
She saw other doctors, visited specialists.
“We checked your hormone levels and there is nothing out of the ordinary.”
“No family history of PCOS? I don’t think we should worry then.”
“The only thing preventing you from getting pregnant, Ms. Flescher, is
the stress you’re causing yourself in your desire to become pregnant. I’m going to
prescribe a mild sedative, okay?”
While waiting for the latest test results, Jenny would stand outside the
nursery in the hospital’s maternity ward, watching the rows and rows of infants
clench their fists and bawl and suck their thumbs and sleep, her belly aching with
hunger.
She dreamed that she was in a dark empty cavern with cold, slick walls.
As she walked, looking for an exit, she could feel crunching beneath her steps,
and when she looked down at the stone floor, her feet were powdered with white
dust. All around her was covered with dry, brittle bones, cracked skulls, and shattered pieces of pelvis. Then she would awake in a sweat, weeping.
She went to the church for the first time in years, but after sitting in the
cold wooden pew, she found herself unable to pray. She stared at the altar and
knew that she was alone.
The soil drank up the water eagerly. Jenny knew this dry heat would kill
her tomatoes if she wasn’t careful. While most of the plants were robust and
showing signs of fruit, the runty one at the end of the row was already starting to
wilt. Some plants just didn’t take to soil like they should. She’d give it a couple
more days out of pity and then pull it up for the compost heap. No use in coddling
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it further, letting it take nutrients from the plants that had flourished. The plant at
the end of the row had a different purpose.
She met Robbie again in their coffee shop, at two in the morning, while
she drank her third caffè americano, attempting to fend off sleep. He turned to
catch her staring at him. This time she didn’t look away.
“Is there room at this booth for a fellow insomniac?” he asked after strolling over to her table.
“Yes. There was always room for you, Robbie.”
They sat in silence for a moment. Then Robbie continued:
“I’m sorry for how things ended between us. I reacted poorly. I’ve wanted to
apologize for so long, but I didn’t know if...”
Jenny said nothing. She was studying his face, glancing around the coffee
house.
“Jen, forgive me. Please.”
She looked him in the eyes. “Come back to my place.”
It was his turn to stare, eyebrows furrowed, mouth frozen open but unable
to reply.
“This is our second chance, Robbie. Come home with me. We’ll make it
right.”
She took his hand in hers and gently pulled him to his feet. She had led
him to her car before he was able to say anything.
“Are you sure, Jenny?”
“Absolutely sure.”
“I haven’t changed. You know that, right?”
“I know.”
She drove them back to her house. In her doorway, she kissed his neck.
In the living room they were fumbling at each other’s clothes. In the kitchen they
were already naked.
Robbie moved to lay her down on the ivory linoleum, but she twisted out
of his grasp, gently shoved him to the floor, and straddled him. Slipping him inside her, she began to ride him, whispering to herself as if in prayer.
Robbie grabbed her hips to thrust deeper inside her, and she grabbed the
edge of her kitchen counter, watching his face, his eyes pressed closed, a sheen of
sweat on his forehead.
He shuddered in climax with one final thrust and let go of her hips. Jenny
leaned over until they were nearly face to face. She stroked his cheek. “Thank you,
Robbie. Thank you for this second chance.”
Robbie had opened his eyes and was about to reply when Jenny gripped
the chef’s knife that she had pulled off the counter and with one swift motion slit
his throat. Blood sprayed her face, her naked breasts, her bare torso, and spilled
onto the floor. She could taste it in her mouth and had to wipe it from her stinging
eyes.
20
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As he gurgled his last breath on her now crimson linoleum, Jenny whispered “Thank you for making things right, Robbie. Thank you for your sacrifice.”
The sun was just beginning to set when Jenny stood up from the garden
for the final time that day. Her back was one solid ache, but the ache was good,
and she was smiling as she carried her tools back to her little wooden shed. She
didn’t even shoo away the crows that landed next to her garden, eyeing the produce, and she laughed as they cawed at her.
She cradled three ripe tomatoes, red as blood, in the curve of her arm as
she went back into the house. She stopped on the back porch, in the doorway, to
look back at her yard, a hand resting on the protrusion that her stomach had become.
“I think I’ll name you Robert,” she muttered, talking to her navel as she
picked up one of the plump fruits nestled in the curve between her arm and belly.
Looking up, Jenny took a large bite out of the tomato, and as she wiped the red
juice from her chin with the back of her hand, she smiled gently.
“He’d like that.”
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rom time to time, some dewy-eyed kid, fresh out of the police academy, or some young gun in the field of private investigation asks
me how I got into the business. Some of them are skeptical, others
star struck, and others are morbidly curious about the work I’ve done. They always want me to tell them if the stories they’ve heard about the things I’ve done
and the things I’ve seen are true. I’m going to tell you what I told them. It’s all
true. Every last word. And if the heat of your youthful fervor hasn’t baked your
canoodle into a pile of uncomprehending dog shit, you’ll listen to what I have to
say and leave the weirder side of life well enough alone.
A few years ago I got a call in the office from a woman in West Virginia.
She’d gotten my name from a friend of mine in the FBI. Her son had gone missing back on the ninth of April in 1951, and after law enforcement had done all
they could, she was still unsatisfied. She begged my friend, Nicholas, he was the
agent in charge of the case, to keep looking. He told her they couldn’t spend any
more time on a case that had no leads, but gave her my number, and the standard
promise that something might come up.
I don’t normally do a lot of missing persons work, but I’d been low on
cash, so I took the job. I didn’t imagine I’d find anything if the FBI had already
gone over the details, but sometimes you get lucky; so after getting some details
from Mrs. Moyer, the missing boy’s mother, and speaking to the local sheriff, I
packed my bags and set out for a small town called Kingswood in the mid-eastern portion of the state.
I pulled into Kingswood late on the eighteenth, and after rolling around
town for a while, I stumbled on the police station. The sheriff was still there,
lucky for me, working late. I stepped out of my car into the rain soaked streets
and jump-hopped my way over puddles and mud patches to the police station. I
could never get dry in that city. I don’t think it ever stops raining around there.
I cleaned up my shoes on the porch’s welcome mat and stepped inside.
The sheriff was sitting behind an old hickory desk amidst a month’s worth of
paperwork. He huffed to his feet to greet me. A big man, that sheriff; he’s about
six feet tall and I’d put his weight near three hundred pounds, most of it around
his waist. Had a great big handlebar mustache that, along with his 10-gallon hat,
gave him the look of an old time cowboy. There was also an elderly gentleman
sitting across the room, a tweed scally cap pulled down over his eyes.
“What can I do for you, mister?” he asked, extending his hand.
“I’m McManus,” I said, shaking it. “The investigator Mrs. Moyer hired?”
“That’s right. Are you wanting to get to business tonight or wait till tomorrow?”
“ Bob,” the elderly gentlemen called from across the room. “How about
me?”
“Oh God, I’m sorry Paul,” he said, then turned back to me. “Look, Paul’s
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been here for a while. I’ll get things settled with him, then we can talk.”
I nodded and turned around to the office’s window to watch the rain fall.
Robert (that’s Bob) and Paul talked quietly on the other side of the room for maybe twenty minutes. By the time they were done, I was getting pretty tired. Robert
beckoned me over to a seat but I held up my hand.
“I feel whipped. Maybe we should do this in the morning.”
“That’s fine,” Robert said. “I’ll be here by eight.”
“There a hotel around here or something?”
Before Robert could answer, Paul, who was just about to head out the door,
interrupted.
“You need a place to stay?”
“Well, I guess so.”
“You had dinner?”
“No.”
“Me neither. You come home with me. I’ve got an extra bed.”
I was taken aback for a moment by his offer and stood there speechless.
“Wake up son,” he said.
“Sure, sure. What’s your name again?” I asked him.
“Paul Barlow,” he said shaking my hand.
“Mines Frank,” I replied. “Frank McManus.”
“I own that pick-up truck out there. You just hop in your car and follow me
– its not far.”
“That’s for the best,” Robert said, smiling. “The food at Millie’s is terrible.”
“Millie’s? Huh. Okay.”
As I followed Paul back into the rain, Robert bid us a safe trip and shut
the door behind us. I jumped into my car and followed the red of Paul’s taillights
through town and back to his place. It’s a nice place, single story with a garage,
landscaping, and a well taken care of lawn. I don’t know how he did it at his age.
He pulled his truck up in front of the garage, and I parked my car behind
that, pulled the luggage out of my trunk, and went inside. He led me to a small
room in the back part of the house with a single bed and a chest of drawers, where
I stripped off my soaked trench coat and hat, and changed into a dry pair of shoes.
When I came into the kitchen he was standing over the sink peeling a potato.
“Do you like lamb?”
“Sure.”
“So, do you think you’ll find him?”
“Huh? Oh, I don’t know. I’ll have to get my bearings first.”
I reached absently into my pocket for a pack of cigarettes that wasn’t there.
I quit smoking years ago, but the habits that went along with it come back now
and again, especially when I feel uncomfortable.
“I didn’t think gumshoes did much of this business.”
“Well, yes and no. My specialty is civil liability. I work mostly for insur24
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ance firms who hire me to investigate clients they suspect of insurance fraud.
When people hire me for missing persons kind of jobs, it tends to be a deadbeat
dad they’re looking for, or a long lost relative; not a kidnapping or disappearance.”
“How did Karen get a hold of you?”
“A friend in the FBI gave her my number.”
As he continued to ask me questions, I let my eyes roam about the room.
Above the door to the living room was a loon-shaped clock, its wings pointing to
mark the time. On the kitchen counter, I noticed several jars with hand-knit blue
and green sleeves covering them. On the refrigerator were a series of personalized
magnets, only a few of which were actually holding anything. On the wall, with
a variety of other knickknacks, I noted several pictures. Two were of children,
a boy and a girl, both grown and long gone. The one below them was probably
a family photo of Paul with brothers and sisters. The last two were of Paul and
another woman, one of them younger, and one more recent.
Could that be his wife? I wondered. It was strange that I hadn’t seen her around
the house, and what would someone be doing out on a night like…
“Oh.”
“What?” Paul asked. I had interrupted him in mid-sentence.
“Nothing,” I said. “You were saying?”
“I can’t remember. Come over here and help me slice this.”
We worked for another twenty minutes, chatting about various subjects in
between. When the food was done, we sat down to eat.
“How’d you meet your friend in the FBI?” he asked me between mouthfuls.
“You’re awful curious, you know that?”
“Well, if I wasn’t, we’d be sitting here staring at one another in silence,
wouldn’t we?” he said.
I had to chuckle at that.
“I suppose you’re right.”
I paused to think about it.
“Well, Nick was actually a client of mine. Of all things, he hired me to
check into his wife; he thought she was cheating on him. She was. I took him to
a bar to break the news to him, and we ordered drinks. I stuck around feeling bad
for the guy, and we got to talking about work, and law enforcement, and whatnot.
I paid for the drinks and we parted ways, but about a month later, he called me
again and hired me to help fact-find with a big corporate embezzlement thing. We
spent a lot of long nights around a pizza box and a stack of paperwork together.
We get along well. Before I knew it, we were going drinking on Friday nights and
golfing on Saturdays. I was his best man at his second marriage.”
“Are you married?”
“Engaged. We’re getting married next spring.”
“Late bloomer, or have you been married before?”
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“No, this is my first.”
“Good for you,” he said.
I quickly changed the subject.
“Do you still work, or are you retired?”
“Happily retired,” he said pushing back from the table and taking his dish
to the sink. “I taught school here for forty years give or take.”
“What did you teach?”
“Everything,” he said smiling. “I taught in a little one-room across town
before the new school was built.”
I got up and helped him do the dishes. After we finished, we moved into the
living room and chatted for a while longer. When it started to get late we decided
to turn in. Paul led me down the hall back to my room and opened a closet just
outside of it.
“Here’s some towels for you. When you take a shower just leave them on
the rack in there.”
“Thanks,” I told him.
He patted me on the shoulder.
“Goodnight. I hope you find this one.”
I went into my room, slipped out of my clothes into some pajamas, turned
off the light, and dropped onto the bed. I was just about shot. I lay there for maybe
ten minutes before my eyes popped open.
I sat up and made my way back out into the house and down the hall towards Paul’s room. I turned on the light and opened Paul’s door. He sat up just a
bit, blinking, sleepy-eyed in the hall light.
“Sorry,” I said. “But what did you mean by this one?”
-2“There were eight of them, between the years of 1917 and 1929, I think, all
about the same age as the Moyer boy. They didn’t tell you?”” Paul said, sipping on
some coffee. We were back at his kitchen table.
“No.”
“Strange thing to leave out,” he mumbled, taking another sip.
“What happened to them?”
“Who knows? The children were never found. Police never had any idea
what happened to them.”
“I’m surprised the sheriff didn’t mention this.”
“He might not be aware; it was before his time. It’s not as if it comes up in
everyday conversation.”
He scratched his head.
“All that happened so far back, you think it has anything to do with this?”
“I don’t know, but it’s worth looking into.”
He stood.
26

Dark Missives March/April 2013

“Come on, I want to show you something.”
I followed him through a door at the side of the kitchen into his garage.
He pulled on a string that hung down next to the door, and with a click, the lights
came on. From corner to corner covering tables and benches were stacks of newspapers, most reaching to chest level, and some higher.
“I collect the things,” Paul said. “Have them from back when I moved
here.”
He started to sift through the stacks, and by the time he found what he was
looking for, we were on the other side of the garage.
“1929.”
He rifled through the stack and finally pulled one out.
“Here it is, front page news. I don’t know how good of records you’re going to be able to get from Bob. This should have most of the facts. You can take
that back into the kitchen, I’ll be along shortly.”
I sat down at the kitchen table with the article laid out in front of me;
Young Girl Next Victim of Kingswood Curse, it read. The reporter had done a
wonderful job of cataloging all the information. Apparently the girl had been
playing hide and seek in the woods around town with her friends, but when the
game was over they couldn’t find her. She’d been nine at the time. An area wide
manhunt had ensued for the next week, but there was no sign of her.
The lights clicked off in the garage, and Paul came back in with a stack of
newspapers.
“Kingswood curse?” I asked.
“A child disappeared every year or two for over a decade. What would
you call it? One woman claimed it was God’s vengeance on us for sending our
boys to fight in the first Great War; that he was taking his children back before we
ruined them.”
I snorted.
“I never put much stock in it either. I figure if God begrudged us the
things we do to our kids, he would have taken them all away long ago.”
“Do you know where this happened? I mean specifically,” I asked.
“Yes, it was out behind the old school house. Why?”
“I was just curious.”
“Well, I’ll leave you to your curiosity; old men need their sleep,” he said,
putting his empty mug in the sink. “If you wake me before noon, I’ll be very upset with you.”
“Goodnight,” I told him.
“Goodnight.”
I was exhausted, but I didn’t go to sleep right away. Spent the next two
hours cataloging the details, where the kids disappeared, when, and what local
police had thought about it. Six boys and two girls had gone missing, most from
around their homes, the girl during the hide and seek game, and a boy who had
left for a friend’s house one night never to get there, he’d been one of the first.
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The oldest was ten and the youngest eight. By the time I jotted it all down
it was already past one in the morning. I went in to catch what sleep I could.
My eyes snapped open with the rising of the sun. I went into the bathroom to get
cleaned up, and once I was dressed, I got in my car and headed into town. I got
some coffee from Millie’s, and sat down outside the sheriff’s office to watch the
sun come up and think. Robert pulled up at 8:15.
“Morning, Mr. McManus.”
“Good-morning.”
He unlocked the door and we went inside.
We sat down and discussed the case again, this time going over more details than we had over the phone. It turned out he was not aware of the previously
missing children, and the office gave up little in the way of records.
“I’m sorry about that,” he said. “The place never kept much paperwork till
I got here. The guy before me was a real old-timer.”
“Thanks for your time,” I told him. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a
good map of the town and surrounding area, would you?”
“I could get you that.”
“Oh, and could you give me directions to the Moyer’s?”
After he got me the map, and scribbled down the directions, I was on my
way. As I was getting in my car and starting it up, I spotted more rain clouds coming in, so I swung by Paul’s and picked up my hat and trench coat before I went to
the Moyer’s.
They lived a ways out of town in an old two-story farmhouse on a hill less
then a hundred feet from the tree line. There were no cars in the drive, but I could
see a woman in the backyard hanging cloths on a wash line. She spotted me coming down the way and by the time I pulled up, she came around to meet me carrying her laundry basket.
“Hello, Mrs. Moyer, I’m Frank McManus,” I said, stepping out of my car.
“Oh, hello, I was worried you were a salesman.”
“No, ma’am.”
“Come on in. Can I get you something?”
“No, no. I’m fine.”
She led me into the living room and left to fix herself some tea.
“I’d like to go over the details of what happened, if you’re okay with it. I
just want to make sure I don’t miss anything.”
She came back in and sat down across from me.
“Just start at the top,” I told her.
She let out a long breath.
“Jake woke up early on Saturday and I let him out to play while I fixed
him breakfast. I went out to call him in after I was done, but he didn’t come. I
didn’t think much of it; he goes out into the forest a lot to play since there’s no one
around here to play with. All his friends live in town and his dad is always gone at
the factory. He usually comes back after a half hour or so, so I waited. After two
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hours went by, I started to get worried so I went out looking for him.”
She got quiet for a while. I just waited.
“I couldn’t find him anywhere. I looked everywhere, calling his name,
but… that’s when I called Ted, my husband, and Bob. Bob was great. He rounded
up a bunch of men from town and they went out into the woods with to help us
look. We never found anything. The men from the FBI came a few days later, and
asked some questions, but couldn’t really do anything.”
She had been looking at her hands, but now was looking up at me.
“Do you think you can find him?”
That made me squirm.
“I’ll try very hard,” I told her. “Can I ask you some questions about
Jake?”
“Yeah,” she said, but she didn’t look like she meant it.
“Has Jake ever run away from home?”
She looked up, hurt.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean… I’m not trying to… Can I take that as
a no?”
She nodded.
It was beginning to get dark outside, and I could faintly hear thunder in
the distance.
“Does Jake go out into the forest a lot?” I asked sort of off-hand, something a little less accusing.
“Yes. He doesn’t have any friends who live out this far, so unless I take
him into town, there’s no one to play with. We don’t have a television set and he’s
not much for the radio, so he spends a lot of time outside.”
“Has anyone been around the house lately?”
“No one other than the mail and milkmen. I already told Mr. Berkly that,”
she said.
“Right. So you don’t have any neighbors, even grownups that Jake might
have spent time with?”
“No,” she said. “Only had his...”
I didn’t catch the rest.
“Could you run that one by me again?” I asked. Despite the coffee, I was
still tired.
She looked wistful for a moment.
“Oh, he would always come home with some story about what he’d done
in the woods. He’s very imaginative,” she assured me.
Imaginary friends, that’s what she’d said.
“He’d tell me how he and his friends had been playing tag, or had gone to a show,
a puppet show. He went to the shows just like Ted and I do on Fridays. Or he
would tell me about his adventures on planet Xenon. I think he got that from his
spaceman comics.”
I smiled. Talking about her son seemed to make her very happy.
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“Do you have any coffee?” I asked her. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.”
We went into her kitchen, and it was quiet for a while. Neither of us said
much. After the coffee was made, we went out onto the porch to finish talking. I
continued asking her questions, but it was apparent that she couldn’t help me, and
that the authorities involved in the case earlier had been thorough.
“What now?” she asked me after I had finished with my questions.
“Well, that all depends on you. I’m going to stick around town for a few
days; I have a couple of ideas that I want to look into, but ultimately all I can do
for you is act as a consultant. It’s unlikely that either myself or the police will directly find Jake. What we need is more people to help us look.”
She looked at me blankly, so I continued.
“I would like to suggest that we begin by placing wanted posters in nearby
towns with a reasonable reward, say five hundred dollars, for any information
leading to Jake’s recovery. The best thing we can do for your son is to increase
public awareness that he’s out there. Between the posters and myself, we’ll hope
something turns up.”
“So you think someone took him?”
“Yes ma’am. If someone hasn’t taken him, I would imagine some sign of
him would have been found out in the woods by the sheriff and his men.”
“But Bob said…”
“I know it’s unlikely, but it’s the only option that makes sense. People don’t
just disappear into thin air.”
And its really the only thing we can do, I didn’t add.
-3Mrs. Moyer decided to go with my suggestion, so I got a recent picture of
Jake and took it with me back to Paul’s house. I had barely made it out of Mrs.
Moyer’s drive when the rain began to pour down again, this time accompanied by
high wind and flashes of lightning.
I came inside the house, hung up my coat and hat, and then spread myself
out on Paul’s couch and coffee table. I laid out the map and my notepad and began
to transfer the sites of the disappearances onto the map as best I could. If the old
disappearances were somehow linked with what happened to Jake, despite the gap
in years, I hoped there would be some sort of suggestive pattern. If you’re wondering why I didn’t tell Mrs. Moyer about my idea, well, I thought it was pretty thin.
As I worked I heard Paul get up and head into the kitchen. Pots and pans
began to clang around.
“Paul!” I yelled.
“Huh?”
“You got any coffee?”
He didn’t respond so much as grunt. I took it to be a yes.
Five to ten minutes later, Paul came trudging in dressed in a grey ratty robe with
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two steaming mugs in his hands. Morning gave him a disheveled and carnivorous
look.
“Thanks,” I said as he handed me a cup. I sipped at it carefully.
“What you doing?”
“I don’t know,” I told him, half meaning it.
“Mmmmh.”
He went and sat down on the chair opposite the couch, sipped occasionally on his coffee, and otherwise stared blankly at the wall behind me. I doubt
Buddha himself ever achieved such a state of tranquility.
After a while he asked, “What you want for breakfast?”
“It’s nearly noon Paul.”
“And?”
“I could go for some oatmeal or something.”
“Sure. I’ve got oatmeal.”
While Paul worked in the kitchen I kept staring at the map. Kingswood
was situated in a valley between a series of hills, and surrounded on all sides by
forest. Patches of forest here and there had been removed by farmers who had
since moved on or died off. What all of the disappearances had in common was
that they had happened in the same stretch of forest to the north of town. I eyeballed it for a while, thinking, until Paul came back in with the food.
“Does anyone live out here?” I asked him, gesturing at the area of map I
was interested in as he handed me my bowl.
He frowned and didn’t say anything for a while, only stood there quiet.
“There used to be a guy back when I first moved here, but he’s been dead
since before you were born. An old puppet master; bit of a modern day Rip Van
Winkle, well loved by the people from the town, especially the kids. Used to put
on puppet shows for them and tell them stories,” he chuckled. “Never saw him do
much else, the lazy good-for-nothing.”
I sat back on the couch. It was too strange a detail to just be a coincidence.
“What?” he asked.
I told him about my conversation with Mrs. Moyer earlier that morning,
and about her mention of Jake attending puppet shows with his imaginary friends.
“Okay, that’s strange, but so what?” Paul said.
“Did they ever pack off all the old puppet masters things?” I asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“Well what if…” I paused to let the thoughts fully develop. “What if…”
“Picture this,” I said sitting up straight.
“What if, after the old puppet master died, some wanderer came into the
area and stumbled on the house up there, started squatting on the land? Some
sicko with a taste for kids? Finds the old puppet master’s stuff and decides to go
fishing for some of the town’s kids nearby, put on a puppet show or two.”
“God,” Paul said, disgusted. “Taste for kids? You’re kidding, right? And
besides, it’s not that far out of town. You’re going to tell me he’s been hiding up
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there all this time? Where’s he going to get food? And doesn’t he ever come down
into town?”
“How far out is his place?”
“Ten, maybe fifteen miles.”
“I bet Robert didn’t check out that far,” I mumbled.
“You can’t be serious.”
“You’d be surprised,” I told him. “Vagabond’s life would give him the
skills he’d need to live up there. And a free home’s more than enough reason to
stay hidden. Squatting’s not legal,” I reminded him.
Still, he gave me an unbelieving stare.
“Okay,” I said putting my hands up. “Maybe the wandering vagrant theory
is a bit out there. Maybe the kid found the stuff out there. Maybe he would put on
the puppet shows himself. I would bet that Robert and them didn’t look too hard
that far away from the kid’s home. Maybe he went out to that house that day, its
not unthinkably far, and maybe he got hurt, fell through a rotten floorboard or
something.”
Paul stewed on that for a while.
“That doesn’t make sense either. Didn’t you say his mother had let him out
while she was cooking breakfast? I wouldn’t think he would wander that far; it’s
still got to be four or five miles from his house.”
“What’s with you?” I asked, smiling from ear to ear. “I’m telling you, this
is something.”
Paul sighed. Looking back, I think Paul knew more than he had let on. I
think somehow he knew that I shouldn’t go out there.
“I suppose. I’ll take you out there if you like,” he said. “Just give me a half
an hour to get cleaned up.”
“That would be great.”
As Paul got up and headed towards the bathroom, I stretched out on the
couch to take a catnap, hands behind my head. I might earn my keep after all, I
thought as I drifted off.
-4Paul insisted we take his truck and it was a good thing we did. The roads
leading out to the old puppet master’s house were dirt and had become like muddy
tar pits. I could picture, for whatever reason, my little car getting pulled into a big
puddle and as it sank into the infinite depths of the muddy abyss, I might have
stuck my head out a window, looked around and roared meekly, like an old dinosaur going down to be preserved in the muck.
Raaaaaaaarrrrr.
This was all probably from the lack of sleep.
The rain was still falling at a good pace, dinging off the roof of the truck
and cutting visibility down to a quarter of a mile. It was dark enough outside that
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Paul needed the truck’s lights to see.
We pulled up to the house. It and the space around it were overgrown with
plant life; weeds and trees sprouted in the yard and vines grew up the house’s
slanted sides. The house itself looked rotten, almost fungous, and some of the
wooden siding had fallen off, through which ivy wove in and out.
I glanced at Paul, opened the truck door, and stepped out into the rain,
pulling the collar of my trench up to keep water off my neck. The wind was
howling, and the rain was coming down at an angle steep enough that my hat
wasn’t entirely effective in keeping me dry. Paul got out and rumbled around in
a toolbox he kept in the truck bed for a flashlight and together we went up to the
house’s door.
As I opened the door there was a flash of lightning casting long shadows
into the house’s musky interior. I stepped in and the floorboards groaned, as if to
say I wasn’t welcome. Paul wiped the water from his eyes and turned on his light.
“Anybody here?” I called out.
We waited. The only sound was that of the rain hammering on the roof.
“So much for your vagrant theory,” Paul said.
I gave him a wry look.
“Come on, let’s look around.”
There were only two floors, a ground floor and something of a root cellar, which was half flooded with cold water. After rummaging around through
the rotted furniture on the first floor, I made my way down the creaking stairs
at the back of the house and into the dark cellar. Floating on the water’s surface
were a number of the old puppet master’s belongings, a box of ruined cloth, once
brightly colored, various pots and pans, and a chest, which, when we fished it
out from near the bottom of the cellar stairs, we discovered contained a crew of
motley, disfigured and half rotted puppets. I picked out one, a jester, to take a
look at it. He was dressed in a red cotton frock and jesters hat, tipped in tarnished
silver bells. In one tiny hand he held a mock scepter. The right side of his face
was stained with water markings and his smile, that might once have been innocent and charming struck me as mocking and maybe even cruel. Something had
changed him over the years, and I couldn’t tell you exactly what it might have
been, but that little thing disturbed me. His eyes seemed to look right into mine.
I cast it into the water and went upstairs.
“Do you hear that?” Paul asked me.
“What?”
But I did hear it when I stopped to listen.
Under the sound of the rain, ever so faintly drifting through the trees I
could swear I heard the sound of children laughing.
I went straight to the door and out to the right side of the house where I
heard the sound come from. I stood at the forest’s edge looking as Paul shined his
light into the trees.
“Jake?!” I yelled.
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To this there was only more laughter that drifted slowly into the forest.
I looked at Paul, his face looked anxious. As we each looked at the other, a
sort of telepathy was exchanged:
What on earth was that?
I don’t know.
But nothing was said. There was nothing to be said.
I moved into the forest, feeling as if I were floating, and followed the
sounds of fading laughter. There was something about the laughter I didn’t like; it
felt cold.
When I was a boy, my grandfather had passed away. It was the first time
I had experienced death, and I remember my father taking me to a funeral home
across the country. My grandfather had been laid out in a casket and while my
dad was across the room talking to the funeral director, I had reached in to hold
my grandfather’s hand. It’s the only thing I can think to compare that laughter to.
It was something that should have been joyful, and even comforting, but instead
made me feel black.
Paul and I followed the sounds deep into the forest, I don’t know how far.
Each time I thought we might be getting close to the sounds, they flitted away,
slipping through the trees, changing directions, turning us around. After a while the
laughter disappeared altogether and we wandered aimlessly, completely lost in the
depths of the shadowy forest.
“Look over there,” Paul said, pointing.
There was a light coming from up ahead colored pale red and it flickered
and pulsed in the wind. We crept forward towards it and found ourselves crouching
just beyond the edge of a clearing.
There was no rain falling in that clearing or on top of us for that matter.
I could still hear it falling behind me and the claps of thunder that rolled in the
distance, but not here; here it was dry. In the middle of the clearing burned a red
tinted fire, and sitting around it on short wavy grass were eight children and an old
man, who had on each of his hands a brightly colored puppet. As he moved them
about, he spoke strange words that I couldn’t understand. At points the show would
pause and the children would burst into laughter.
Just beyond them, maybe ten feet away, was a smooth stone altar on top
of which was Jake. I recognized him from the photo his mother had given me. He
lay there looking either asleep or dead. His frame was thin even for a child, and I
could see his cheek bones stood out sharper then they should have, his cheeks sunk
in. Behind the altar was a tall, old-looking stone wall. That’s not to say it looked
rickety or worn down, but it looked like it was from another time, another place.
We lingered at the edge of the clearing in wonder, unsure of what to do or
say. As we lingered, the puppet show slowed as some of the children stopped paying attention. One by one the faces of the children and the old man turned to look
at our hiding place in the trees.
I thought about running, and I think Paul knew it. He put a hand on my
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shoulder and whispered to me:
“We’ve got to get Jake.”
All I could muster for him was a nod.
Paul and I stood up and stepped out of the trees and as we did their eyes
followed us in strange unison.
I walked past them, unsure of what I might say, to Jake. Then I turned to
look at the others.
“What are you doing to him?” I asked.
They only looked back at me with their empty eyes.
I looked back to Jake and lifted him from the pedestal.
“I’m taking him out of here,” I told them quietly. “This is wrong.”
As I turned to go, the old puppet master stood up and as he did so, he
changed. His features, the white hair and the gentle sparkling eyes seemed to
fade away and beneath them was something else. The skin of the old man’s face
turned rotten and his white teeth leered out at me from behind the ragged flesh
of his lips. The white hair was replaced by wisps that did not cover the top of his
head but instead hung down from the sides, and in place of his eyes there was a
sickly green glow. He was a mist given form and he wavered before me in the red
firelight.
I screamed.
The children had likewise changed and in their place stood a pack of
green-eyed, shimmering ghouls that swam into the air and flew lazily towards
Paul and I.
The first of the children to reach us flew right through Paul’s chest with
a dull thump, and as it did, he cried out. I looked down at him as he fell to the
ground. His eyes were empty.
I ran. I leapt over Paul’s fallen form and into the trees. As I did this, I felt
a horrible pain, worse than anything I have ever experienced, roar through my
chest. I can’t remember any other sensation when it happened, there was only
room in my mind for the pain, and when it left, I felt as if something had been
torn out with it.
The ghosts chased me through the woods, weaving through the trees at
me. Sometimes I managed to jump out of their way, and other times I didn’t. I
can’t remember much of what happened after that. It’s lost somewhere back there
in that forest.
It was late the next day when I stumbled out of the woods on the outskirts
of Kingswood still carrying Jake’s cold, pallid body. When they found me collapsed behind the school, I was still muttering Paul’s name.
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