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Author's disclaimer: Within these pages you will find twelve dark fragments, shards of shattered sanity. 
These are not happy tales, nor satisfying in any conventional sense of the word. Rather they seek to 
explore the shadows that writhe at the edges of the human experience. Proceed at your own peril.



The Finger
Richard’s stomach heaved, and a mass of bile and half-chewed food splattered down into the toilet. He 
retched again and again, until he could retch no more. A thin line of bile and spittle hung from his 
parted lips. He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his bathrobe and gasped for air.
It was a relief to finally have it all out; he had felt the nausea building for almost an hour now, and he 
was sick of trying to hold it in, but even so… He wet a washcloth and wiped the putrid refuse crusted 
around his lips.
His mouth tasted like the inside of a garbage disposal. His teeth felt strange and rough, and he kept 
finding bits of undigested food nestled in the cracks between them.
He was about to flush the whole putrid mess into oblivion when something caught his eye.
It was a flash of color that didn’t quite belong. In the mass of brown and dull red there was an 
unnatural spot of green floating in the middle of the recently unearthed contents of his stomach.
Bright. Lime. Green.
That wasn’t right. Was it? Richard looked a little closer. It was. It was a finger. He didn’t want to 
believe it at first but there it was floating close to the edge of the bowl and the bright green spot…was 
fingernail polish.
Richard felt his heart start to pound in his chest. He sank down to the floor with his back against the 
cool tile wall and tried to compose himself.
A finger. His breath was coming faster almost in gasps, and he could hear his heart pounding in his 
ears. A finger.
He shook himself out of his stupor and stood to his feet. He took a pair of tweezers from the cup by the 
sink and picked the finger out of the vomit holding it by the fingernail. That long green fake fingernail.
Outside of the toilet bowl the finger looked even more grotesque. The skin was white to the point of 
being nearly translucent and wisps of ragged skin hung from the stump like fleshy streamers.
Richard almost retched again, but he managed to keep it down.
The fear and the panic started to subside, and something like reason came back into his throbbing head. 
He had to think. Had to figure this whole thing out. Figure it out before…
He flushed what was left of his vomit and dug in his pocket for his cell phone. He scrolled down the 
list of contacts until he found Van’s number and hit send.
The phone rang for what seemed like an eternity before Van picked up.
“Wazzzit?” Van asked.
“You okay?” Richard asked.
“Just hung over man. Why?”
“I need…I need to know about last night. I can’t remember.”
“Yeah man me neither. It’s all just a blur you know?”
“Try. It’s important.”
“Well I mean we went to the bar, right? And then…there was something with you and that chick? But 
then she dissed you or something? I don’t really remember man.”
“What happened? After she dissed me I mean.”
“Hey what is this, the fifth degree? My head’s pounding, and I think I’m gonna puke man.”
“I wouldn’t be bugging you like this if it wasn’t important. Did…did I go anywhere with the girl?”



“Nah, man. She was still with her friends when you left…I think.”
“I left?”
“You were pissed man. Talking about needing to blow off some steam or something. To be honest I 
was kinda worried for you.”
“But I left alone. And I didn’t say…anything else?”
“Nope. Just left.”
“Okay. Look Van, I’m sorry about all this, but…well I hope you feel better okay? Get some rest.”
“Hey, that’s what the weekend’s for right?”
“Right.”
Richard hung up the phone and looked at the finger. It was sitting there on the counter and it seemed 
almost like it was looking at him. Mocking him.
Why can’t I remember? Richard thought, I mean I was drunk sure. But that drunk?
He thought about the woman Van had mentioned. He could see her now in his mind. He remembered 
thinking she was his type, that he needed to move on after Maria. But she didn’t think so much of him. 
She’d given him the finger and laughed in his face.
The finger yes.
But not this finger. Because he could see the moment in his mind, and her nails weren’t painted at all. 
He liked women who painted their nails. Maria had painted her nails.
But Van had said nothing had happened, and Richard was sure his friend would remember if…but no. 
He didn’t remember a thing.
Richard took a big swig of mouthwash and rinsed out the last tastes of vomit from his mouth. He 
picked up the finger and thought Maria would know what to do with you. And the thought made him 
laugh. He laughed and laughed for a long time. And then he stopped laughing.
Maria, yes. But she was gone. Almost gone anyway.
He walked out to the garage, flicked on the fluorescent light and opened the big chest freezer. The 
harsh light played in sparks and twinkles over what was left of Maria’s frozen skin. By now all he had 
left of her was her left arm. And at the end of the arm, a hand. With the middle finger bitten off.
And the head of course. But he never ate the face.
“Getting sloppy,” he told Maria. “Got drunk. Got a case of the munchies. Got to watch myself. 
Could’ve done something really stupid there you know? Could’ve told someone about you. Can’t have 
that now can we?”
Maria didn’t answer. Her mouth was frozen into a perpetual scream.
Richard tossed the finger into the freezer and slammed the lid shut. He went to the kitchen, poured 
himself a bowl of Fruit Loops and thought on what kind of girl he would bring home for dinner next. 
He liked to keep his options open. But this time he thought he might pass on the painted nails.



Salt of the Earth
“Did the world used to be bigger papa?”
“Used to be, punkin.”
“Uncle Mark says there used to be other towns. Lots and lots of them. I can’t imagine lots and lots of 
other towns papa.”
“Well it’s true. They’re still out there, I guess. Somewhere under the Green.”
“Where did the Green come from?”
“No one really knows. Some people say it was a government project that went wrong, but there’s no 
way of telling now. Anyone who did know is long dead.”
“What’s a goverman papa?”
“Government, sweety. It was the people who told everyone what to do and kept them safe.”
“Like you papa?”
“I guess so. In a way.”
“What happened to the govermans papa?”
“The Green got them. Just like it got the rest of the world.”
“Uncle Mark says the Green is evil.”
“I can understand why he might say that, but you know it isn’t. Not really.”
“What is it then?”
“It’s just a plant, punkin. Just like the tree that grows in our yard. Or like the beans we grow in the 
field.”
“But we can’t pull it up like the beans or cut it down like the tree.”
“That’s right, punkin.”
“Because the prickers would get us and kill us. Just like they got Mrs. York’s baby.”
“Yes.”
“He swelled up all purple and he couldn’t breath. I saw it.”
“….I know.”
“I’m never gonna touch the Green papa. Never gonna go near it. Because I don’t want to swell up all 
purple and choke like Bobby.”
“Let’s…talk about something else.”
“But the Green can’t get us. Because of the salt. It doesn’t like the salt.”
“No…it can’t grow in the dirt where the salt is.”
“The Green makes you sad, doesn’t it papa?”
“It’s just a plant.”
“But you cry sometimes when we talk about it.”
“…just a plant.”
“Do you think the Green will ever go away?”
“I don’t know.”
“We could make it go away. We could burn it.”



“They tried that, back when the world was bigger. Back when the government still meant something. 
They tried…everything.”
“What happened?”
“When they burned the Green…there were these tiny seeds, spores they’re called, and they went 
everywhere and made the Green grow that much faster. They tried poison too. There was a thing called 
Agent Orange-”
“That sounds funny.”
“Well, it wasn’t funny. It was poison. They thought it would hurt the Green. They knew it would hurt 
the people, but they thought it would hurt the Green more.”
“But it didn’t work.”
“It worked a little bit. But by that time there was so much of the Green that it grew back faster than 
they could make the poison.”
“What happened then?”
“I’ve told you this story before.”
“But I wanna hear it again.”
“I don’t like this story.”
“Pleeease.”
“…we ran away. It was hard because there were a lot of people trying to get away from the Green. 
There wasn’t much food or water. All the gas to make the cars go was gone.”
“And mommy was there?”
“Yes…mommy was there.”
“Was I there?”
“You were there too.”
“I don’t remember.”
“You were very little. Anyway Uncle Mark said the Green was slower by his town because of the cold, 
so we were trying to get there. But there were a lot of other people doing the same thing. They all 
wanted to get away from the Green. And there wasn’t enough food…”
“What happened then?”
“We kept walking. For a long time we kept walking without food. There weren’t so many people with 
us then.”
“What happened to them?”
“A lot of them died. Some of them just sat down and gave up.”
“But not you.”
“No…no not us. We had you to think about, see? So we kept going. We kept going until we couldn’t 
go any further.”
“And what happened then?”
“We just…stopped. Sat down and…waited.”
“Were you hungry?”
“…so hungry. So hungry…we couldn’t move.”
“But mommy found the food!”
“…”
“Tell me about mommy and the food! Its my favorite part.”



“Not today.”
“But she saved us.”
“Yes…yes she did.”
“Even though she was dead.”
“…yes.”
“You woke up and she was dead. But then there was food! And you cooked it, and we ate, and mommy 
was the hero!”
“…”
“Why are you crying daddy?”
“I’m sorry punkin. I’m so, so sorry. I never should have…”
“Don’t be sorry papa. We were safe then. We were safe, because mommy was the hero.”
“Yes…she was.”
“Tell the rest.”
“We walked the rest of the way. It wasn’t far. Just…just over the next hill. So…so close.”
“You’re crying again.”
“Sorry…”
“But we were saved.”
“We were saved….we were damned.”
“You miss mommy.”
“Yes…”
“I wish I remembered her.”
“It’s okay punkin.”
“She’s gone, and I never got to know her. But Uncle Mark says she’s a part of me now. Is that true 
daddy? Daddy?”
“…”



Play Date
Buck stood in front of the door with one hand on the knocker and the other curled around the grip of 
the gun in his pocket. Both hands were sweating.
This wasn’t right. He was a tough guy. He had beaten Anthony King to death with his bare fists. But 
this? This had his heart pounding in his chest like a hammer. Still, there was no going back. Joey had 
been very clear about that.
“You want in Bucky?” the gang leader asked with a smile. “Then get rid of old lady Huxley. Old 
broad’s been up there on that hill giving us the evil eye like she owns the place. But you’re gonna show 
her who’s really in charge, aren’t you Bucky?”
And Bucky didn’t say, “Why don’t you do it yourself?” He didn’t say, “What’s so important about one 
old woman anyway?” And he really didn’t say, “Don’t call me Bucky.”
What he said was, ”You got it Joey.” And now here he was, standing in front of the door pissing 
himself with fright waiting to knock. But there wasn’t any going back. So he swallowed his fear and 
brought the knocker down hard on the old wood of the door. The sound seemed to boom into the house 
beyond. He waited for a long time after that, thinking maybe she hadn’t heard the knocker this late at 
night, that maybe she had up and died in her bed. But mostly he thought of the stories the 
neighborhood kids used to tell about her. About how she made people disappear.
He was about to knock again, when he heard the sound of shuffling footsteps in the hall beyond. There 
was a clatter of locks being turned, and the door swung open, not with a creak, but silent as a ghost.
Old Lady Huxley stood there in her nightgown, her hair askance, face wrinkled. But beyond that she 
looked…tired. Not sleepy, but bone tired, as if she were carrying a great weight.
Buck didn’t say anything, but pulled the gun out of his pocket and pointed it at her. She shrugged, and 
motioned for him to come inside.
He stepped across the threshold, his mind barely registering that this wasn’t the way it was supposed to 
go. In and out. Unload the clip into the old woman and run. That was the plan.
The plan evaporated.
“You’re that Harris boy aren’t you?”
“Yes ma’am,” Buck answered, barely aware of the gun shaking in his hand. The old woman was 
leading him down a hallway, and on either side…at first they looked like skulls. On all the shelves, in 
all the cubbies, empty eye sockets staring up at him. But a stray slant of moonlight hit one of them and 
he saw it was a pink porcelain doll’s head. And somehow that was worse.
Mrs. Huxley pulled open another door and this one did creak. But it wasn’t the creak that chilled Buck 
to the bone. It was the other sound. It was faint, almost on the edge of silence. But it was there.
Laughter.
Buck found himself standing in a worn out kitchen, with strangely patterned yellow wallpaper and an 
old refrigerator that rattled and shook as if it would give out at any time.
“I’m so glad you could come by,” Mrs. Huxley was saying. “It was getting late. I rather thought you 
might not make it.”
Buck found his tongue somewhere in the back of this throat. “You were…waiting?”
“Oh, yes. It gets to be very hard work when he gets so restless. That Joey is so nice to send you boys up 
here.”



“What?” Buck croaked. He heard the sound of laughter again, and this time it…it sounded like 
children.
“Oh, yes indeed. You might say Joey and I have something a deal going on. He was a godsend young 
Joey was. It was getting so hard to go out and find them.”
“No, I…Joey,”
“Hush dear. I know it’s not easy. But really you have only yourself to blame. Beating that man to 
death? Such a tragedy? He had a family, you know.”
Buck hadn’t known, hadn’t wanted to know, but now he was sitting in this old woman’s kitchen and 
there were doll’s head’s everywhere, on the counter, on the table, on top of the refrigerator, rows and 
rows of eyeless porcelain skulls, all of them somehow watching him.
“I want you do know I don’t enjoy this,” said Mrs. Huxley grabbing Buck by the elbow and leading 
him toward another door. “But if it gets out…that wouldn’t do at all. Better to keep it fed. Keep it 
amused. Otherwise…”
Buck didn’t care what would happen if the thing, whatever it was, got out. He only wanted to run run, 
run, as far away from here as he could. Forget Joey, forget the gang. And most of all forget Mrs. 
Huxley and those thousands of empty eyes.
But she led him down the steps as easily as a lamb.
“Go on ahead deary,” said Mrs. Huxley. ”Best not to keep him waiting.”
And Buck took one step and then another down into that darkness. The gun was still in his hand, and he 
had the fleeting thought that that he might yet be able to fight his way out of this. But then the door 
above slammed shut, and he was left in the dark with a single bare bulb to light his way. He stumbled 
toward the weak light, until he found himself standing in a circle of eyeless porcelain skulls.
A shape materialized out of the shadows in the far corner of the basement, vaguely human, but 
impossibly long-limbed, and then it came closer he saw that it had no face. Nothing but two dark and 
empty eye sockets.
The gun clattered to the floor, and Buck screamed in terror.
And as the faceless thing carried him away to play, the sound of children laughing echoed in his ears.



The Life and Times of Casey Jones
Casey Jones doesn’t know that he lives in Cell Block C of the Westborough Correctional Institute.
He doesn’t know that the name of the man who lives with him in solitary confinement cell 17 is John.
Casey Jones doesn’t even know his own name.
He only knows that he needs food. He searches for it in all the dark places, in the cracks between the 
cinder blocks and in the damp and safe place behind the stainless steel toilet. But he finds the most 
food every day when he feels the vibrations of steps coming down the hall and senses the clatter of the 
tray in the slot of the door.
He does not know that the man who brings the food is named Conrad Bingham. He doesn’t know that 
John once saved Conrad’s life. But he knows that when the food comes John will be sitting on the floor 
with the tray, eating with a plastic spoon.
And when John is done eating he'll spoon out some of the food into his hand, and Casey will scutter 
over and gobble it up.
While he’s eating Casey Jones feels John's fingers brushing softly against his carapace, but he does not 
run away. He likes the food, and John does not try to hurt him.
Casey Jones does not know that John has nightmares, that he sees the face of the woman he bludgeoned 
to death over and over in his dreams. He only knows the sweet taste of sweat on John's trembling skin.
He senses the vibration of the air in his antennae, but he does not know it is his cellmate telling him 
how he wishes he could take it all back.
One day Casey hears a strange sound. He does not know it is the sound of his cellmate scratching the 
words, “Get me a shiv. You owe me,” into the cover of the Styrofoam tray that Conrad Bingham will 
come to pick up later.
And the next day when the shiv arrives Casey eats the food from his cellmate’s hand and he smells the 
tears in his eyes.
Casey doesn’t understand when his cellmate sings the words to a song about a train engineer who 
sacrificed his life to save the lives of his passengers.
He doesn’t understand when his cellmate’s voice cracks halfway through the line, “He’ll be waitin’ at 
the station in the promised land.”
He doesn’t know when his cellmate drags the shiv down along his wrist tearing through the skin and 
deep into the vein.
And when the blood begins to squirt from the wound Casey Jones only knows how deep and wonderful 
the warm red liquid smells.
He drinks his fill from the growing pool. He makes no notice of John’s death rattle.
A little later he crawls over the cooling skin of John’s corpse and tastes the sweetness of his sweat for 
one last time.
And when the men in uniforms come to take the body away, Casey Jones hides in the dark place 
behind the stainless steel toilet. Only later when John's body is gone and a new man has come to take 
his place does he dare to venture out into the open.
He does not understand when a voice cries out in revulsion.
A dark shadow, a descending boot, a falling soul, and-



The Garbage Man
Arthur Gold woke in the dead of night to the sound of a diesel engine idling outside his window. For a 
moment he felt confused, disoriented by his surroundings. But then he realized he was in his own bed 
in the house where he had lived for thirty years, and wondered why that should seem strange.
But mostly he was annoyed at the low rumbling sound of the engine that had penetrated the thin haze 
of his sleep and jarred him awake. He parted the blinds with trembling fingers and looked out into the 
street.
The garbage truck was parked just at the end of his driveway, a thin silhouette in the weak radiance of 
the street light. Its headlights cut twin paths of light out of the darkness, and Arthur couldn’t help but 
think of them as glowing eyes in the face of a monster.
The feeling of annoyance faded, replaced with a sense of fear.
He waited, for how long he could not tell, and still the garbage truck sat there, waiting.
But waiting for what? Arthur wondered.
Then the light in the cab came on as the driver’s side door, the one facing away from him, swung open. 
Arthur saw the shape of a man stepping out of the cab. For a moment the body of the hood hid the 
figure from view, but then it crossed in front of the headlights and stepped onto the snow that covered 
his lawn.
The snow puzzled Arthur. He didn’t remember it being winter. But there were so many things he didn’t 
remember these days, and now the figure was striding across the lawn closing in on Arthur’s front 
door.
The doorbell rang.
Arthur didn’t want to answer. He wanted to stay and hide under the covers until the thing at the door 
gave up and went away. But what he wanted didn't seem to matter.
He found himself rising from the bed, his feet protesting against the shock of the cold floor, the joints 
in his fingers aching as he grasped his cane.
The bell had not rung again, but Arthur knew that the garbage man had not gone. He was waiting. 
Always waiting.
Arthur fumbled for the porch light switch, and then for the doorknob.
The door swung open and a middle-aged man wearing faded overalls and holding a clipboard and 
peered at him through squinted eyes. “Gold?” he asked. “Mr. Arthur Gold?”
“Yes?” Arthur said. “What’s this about?”
“I think you know Mr. Gold.”
The words cut into him like a knife, because part of him did know. But the other part, that part that kept 
on fighting even when he knew he was going to -no don’t say it, don’t even think it- that part rebelled. 
“What do you mean? Why are you here?”
“I’m here for you Arthur,” the garbage man said. “I’m here to take you away.”
And then Arthur knew the truth in full and he shrank back from the door. “No, you can’t. I won’t. Not 
in that!” The garbage man regarded him with a strange expression on his face. 
“I’m not garbage!” Arthur meant to scream, but the words dribbled out of his mouth in a pathetic hiss.
“I didn’t make it this way,” said the garbage man. “Some of you see a skeleton with a scythe, others an 
angel with glowing wings. It is you who chooses the form I take, not me.”



And then Arthur remembered. He remembered why it had seemed odd to him to wake up in his old 
room, why the snow on the ground had seemed so out-of-place. Because he hadn’t lived in his old 
house in nearly three months. Not since April. Not since the stroke had sent him to the hospital. But it 
was winter now, of course it was, because it was winter for him, and had been for some time now.
He remembered other things too. He remembered the pittance of a pension he received from the 
chemical plant where he’d worked for thirty-seven years. He remembered the four get-well cards that 
had come from his children, two of them identical, save for the hurried inscriptions scribbled inside. He 
remembered lying on that bed, unable to move, dying, alone. He remembered thinking how he had felt 
forgotten, discarded, by all the people he thought he might have mattered to.
The defiance in his heart dissolved and he hung his head and stepped out into the snow.
“You’re right,” he told the garbage man. “That’s my ride.”



Morgellon's Man
"It's all in your head," the doctor said.
But the man knows different. He pulls the copper wire protruding from his skin till comes free with a 
bloody, satisfying pop, and he holds it up in front of his face.
"You're only in my head," he tells it, and laughs.
And then he cries. Deep, heaving sobs.
No one understands.
Crazy. Cuckoo. Confused.
But he knows. His skin is a prison, a hateful man-suit, every square inch a fresh torment.
He knows that somewhere underneath it all, he must be normal.
So he takes a knife
and starts to dig.



The Ghosts of Houses
“I’m here to confess,” John said. “Or...turn myself in. Is that what you call it?”
The policeman behind the desk leaned forward. “You saying you’ve committed a crime?”
John didn’t answer right away. He looked around the room as if there might be someone else there. 
Then he asked, “Do you believe in ghosts?”
“Like haunted houses? Look pal, this is the police. You want ghosts, you go to a psychic or something. 
It’s not my-”
“No, please! Hear me out. I have committed a crime. I’ve been running so long…but I can’t get away. I 
have to confess.”
“So. Confess.”
“It was the eyes,” John said. “All those eyes. I wouldn’t have done it except…they were looking at me. 
Every day and…I couldn’t help it. I had to be rid of that place.”
“Listen pal-”
“No, please. I’m not crazy. Well, maybe I am. But this is the truth. I burned down the Safe Street 
Hotel.”
“Never heard of it.”
“No. No I don’t imagine you would. It was…quite some time ago. Me and my mother moved into the 
apartment across the way, and the hotel was empty, run down and abandoned. It gave me the shivers. I 
tried to tell mother. I tried to tell her…all those windows…like eyes…they were watching me. But she 
said it was just a building. Just a building.
Only it wasn’t. I knew it wasn’t. It had a soul. Just like you and I have a soul. I know that now. I know 
that places can have souls just like people. Maybe everyone knows it in a way.
There’s no place like home. That’s what they say. And they’re right. Every house, every convenience 
store, maybe even telephone booths. They all have souls of their own, ghosts of the things we make 
them.”
“You say you burned this place down. How long back are we talking here?”
“Time? I’d have to say about twenty-five years. It seems longer. But I can still remember. I remember 
how the gasoline sloshed in the can. I remember climbing through the broken window and cutting my 
hand on the glass. I remember the flame of the match and the sudden inferno. And I remember standing 
outside and watching the Safe Street Hotel burn to the ground and thinking it was all over.”
“Wasn’t it?” The officer’s voice took on a strange new tone and he leaned forward across his desk 
toward John.
“No,” John said, and there were tears in his eyes. “No, it was only…only just beginning. They came 
and put the fire out and knocked down the gutted old walls, and I thought I would be happy. Only that 
night, I woke up out of a nightmare and looked across the way and I saw…it was there, as real as ever. 
All the windows were eyes, and they were watching me. They knew what I had done. Every day and 
every night I saw it. And it saw me. And when the day came that mom said we were going to move, I 
was so happy. So happy…”
“And did it get better then?”
The tears fell fresh from John's eyes, and this time he wept with his face in his hands. “No! Because it 
was haunting me, don’t you see? I didn’t see. Not at first at least. I was so glad to throw my bags in the 



trunk and leave Safe Street once and for all. And when we got to the next town, everything seemed 
normal for a while.”
“But?”
“But it was there. I saw it on the third night, sitting there across the street in the place where the 
Chinese takeout restaurant should have been. And it was looking at me. Accusing me.
Every night I couldn’t sleep. Mom thought I was love-sick over some girl, but what did she know?”
John paused a moment and then went on. “I was seventeen,” he said. “I had my whole life ahead of me. 
But I ran. I took forty bucks out of mother’s wallet and hopped the first Greyhound I could find.” There 
was a long pause. Then John said, “I never saw her again.”
“And the hotel?”
“I saw it lots of times. I survived somehow. I got tough and learned how to live on the streets. But it 
didn’t matter. It followed me. Every town, every city, every godforsaken dot on the map; they all had 
their own Safe Street Hotel. It didn’t matter where I went, it was there. It was haunting me.”
“You’re not making any kind of sense.”
“It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to understand. You just have to believe me. I did it. I did it officer. I 
burned down the Safe Street Hotel, and I’m turning myself in. I’m going to put it all right.”
The policeman leaned back in his chair, “Listen, even if I believed your story, and I ain’t sayin’ I do, it 
wouldn’t matter. Statute of limitations on arson is twenty years. Nothing I could do if I wanted to.”
“No, please. You have to help me! I have to make amends!”
“Not my problem. Now get out of my office. You’re wasting my time.”
John walked out of the door in a daze. Dark clouds were rolling in from the east and, he smelled rain on 
the air. He wished for the rain, wished for it to come and drown out his tears.
He stood there on the sidewalk for a long time while the thunder rolled in the distance. But then a chill 
came over him, the barest hint of a premonition. He turned and looked back at the building behind him, 
and now it wasn’t a police station at all.
And all the eyes were watching him.



Grey Area
Carrie eyed the laundry piled high in the hamper with a kind of sinking dread, as if the mass of clothes 
might come to life and swallow her up. But really, it wasn’t the clothes that scared her.
“Won’t you go with me?” she asked.
Harold looked up from the book he’d been reading. “What’s the matter?”
“It’s just…the laundry.”
“It’s not gonna get done any faster if I go along,” Harold pointed out. “Besides, laundry is your chore. I 
do the dishes. Remember?”
“I remember.”
“Anyway, I was going to try and get some reading done while you were gone.”
“Okay,” Carrie said. She tried to smile, but it didn’t feel right, and Harold wasn’t looking at her 
anyway.
Once upon a time she could have told him the truth. She believed he still loved her. But ever since he’d 
lost his job and had to go to work at the 7-11 things had been different.
And now she couldn’t tell him that the last time she had gone to the laundromat she had seen things…
but it had been a dream. Hadn’t it? The tumbling of the clothes, the stale warmth of the air, the muffled 
thrum of the machines, had all conspired together to lull her into something like sleep.
But not sleep. Because her eyes were wide open, and she had seen...
The grey things emerged from the open mouth of one of the washing machines, wispy and insubstantial 
like puffs of smoke. But not smoke. Because smoke did not have eyes like holes in air.
They had gathered around the old man sitting across from her, and something had happened then, but 
when she woke up she couldn’t quite remember, and the grey things were gone. And the man…the man 
was fine, wasn't he?
Just a dream.
She was going to down to do the laundry by herself, and it would be fine. She didn’t need Harold there 
to protect her. She didn’t need Harold…
But she did. She didn’t want to be alone.
She pulled up outside the laundromat and carried in the heavy baskets of clothes. The air inside was 
thick and heavy. And though she was alone in the place there was a sound…a sound she couldn’t quite 
place, a steady hum that seemed to fill her to her bones.
She fed the clothes into the washer and started the load. She watched as the water sloshed and swirled 
like a wet kaleidoscope. So strange, so wonderful. So…peaceful.
The sound of a siren going by outside snapped her out of the daze she was drifting into.
She kicked herself for coming unprepared. She should have brought a book, some music to listen to, 
anything to help her forget what she had seen the last time. She thought of calling Harold, just to talk to 
him for a few minutes. But he would be reading now. He would be irritated by the interruption.
She didn’t want to be a bother.
So she sat and watched and waited. Time in the laundromat seemed to be a thing of its own, a great 
sludgy mass that moved hardly at all.
Carrie watched the wash tumble for what seemed like hours. And though she fought it with all her 
strength she felt herself being pulled down into that grey place where reality seemed like a thin 



covering for something far more terrible. She tried to wake herself up, tried to move, to yell, anything  
to pull herself out of the trap her mind had fallen into, but nothing worked. 
She sat there with her eyes staring into the strange grey light of the laundromat, screaming inside. But 
there was no one to hear.
And then the washing machine wasn’t a washing machine any more, but a black gaping mouth that 
seemed to open wider and wider without really changing size. And out of that mouth floated the grey 
things, hints of shadows with eyes of pure darkness.
They swarmed around Carrie and she could feel their presence, cold and dark and wet like her 
grandmother’s basement, and she wanted to run, run run, run away as fast as her feet would carry her, 
back to Harold, back to safety.
But she was paralyzed, rooted to the spot.
One of the grey things came down and looked into her eyes, and Carrie saw through those horrible 
black slits for the first time, and she knew without understanding that the world behind them was far 
from empty. It was full of frightful things, things beyond and human imagining, trapped in a place of 
pain and darkness. And all of them wanted to get out.
Carrie felt a horrible coldness stab through her gut and she saw the grey thing reaching into her 
stomach with an arm that wasn’t an arm at all. And suddenly she remembered the other part of her 
dream, the part she had blocked from her mind, and her terror surpassed everything she had felt so far. 
In her mind she thrashed and struggled and screamed, but her body refused to respond.
Then she felt a tugging tearing ripping sensation and there was pain, so much pain, and suddenly she 
was outside of herself, a ghostly apparition looking down at her limp body.
The grey things swarmed around her pulling her toward the dark mouth of the washing machine, but 
she saw that one of them had stayed behind, pouring itself into her open mouth.
And the last thing Carrie saw before she was swallowed up in the forever-black, was the eyes in her 
own face, filling up with darkness.



Living Dead
Markus felt his heart racing in his chest, but he forced himself to walk and not run.
He reminded himself of the plan. They’re slow and stupid. Save your energy for the fight.
They were coming. He didn’t turn, didn’t look, but he could hear their moans and smell their rotting 
dead stench.
He passed a shopping cart turned on its side, its wheels still slowly spinning. Next to it, a streak of 
blood on the white tile floor leading down one of the aisles. He felt something catch in his throat, but 
he swallowed it, pushed on.
He was close now, passing the toy department, keeping an eye out for any of the things that might be 
lurking down the aisles. He saw one by the bike rack thrashing about with its leg caught in the frame of 
a tricycle some careless customer had left sitting out on the floor.
He passed the exercise equipment and rounded the corner into the camping section of Sporting Goods. 
Down to the middle aisle a Coleman camp ax hung from a peg. Markus plucked the ax off the peg and 
fumbled with the packaging, but his fingers scrabbled uselessly against the thick plastic.
He was reaching for the box cutter in the holster on his belt, but before he could get it out he heard an 
undead moan coming from somewhere over his shoulder.
He turned and swung the ax, plastic and all, bringing it up hard against the zombie’s head. The blow 
landed with a satisfying crack, and brains and blood oozed up around the sharp edges of the clamshell 
packaging. For a moment Markus felt lost in the thrill and the horror of the what he had just done. But 
then he heard another moan. He emerged from his reverie just in time to give the second zombie a 
thorough braining.
The zombie fell and lay still, but it was becoming clear to him that the ax was too short, required him to 
let the things get far too close to him. All his years of planning for something like this, and he had 
overlooked such a simple detail. So…another plan then.
He headed back to the baseball bats. On the way past the gun cabinet he saw some poor soul being 
devoured by two little girls. Clearly the guy hadn’t thought out how long it would take to remove the 
trigger lock from the shotgun he'd stolen. Markus had scratched the gun cabinet off the list years ago.
He made it to the bat rack and picked out an old-fashioned wooden slugger that felt like it had some 
real weight to it. He looked down the aisle and saw the zombies were coming in greater force this time.
He looked around for the best place to fight them off from. He needed a bottleneck, but the newly 
widened aisles were like a conduit bringing in more and more zombies from every side.
Markus swung his bat at the nearest zombie and the thing went down in a spray of red. He hit another 
and another and each time the bat smashed into their brittle skulls Markus felt himself smile a little 
wider. All this time planning and now it was finally here.
But then there were more of the undead, and Markus thought only of swinging and surviving. The 
bodies were starting to stack up in the aisle, and he knew he couldn’t hold out much longer. He could 
hear the moans of hundreds more of the things, maybe thousands. The bat wouldn’t be enough to stop 
them all.
Markus looked for a way out and saw the skylight far above. He wondered if he could climb up there, 
somehow get up into the crossbeams that held up the roof where the zombies couldn’t follow. He 
happened to glance over toward Hardware and saw the ladders. The tallest of them just might reach.



But just as he was about to head in that direction her head a sound, a sound that didn’t quite fit coming 
from behind him. He turned with his bat at the ready, only to find a lady with a shopping cart eying 
him oddly.
“Excuse me,” she said again. “Do you work here?”
The sound of the zombie hoards faded away, and the blood and bodies vanished like smoke.
Markus put on his best “May I help you?” smile and said, “Yes ma’am I do. Can I help you find 
something?”
But while the woman related her deep abiding need for an oyster knife Markus only half listened.
In the back of his mind he was revising his zombie plan.



All that Remains
In the end it is the silence that she hates the most. She tries playing music, turned up loud until it 
sounds tinny and garbled in the cabin’s tiny speakers, but even that can’t fill the silence.
She had thought she knew what it meant to be alone, but now…
It is almost enough to drive her insane.
They sent her alone, and who could blame them? The last mission had ended horribly, so horribly that 
they refused to release the images of the aftermath to the public. They had thought they could control 
the crew, through psychological testing and careful planning. They thought they could prevent the 
possibility of someone snapping. But how could they know what it was like, to hurtle through space in 
a tin can of a space ship, millions of miles away from anyone or anything? They had run their tests, 
their simulations of the conditions on the space pod, and the team assembled had handled them 
perfectly. Of course they had. They knew it was a simulation. They knew that at any time they could 
open the hatch and breath in fresh air recycled by trees instead of chemical scrubbers, and that 
knowledge carried them through.
But when crunch time came…well, she knows what that first group must have gone through. And 
when one of them went crazy with a utility knife, butchering the others and then slitting his own throat, 
it was back to the old drawing board for the brightest minds at NASA. 
And now here she is. Alone. Alone in this space pod. Alone in the universe.
They’d been watching her with their telescopes, tracking her progress, but they should have been 
looking elsewhere. They thought they had prepared for every eventuality, that nothing could go wrong 
with the mission this time. Oh yes, they had planned for her safety, and here she was: safe, sound, 
alone.
And they were dead. All of them.
She hadn’t been willing to admit it at first. When the transmissions stopped she told herself there must 
have been some technical error, a glitch of some kind, that the friendly voice of mission control would 
be back in a few hours. But the hours stretched on with no break in the silence, and finally she went to 
look through the telescope that the computer kept focused on Earth.
She saw the pieces. Thousands, millions of them swirling like a gray cloud against the black of space, 
and she knew beyond doubt what must have happened.
It was unlikely that they could have missed such a thing, an asteroid of such mass that it could 
obliterate the planet leaving nothing but cosmic rubble in its wake. But they had missed it. She is done 
trying to convince herself otherwise.
She has considered suicide, but in spite of all that she has lost she does not truly want to die. So she 
lives for the only thing she has left to live for. It does not concern her that the specimens she will 
collect when she reaches her destination will never be examined, that the experiments she will conduct 
will never be recorded. If anything she shows more dedication than she had before the event. Her 
schedule becomes a ritual, a daily offering to the god of order in the universe, a god which she knows 
she has created out of her own mind, as surely human ancestors in the distant past had carved their 
gods out of stone. She knows it because order, reason, is a human thing. There is no order, no logic to 
the death of a people by means of a stone and iron fist hurtling out of the blackness, shattering their 
cities of chrome and glass, scattering their living world into a cloud of dead and meaningless debris. 
There is only the meaning she makes.



The days and weeks pass by and now she looks to her destination, a red marble hanging in the view 
screen growing into a baseball, then a bowling ball, until at last as the mission clock counts quietly 
down and she prepares for entry, strapping herself into the deceleration chair, hooking up the electrodes 
and pressure cuffs that will monitor her vitals and transmit them into empty space. The entry into the 
planet’s atmosphere seems unusually smooth, she thinks, though she has no real frame of reference to 
make such an observation. When the computer informs her she has touched down she unstraps herself, 
dons her space suit, readying herself for those first tentative steps into a new world. She thinks she 
might say something historic and meaningful when her boot crunches down onto the red sand, but the 
worst thing about the silence is knowing that there is no one to hear you trying to fill it. And now her 
hand is on the airlock door and she pushes it open.
The light almost blinds her. At first she thinks the sun must be low on the horizon shining into her eyes, 
but an instant later that thought is gone and she knows that this is not sunlight. 
It is sick, white, artificial. Fluorescent. And there is a man at the foot of the ladder extending a hand up 
to her smiling wide his teeth reflecting the unnatural white light, and she prays that she is dreaming.
“Congratulations,” he says. “You’ve successfully completed your psychiatric evaluation.”
And then she knows the truth. The last test had failed, because the crew members had known it was a 
test. But she…
She looks down into the man’s blazing white smile and something snaps inside her, and she screams 
and screams and screams.



How the Other Half Dies
You didn’t survive.
Of course you didn’t, you pathetic loser.
You sat on the couch playing Xbox and drinking Mountain Dew for eight hours a day. You thought 
you were tough, because your twitching fingers commanded muscle-bound space marines with 
impossibly large guns.
You didn’t survive.
You made plans for this. You talked with your friends about where you would go, what weapons you 
would get, how you would avoid the hoards of the undead. And when you had had your fun you went 
back home to mommy’s house.
You watched all the movies, and you cheered for the gritty survivors as they faced off against the 
legions of the undead. You groaned when they made stupid mistakes and got themselves killed for it. 
You knew you could do better. You’d seen it all. You had a plan.
You didn’t last five seconds.
When the first zombie crashed through the window of your bedroom you were too scared to run. You 
screamed like a girl, your foot caught in the tangle of cords by your bed. And right before the undead 
monster sunk his teeth into your neck, you literally wet yourself in fear.
You lay in a pool of your own blood on the floor, and you wondered how it had come to this. Other 
people were supposed to die. Not you. The zombie apocalypse was supposed to be fun. But this wasn’t 
fun. This was dying.
You cried like a baby. Your tears and your blood mingled with the stain from the time you spilled your 
drink and didn’t bother to clean it up because you were in the middle of a really good game.
At 6:27 pm you died. At 6:29 you came back. You got up off the floor and went down the hall to the 
living room where your mother was just getting home from shopping. She tried to ask you about the 
broken window, but before she could finish the sentence you tore her throat out.
She looked at you with eyes that didn’t understand, eyes that had never seen a zombie movie. But by 
that time you didn’t care anymore.
Then again…maybe you never did.



The Stone Saucer
Dad said they had to cut the tree down. It was old and dead, and it might fall on the house the next time 
a hurricane came through.
Zach didn’t much like the idea. The tree had been there his whole life. The idea that they could cut it 
down, end its legacy with a few swipes of a chainsaw felt wrong somehow. But he didn’t have much 
say in the matter.
So Dad got out the chainsaw and started cutting, while Zach stood back and watched. The base of the 
tree was thick and hard, and Dad cut for a long time, making the notch in the front bigger little by little. 
Then the chainsaw made a screeching noise, and he yanked it back.
There was something there in the place where he had been cutting. Just a sliver of it was showing, but 
Zachary reached out to touch it. It felt smooth and warm under his fingers.
Dad said it must have been something that had gotten stuck in the trunk a long time ago. He didn’t 
sound happy.
He cut around the thing as best he could, and when the tree finally fell with a snapping crackling roar 
they saw what the thing was. A stone saucer, about as big around as a dinner plate and as thick as a 
dictionary, and it was carved all over with tiny swirling lines that crossed and converged in strange 
patterns.
Zachary asked what the thing was.
Dad said he didn’t know.
Zachary touched it again. It still felt warm. Alive.
He asked if he could keep it.
Dad said yes.
That night, after they had finished cutting up the tree and hauling away most of the branches, he went 
to his room and looked at the thing again. He kept running his fingers over those twisting lines, trying 
to find the meaning there. Dad had said the thing had been inside the tree for a long time, maybe 
hundreds of years. For a while Zachary tried to think about how long that was, but he was tired from 
the long day's work, so he put it on his shelf, and went to bed.
But when he slept he dreamed of strange things, of another world with skies of orange and red, and 
alien beings that looked like praying mantises as large as men. The mantis men were sending out stone 
saucers, thousands of them, just like the one he and Dad had found. In the dream Zachary watched as 
the stone saucers flew up into the red sky and disappeared. But then something happened. There was a 
roar and a crash, and the sky split open with light, and the world of red and yellow disappeared into 
fire.
He woke up and looked over at the stone saucer sitting on the shelf. It was still dark out, and the clock 
by his bed read 3:17. But he wasn’t sleepy.
He turned on the lamp and got the stone saucer. He set it next to him on the bed, and ran his fingers 
over the grooves again. The details of the dream stayed in his mind, sharp and crisp like a photograph.
It was just a dream. He kept telling myself that. But it was more than a dream. It felt important. It felt 
real. But if it was real, what did it mean?
The mantis men had sent the stone saucers out for a reason. They had known their world was going to 
die, and they had known that they would die with it.



In the movies flying saucers had lasers and ray beams and they killed people. But the stone saucer 
didn’t seem like a weapon. It seemed more like…like a memento. A messenger with the memories of a 
dying world.
It made him think of the time Mom had come to get him from school early. Her eyes were all red, and 
she told him Grandpa Jonah had died. And he had cried because Grandpa Jonah was pretty much the 
best grandpa ever.
He went to the funeral, and he remembered looking around the big room at all the people who were 
there. He asked his Dad who they were, and Dad said they were all people who knew Grandpa Jonah.
He’d sat and thought about that for a while. Grandpa Jonah was gone, but all these people who knew 
him were here together in the same place. They all remembered something about him. And maybe that 
meant that all those little pieces of Grandpa Jonah were alive somehow. As long as people 
remembered.
And now a whole world was dead. Maybe it had been dead for a long time. But before it died, the 
mantis men sent out the stone saucers.
And the saucers were seeds; the seeds of a memory.
Maybe there were other saucers on other worlds, their memories infecting other minds. Or maybe this 
was the only one that ever found a home.
But maybe one was enough. Maybe as long as someone remembered the mantis men, maybe a small 
part of them would live on.
He sat and thought about that for a long time. And when the clock read 5:13 and the first blush of dawn 
shone through his window he put the stone saucer back on the shelf and turned off the light. He 
crawled back under the covers, closed his eyes and went to sleep.
He dreamed of the dead.


