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On a walkway of jagged rocks, into the mouth of a tributary, four
silhouettes.  One pacing, one shaking, one sobbing and another
now floating away in a basket.  If she were to pray, perhaps
she would for merciful tides.  The rocks are sharp in bare
feet.  It gets cold this time of night, on the beach.
 

"You see what you did?!  You saw it.  Ain't nobody
done this but you."

The stars are out; count them in pairs and circle the moon with
your eye.  Let the waves guide you home.  The crickets
sing.   Wipe away your tears and shudder a breath so
deep.

"What are we gonna say?"

The sand between your toes.

"We ain't gonna say nothin'."

Lightning bugs flutter in rows.

"Now finish it!!"

The hammer sways back.

and Flash.

… .a deep ringing in the ears, a cheek and feet cut by rocks.
 A twitch and blood.

A young mother bids goodnight to a child obscured by tears.



"I love you truly, truly dear,

Life with its sorrow, life with its tears

Fades into dreams, when I feel you are near

For I love you truly, truly dear."



- Carrie Jacobs-Bond





It was the close of another prosperous year for Benny Watt.
 A slight chill hung in the South Carolina breeze as his
driver navigated a brand new Cadillac limousine over the
still-rough terrain of Charleston County.  Benny had upgraded
this year.  Business had been so superior that he'd opted for
a limo to replace last year's coupe.  Certainly, as October
began, he knew he had many reasons to be cheerful.

 It was 1912 for another few months, and while the year had
been good to him, as it came to an end he'd began to feel a sense
of emptiness.  Maybe it was the change of temperature or
perhaps he was only bored.  In another time, he might have
been termed depressed.  All Benny knew was that something felt
amiss.

This had been a strange year, after all.  He'd began
feeling most uneasy when the Titanic sank.  A certain sense of
mortality came over him as he read the papers, detailing the
horrifying last moments of those passengers.   Benny was
34 now and, by all means, an exceedingly wealthy man.  While
he'd not admit it to friends, Benny had set the foundation of
longing for a family years before.  It was only now, however,
that he began to let these thoughts take fruition; in the Fall of
the year when all things bore reproach.

In truth, death had never occurred to Benny; the finality of it
all.  His life was one of meetings, travel and catastrophic
discord.   Until that boat sank, he'd moved consideration
of another plane of existence (or lack thereof) to the far corners
of his mind.  He imagined that he might grapple with the
concept of extinction in his final minutes.  But, then, who
wants to vanish in a panic?  No, Benny had concluded, it was
best to search his mind for sustainable resolutions now, and so he
set himself about this task.

Thereafter, the insomnia began.  It was an uncomfortable
sleeplessness; more than a bother remedied by warm milk.  He
kept himself awake in bed for weeks on end, dozing only for
moments.  His mind raced, mostly attempting to justify an
afterlife.  The energy in his body had to go somewhere he
first concluded.  But, then as quickly as he comforted
himself, the abject terror of ceasing to be would startle him awake
again.  His passing could occur at any time and what would he
have to show for it?

In the end, Benny was an irritable wreck of anxiety.  He
saw his doctor and was given something called Veronal.  It
finally put him to sleep and, in time, he felt better.  In his
drugged up state, his phobia became a diplomatic blur, forever
dancing in his peripheral vision and now only  antagonizing
him when he was alone.  To eradicate his fear completely, the
solution, thought Benny, was to no longer live alone.  He
would require a distraction.

So, then, he had been looking very much forward to this trip.
 Benny was on his way to see his favorite colleague, David
Morehouse.  Good times were always to be had in David's
company.  There would be parties and lively conversation.
 David knew fascinating people and, like Benny, he spared no
expense to entertain them.  They were kindred spirits in a
way, and Benny had hoped to ask him a favor.

As the car approached David's palatial estate, Benny's spirits
began to rise.  He lit a cigar and tapped his driver on the
shoulder.

"You did remember the wine, right?"

"Yes, of course, sir.  It's in the trunk with the oranges.
 Another shipment will arrive tomorrow."

"Good man.  Thank you."

The driver rounded the estate's circular driveway and David
bounded down the stairs to meet his guest.  He was all smiles
and opened Benny's door with a flourish.

"Welcome, Mr. Watt, to my humble abode."

"Humble, my ass," Benny joked as he exited the vehicle.
 "My God, did you add three more wings to this place since
I've been here last?"

David laughed, shook his hand and gave him a hug.  "Well,
my friend, what can I say?  Business is good."

"Indeed.  Indeed it is.  It's great to see you,
David."

"Likewise.  Hey, it's cold.  Let's get inside.
 Does your driver need any assistance?"

"John?  Do you need  help?"

"No, sir," the driver smiled as he began to unload the luggage
from the trunk.  "I'll be just fine."

"Very well," David said.  "There's hot cider and fresh
apple pie waiting downstairs in the kitchen.  Please help
yourself when you're finished!"

"Obliged, Mr. Morehouse."

Benny and David began to climb the stairs to the Morehouse
plantation.  "That's what I like about you, David.  You
even treat the help with respect."

Inside the two men quickly retired to the parlor and began
catching up.  Warm greetings were had between Benny, David's
wife and children.  Benny took time between clever anecdotes
to further admire the Morehouse home.  Inside the house, he
could identify precisely what he had been missing.  There was
a warmth and charity among the family that was sorely missing in
his own extensive estate.  While, in this house, there was
laughter, the fragrance of flowers and fresh cooking, in Benny's
home, it seemed, he could hear only the ticking of the clock. The
imported mahogany had smelled more of coffin wood this year.

"I hate to do this Ben," David said as he stood to build a fire.
 "But do you mind if we just get business out of the way?
 I hate to do so abruptly… "

"No, you're quite right.  Best we do it now than before we
start drinking," Benny laughed.

"Good, good."  David lit the fire and returned to his
chair.  "Well, first things first.  I believe the County
Dispensary in Charleston will undoubtedly be one of the most
lucrative in the state.  Save for Greenville, of course."

"You're too kind."

"By the way, I'm afraid I didn't ask.  Will you be moving
to Greenville?"

"No.  The governor has graciously allowed me to stay in
Columbia.  After all, there's little need for me to be on
hand, day to day.  I'll keep an office there, but since I'll
continue to administer the State Dispensary, I'll be traveling so
often… "

"Certainly.  Well, that's brilliant news.  The family
and I love to visit you in Columbia."

"You're always welcome."

"Ben, I'm honored that the citizens of Charleston have bestowed
responsibility for the new County dispensary upon me… "

"You certainly deserve it."

"Thank you. I believe we can expect sales over 13% of this year
in 1913."

"13%?  That's a lofty goal, my friend."

David gave a broad smile.  "Mark my words, Ben.  If we
continue to provide the people what they want, they'll certainly
drink it."

"Agreed."

"That having been said… " David shifted in his chair for a
moment.  "As I'm sure you are aware, I will likely be
surrounded by dry counties."

"It would appear this way, yes."

"The promised 13% might easily become a far greater yield if…
your influence might be of assistance."

Benny laughed. "What?  Do you want me to force the other
counties wet?"

"Oh, no!  No, no, no.  If it's the last thing you do,
please.  On the contrary. I would rather I might have certain
assurances  that should we, in Charleston County, turn a blind
eye to, say, visitors purchasing our wares… "

"I understand."

"After all, it's truly out of our hands.  Once the stock is
across county lines, it will be a matter for another
jurisdiction."

"Of course."

"Now, the poor patron may find themselves at the mercy of the
law but should another county demand a state investigation into
these sales… "

"You have my word that said investigation will be a long and
arduous one… "

"I see… "

"… likely to take years to produce any sensible
conclusions."

David reached over and shook Benny's hand.  "After all,
it's in everyone's best interest."

"I couldn't agree more."

This brand of cronyism that gleefully existed between Mr.
Morehouse and Benny was not surprising, nor should it have been
unexpected.  It was  not the first time that either of
them had reaped the benefits of a misguided sense of trust among
their constituents.  After all, in South Carolina, while
citizens took sides and rallied against each other, those in power
on both sides of a leering Prohibition got rich amidst the
pandemonium.  It was the nature of the world.  Benny was
just happy to be on the winning team.

It had all happened somewhat accidentally.  Benny, an
educated gentleman from North Alabama, had made his way to the
South Carolina capital with the intent of practicing law.  He
had a significantly connected uncle, intent on placing him in
practice with his firm.  However, before this career-path
could take, Benny had made the acquaintance of Sherman Tinsley, the
state's newly appointed State Dispensary Commissioner.
 Impressed with Benny's knowledge of the law, he quickly
recruited the young man to serve in his department. By 1900, at the
age of 22, he was working for Tinsley and making a tremendous
impression.  Benny had always been charming.  This
coupled with his good looks and obvious intellect, made him an
emerging star in the state's capital.  A few years later, when
Sherman died, Benny was not surprisingly tapped as the new State
Commissioner.

The system, however, was bizarre, even to Benny.  The
argument toward Prohibition had raged since he was a child but when
he moved to South Carolina, there was something otherworldly about
the debate.  It was a careful game of pretending to regulate
the sale of booze while, at once, making rich men of those in
government office.  The old school Prohibitionists were OK
with that; so long as they also became rich off the backs of the
church in the process.  The citizens on either side of the
argument appeared defeated but resigned that concessions had been
made.  The State controlled the sale of liquor, and this was
something of a victory for everyone.  The alcohol was still to
be had, and livers to be poisoned, but it would be “regulated” and,
under the table, bribes were paid all around.  Again, Benny
thought it was a curious process of reconciliation.

So, it came as no surprise when earlier in the year, a new law
took effect, dismantling the State Dispensary.  Everyone knew
the system had been a gross failure, and Benny took no immediate
blame for the downfall.  While most citizens were outraged to
learn that the plan had been derailed, too many "fat cats" were on
the take.  Constituents were pleased to learn of its demise.
 The truth was, the system only fell apart because enough
people weren't getting their share of the take.  

So, instead of a State Dispensary, it was decided that each
county in the state would determine their own status:  wet or
dry.  Those that voted wet, were given their own local
commissioners, to be appointed by Benny.  Benny kept his
position, albeit somewhat quietly, and was also assigned his own
territory.  New bosses were made or just shuffled around.
 It was all for show for the Temperance movement and to
satisfy a few political debts.  The criminals wouldn't be left
out of the take either.  With the new system, there would be
many more opportunities for the wealthiest operating outside the
law to do quite well bootlegging.  Once more, the citizens
felt victorious; at least, everyone except those who would now be
inconvenienced by having to travel some distance to purchase
liquor.

It was all no threat to Benny or David.  Should the works
fall apart tomorrow they would still be wealthy men of influence.
 There was, however, a sense of camaraderie.  Existing in
all of the chaos was an overall "in on it" mentality.  New
factions within the Temperance movement threatened to halt this
stability.  But no one was talking about that for now.
 Instead, Benny had other, more pressing issues on his
mind.

"So… enough business?" David asked, moving to fetch two tumblers
of bourbon.

"Actually, not quite."

"Oh?" David began to set aside the drinks.

"No, please.  I could use a drink."

David gave him the glass and sat down.  He couldn't help
but notice that Benny's hand was trembling as he sipped from the
glass and rattled the ice.  "Is something troubling you, my
friend?"

Benny paused and enjoyed for a moment the sting of the liquor.
 Finally, he sighed and fixed his eyes on David.  "In
exchange for the favor you've requested, I have one of my own."

"Of course.  Anything."

"An introduction… "

"Ah!  Certainly.  I think I know where you're going
with this.  Senator Dixon has been a bit difficult in the
Southern… "

"No.  David.  You're not following me."

"I'm sorry."

"It's a woman."

It took David a beat to adjust to this turn of conversation.
"Oh!" he laughed.  "By all means.  I didn't see that
coming.  Um, you've always been… such a… bachelor."

"It's true."

"What I mean to say is… I can't imagine you would need my help
meeting a young lady.  But, by all means… "

"That's just the thing.  This particular woman.  I've
only met her once.  I could barely speak to her.  Since
that meeting, I can't seem to get her out of my head."

"May I inquire who?"

"It's a young lady who works in your office.  Edith, I
think her name is."

David smiled.  "Ah ha!  Yes, Edith!"

"Is she… available?"

"Oh, yes, yes."  Benny smiled and took a drink while he
pondered his next statement.  "I have to say, Benny, she's an
intriguing choice.  But now that you mention it, yes.  I
can see the two of you together.  Interesting that it never
crossed my mind."

"How do you mean interesting?"

"Well, she's quite beautiful, of course.  Gorgeous.
 But she's 19 and hasn't yet married.  She can be quite
standoffish, you see."

"Yes.  I believe this is my problem."

This girl made an inspiring impression from the moment Benny
first saw her.  He was drawn to her somehow.  Later, he
began to see her in dreams.  Almost nightly, she’d make an
appearance.  Maybe it was the drugs, but Benny began to see
this as a sign.  She was to be his redemption from this mess
of mortality he’d stumbled upon.  

"Edith is highly intelligent.  Don't misunderstand.
 She simply isn't one to initiate conversation, even
informally.  She was raised by Gullah, you know."

"What is Gullah?"

"I always forget that you're not from our grand state, Ben.
 Her parents were once ship slaves, brought to us from
Angola."

"I see."

"Edith is white," David quickly interjected.  "At least I
think she is.  She's fair skinned, of course.  She was
abandoned as a child.  Her parents graciously took her in and
raised her.  Wonderful artisans in the Gullah culture."

The thought of Edith being of mixed race hadn't detoured Benny,
even as David clumsily danced around the subject.  A man of
Benny's stature could marry whomever he pleased.  Besides, he
wasn't the type the concern himself with the thoughts of strangers.
 He worked in politics, after all.  Still, David
continued.

"I suppose what I'm trying to say is that her… background may
have proven to be the obstacle of lesser-minded suitors… "

"David," Benny interrupted with a smile.  "Can you arrange
a meeting?"

Morehouse suddenly realized his blubbering and began laughing.
 "Yes.  Of course.  In fact, we were planning a
party for you tomorrow night.  I'll send someone to invite her
immediately."

"Fantastic.  And why wait until tomorrow for the
party?"

"Well, we assumed that you would be tired from your trip."

"Nonsense!   Let's have another!"

David and Benny had a delightful dinner with the family and then
talked long into the night.  For Benny, it was refreshing to
reconnect with these old friends.  He took his pills and went
to bed that night, greatly anticipating the next day's festivities.
 Perhaps the year would close on a particularly positive
note.









The party was a spectacular affair.  David had indeed
outdone himself.   Crowded into his spacious estate,
there must have been hundreds of guests.  The Morehouse player
piano sang rolls of Ragtime as the party-goers milled about in
their formals.  Thanks to a fresh shipment authorized by
Benny, each and everyone, a drink in hand.

Benny did his best to enjoy the casual conversation and forays
into politics with these acquaintances, but his eyes did keep
shifting toward the door.  David had assured him that morning
that Edith had, in fact, accepted the invitation, but it was nearly
7 and she hadn't arrived.  He was beginning to question
whether or not he should expect her.

 Finally, Edith did arrive, and she appeared more
remarkable than Benny had remembered.  Her tan skin and dark
hair framed a pair of piercing green eyes.  It was a most
outstanding experience; to see a girl from a dream.  Benny
watched from the corner as she was greeted warmly by David and his
family.  Edith smiled beautifully as David introduced her to
various dignitaries throughout the room.  Benny took this
opportunity to acquire another drink from the bar.  He sipped
it nervously as his heart beat firmly in his chest.  He
cleared his throat as David finally approached him with Edith in
tow.

“Ah!  Edith, allow me to introduce our guest of honor this
evening, Mr. Benjamin Watt.  Ben, this is one of my assistants
from the office.  The stunning Ms. Edith Brownlee.”

Edith extended her hand and smiled.  Benny bowed and
lightly kissed her hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms.
Brownlee.”

“And you, Mr. Watt,” Edith said.  It was the first time
Benny had heard her speak.  Her voice was a soft and low
capriccio, tinged in a proper South Carolina drawl.
  Only four words and they washed over him
completely.

“Oh, my.  If you’ll excuse me, it appears Mrs. Morehouse
requires my assistance,” David said, poorly pretending to see his
wife across the room.

“Of course,” Benny and Edith said almost in unison and David was
off.  

“Ms. Brownlee, may I offer you a drink?” Benny asked, raising
his glass.

“That would be nice.  Thank you.”

“I have procured a case of fine, Greek wine especially for this
trip.”

“Sounds delightful.”

“Well, then.  Shall we?”

Edith nodded and with that, the pair made their way to the bar.
 Benny quickly turned on the charm and expertly navigated his
way through small talk with Edith.  As the night wore on, he
felt confident that he could count his instincts correct.  Ms.
Brownlee was as enchanting as he had anticipated; equally acute and
elegant as she was ravishing.  They spent the evening engaged
in each other’s company.  When the night came to a close,
Benny offered her a ride home in his car, and Edith accepted.

“Ms. Brownlee…”

“Please.  You can call me Edith.”

“Edith, I’ve had a wonderful time with you tonight.
 However, I’m only in town for a short time.  I wonder if
you might consider doing me the honor of joining me for dinner
tomorrow night?”

“I would enjoy that immensely, Mr. Watt.”

“Ben, please,” he smiled.

Benny walked her to the front door of a stately rooming house
downtown.  Without a kiss, they parted for the night, and
Benny returned to David’s estate beaming.  The next week would
be a whirlwind of Benny courting Ms. Brownlee.  He spared no
expense, lavishing her with expensive gifts and dinners.
 Edith quickly warmed to him, and a veritable affection began
to flourish.  Those surrounding the couple found it clear that
they were falling in love.  

He told her of growing up privileged, and she shared her meager
beginnings on the coast of South Carolina.   They stayed
up late nights talking.  It was a spectacular experience for
Benny.  Edith was truly all he had dreamed her to be.
 

Still, it came as a bit of a shock when Benny made an
announcement at dinner.

“We are to be married,” he said proudly.

David practically choked on his drink.  “Well!  This
is tremendous… sudden news!”  Edith took the liberty of
showing the table her new, incredibly expensive diamond ring.
 “Benny, Edith…congratulations to you both!!”  David then
made a generous offer.  “The wedding shall be here.
 Please allow me to host this joyous occasion!”

Benny shook his head ‘no’.  “Thank you very much, my
friend.  But, Edith and I have decided not to have an
elaborate wedding.  We just want to begin our lives together
in earnest.  As soon as possible.  Tomorrow morning,
we’ll see the judge and make it official.”

“No priest?  No party?”

“Edith doesn’t care for priests.  But we both enjoy a
party!”

“Well.  Well, then it’s settled.  We’ll arrange an
impromptu reception.  Congratulations, again, to you
both!”

Benny finally felt a sense of contentment that has eluded him
throughout the year.  He and Edith would marry, return to
Columbia, start a family and a new chapter.  The crisp October
nights were no longer foreboding for Benny.  Instead, they
were rich in the promise of a new day.  Death could take a
hike.  He resolved to live in the moment.









Benny and Edith traveled to Columbia a few days later.  She
brought with her only the necessities as Benny assured her that
they would call for her things upon arrival.  He’d happily
provide anything else she might need in the interim.  The trip
to Columbia was filled with anticipation for Benny.  For one,
he couldn’t wait to introduce Edith to her new home.  He was
certain that she would be impressed with all that he had acquired.
 He greatly looked forward to presenting her to his friends in
society.  

"I think you'll just adore Columbia, Edith.  It's vibrant
and full of promise."

"I would be happy anywhere with you, darling," Edith cooed as
Johnny stole a glance in the rear view mirror.

"I especially want to introduce you to the Mayor's wife,
Velva."

"What an interesting name.  Velva."

"She's an interesting woman.  I believe the two of you will
truly enjoy each other's company."

"I'm looking forward to your company, my love… "

The couple began kissing again, and John suspected he might
disgorge.  Sure, they were a cute couple and John was glad
that Benny had finally married, but enough was enough already.
 It had been like this since they left Charleston.  After
some time of silence, John checked on the couple in the mirror.

"Holy Christ… "

Suddenly the car careened to the side of the road.  John
struggled to return it back on track.  Unfortunately, he hit a
pot hole, and the Caddy tilted on two tires.  Edith slammed
into Benny whose shoulder took a solid hit against the metal frame
of the vehicle.  A piece of luggage fell from the roof of the
car.  Finally, John was able to maintain control, and he
coasted the car to a stop.

" Johnny!  What the fuck?!"

"I'm so sorry, Mr. Watt.  I… I… "

"What the hell just happened?"

John struggled to think of what to say.  The truth would
undoubtedly cost him his job.  "I think I just took my eyes
off the road for a moment, sir.  I didn't get much sleep last
night.  I must have been daydreaming, and we hit the ditch,
sir.  I'm very sorry."

"Edith are you OK?"

"Yes, love, I'm fine."

"Damn,” Benny said grasping his shoulder.  “Well, are you
OK to drive, Johnny?"

"Yes.  Absolutely, sir.  Again, I'm terribly
sorry."

Benny took a long pause.  Johnny had never made such a
mistake.  "OK.  OK, yeah.  Well, why don't you
inspect the car for any damage?  I'll be out in a moment to
help you recover the luggage."

"Thank you, sir." John opened his door and got out.  Before
inspecting the car, he leaned his head in through the window.
 "Mrs. Watt?"

"Yes?"

"I am truly very sorry, m'am."

Edith searched his face for a moment.  She understood his
need for her forgiveness.  She was, of course, the new lady of
the house.  "That's quite all right, Johnny.  We all make
mistakes."

Johnny didn't take his eyes off of her.  "Indeed we do.
 Thank you, m'am."

He knew there wasn't a lot of damage to the car, but he checked
anyway.  Primarily, though, John used this opportunity to get
his head together.  What hell had he just saw?   The
image was burned into his brain.  It scared him half to
death.

In the rear view mirror.  The couple kissing.  Mrs.
Watt gently breaks the embrace.  She leaned back just as a row
of pine trees gave way to a sharp ray of sunlight. John caught her
profile.  He could plainly see every vein in her body.
 Blue strands of undulating arteries wrapped around her entire
face and neck.  For a moment, he swore that he could see her
skull, plain as day.  Then, Edith caught his glimpse in the
mirror.  Her eyes had lost all color.  John saw only two
pale orbs, framed in transparent flesh, muscle and vein.  It
was terrifying.

"Everything all right?"  Benny made him jump.  "Still
a little shook up, huh?"

"Yes, sir.  No, sir.  I'm fine.  The car looks
OK."

"Great."  Benny gently touched him on the arm.  "Let's
go get that trunk shall we?"

John wasn't lying when he said he hadn't slept well the night
before.  He always had trouble sleeping when he and Mr. Watt
traveled.  He longed for his own bed.  Plus, he'd been
driving non-stop since early this morning.  Surely, he'd
hallucinated that ghastly image.  Ms. Edith was a beautiful
woman and the sun just played a funny trick on her reflection.
 That was all.  Still, John strongly anticipated getting
home as he and Benny lifted the trunk atop the Cadillac and
re-secured it.  

Without question, though, the greatest anticipation in the car
that day was that of consummating the new marriage.  Edith had
not felt uncomfortable doing so at David’s home and to adjourn to
her small apartment hadn’t felt right either.  She had
insisted that they make things official in their nuptial bed, and
Benny quite understood this.  For the moment, the waiting
proved exciting.

Upon arrival in Columbia, Edith was indeed quite electrified by
her new home.  After all, Benny’s house was quite impressive.
 He knew, however, that it required a woman’s touch.
 “Change anything you want,” Benny told her.  She admired
the opulent furnishings and art.  Edith felt that she had
found the perfect home.

“I’ve never lived in a house this…big,” Edith giggled.

“Well, then it’s about time you enjoyed the extravagance.”

“When I was a child, we lived in a tiny house near the beach.
 Mama and Daddy tried their best, but it was always in a state
of disrepair.  The roof leaked, the privy clogged…”

“Sounds terrible.”

Edith smiled.  “No, it was marvellous.  It was a house
full of love and that was all that mattered, after all.”  She
wrapped her arms around Benny’s neck.  “All of these things
are wonderful…and I intend to enjoy them very much…but without love
it means nothing.”

“I’ve come to understand that.  I look forward to many
years with you in this house,” Benny said, and the couple kissed.
 “Now, what shall we do about dinner?”  

Benny took Edith to meet the house staff.   It proved
to be somewhat awkward, however.  Benny noted a certain air of
distrust in the room.  Nevertheless, he chalked this up to
their concern toward a new employer.  It was expected that
this hasty marriage might strike some people as odd.  Benny
was unaware that, with the couple’s retreat, the conversation had
grown a bit sinister.

“There’s something ain’t right with her,” Marla, the chef
immediately noted.

John was silent for the time being.  He sat in a corner,
peeling an apple.

The housekeeper, Arlene, was more visibly shaken.  “Her
hand was hot when I shook it.”

“Maybe she was just nervous,” John offered.

“No.  It was like she had the fever, but her palms weren’t
clammy or nothin’.  Just hot.”

Marla returned to chopping vegetables for dinner.
 “Something’s wrong with her eyes.”

John’s interest was piqued.  “How do you mean?”

“That ain’t no natural shade of green.”

“What?” he laughed.

“Not for no black girl.”

“She’s black?” Arlene asked, surprised.

“Looked like a mutt to me.”

“Mr. Watt said she was Gullah,” John explained.

Marla dumped the vegetables into a large pot and began to fill
it with water.  “That don’t explain the hoodoo.”

The room fell quiet for a moment and John contemplated telling
the women what he’d witnessed in the car that afternoon.  He
thought better of it, though.   The staff continued to
speculate, but they eventually found their way back to their usual
good humor.  They resolved themselves to wait until getting to
know Mrs. Watt better before jumping to any conclusions.  

After dinner, the couple made their way upstairs to the master
bedroom while Marla and Arlene settled the house for the evening.
 Benny’s anticipation was quickly put to rest.  He took
in his new wife’s beautiful body as she straddled him on the bed.
 She leaned forward a delivered a kiss unlike anything he’d
experienced.  It was so intense, he felt his entire body fall
weak, into a state of complete euphoria.  Thereafter, she
became wild and made love to him with an otherworldly energy.
 It had truly been worth the wait, and they explored each
other until nearly dawn.









Weeks passed and the delight in the Watt household lingered.
 The staff grew more trusting of Edith.  She enjoyed
helping in the kitchen and assisted them in keeping the house.
 Edith, after all, was from common stock and quite used to
menial labor.  Previous intimates of Mr. Watt’s had often
looked down upon the servants (in fairness, had Benny known he
never would have tolerated it).  In Edith, however, they began
to hope that her demeanor was genuine.  One evening while
preparing dinner, Arlene boldly began to query Edith’s past.

“Mrs. Watt, if you don’t mind me askin’…where'd you grow
up?”

Edith smiled.  “I don’t mind at all.  I grew up on the
coast.  On the Isle of Palms.”

“Johnny said you’re Gullah.  You don’t look black to
me.”

“Arlene!” Marla gasped.

“It’s OK,” Edith laughed.  “To be entirely true, I’m not
sure what I am.  I never knew my mother and father.  I
was raised by an African family, though.”

“You’re an orphan?” Arlene asked.

“I was, yes.  But I never knew life without a mamma and
daddy.  My parents took me in when I was a baby.”

“So, how did they find you?”

“They found me crawling along the banks of Breach Inlet."

"No shit?"

Marla lost her temper.  "Am I gonna have to kick you out of
my kitchen?  Show some respect."  

"Marla's right, Arlene.  A lady shouldn't use such
language."

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Watt."

"But, yes.  That's what they told me.  By all rights,
I shouldn't be alive.  Were it not for them taking me in, I'd
surely been eaten by gators or picked at by gulls.  Still, it
taught me something important."

"What was that, Mrs. Watt?"

"That I'm special.  That we're all special.  I have a
purpose.  Fate led me to my Mamma and Daddy.  Just like
it led me here to you.  I like to think my purpose all along
was to be here with you.  My new family."

"Praise Jesus," Marla said softly and Arlene echoed.  Edith
simply smiled.









The first formal reception that the Watt couple attended
together did not go as well as expected.   Upon arrival,
Benny and Edith were greeted congenially by every guest.
 Edith was gorgeous and poised, although perhaps
understandably bored by some of the swirling debate surrounding
politics.  Yet, one particular interruption was a bit
disconcerting.

“Mr. Watt,” Benny heard a woman behind him call his name.
 Turning around, he immediately recognized the guest.

“Mrs. Oglethorpe.  How lovely to see you,” he lied.
 “May I introduce you to my new wife, Edith…”

“Charmed,” the old woman responded, lackluster, as the two
ladies shook hands. “I must say, Mr. Watt, we of the Temperance
League were quite disappointed to see three more counties fall wet
following the last referendum.”

“I understand, of course.  But the citizens have
spoken.”

“I have it on unimpeachable authority, Mr. Watt, that the
citizens didn’t speak at all.   When one looks at our
powerful membership in all of these counties and the enormous
turnout of voters…well, one might conclude that a certain amount of
coercion might be to blame.  Some have grown to suspect that
voters were brought in illegally from outside counties.  How
would you answer such a charge?”

“He needn’t answer, Mrs. Oglethorpe,” Edith said before Benny
could respond.  “I find it insulting that you might make such
an accusation.”

“With all due respect, Mrs. Watt, we have the accounts to honor
my charge.  We’re considering presenting them to the Governor
himself.  Should we do so, I can assure you that your husband
will be held accountable.”

“Mrs. Oglethorpe… ” Benny tried to intervene.

“Should you choose to slander my husband in any such way; I can
assure you that retaliation for these deplorable actions would be
dire.”

“Are you threatening me, Mrs. Watt?”

“I should ask you the very same.”

“Edith!” Benny whispered.  “Enough.  Please.”

Benny escorted Mrs. Oglethorpe away from his wife, and did his
best to calm the situation.  He could feel Edith’s eyes upon
him the entire time, burning holes into the back of his head.
 Within a few moments, Benny and Edith were politely excusing
themselves from the party.

“What were you thinking?” he asked her.

“I won’t have someone accuse you of fraud.”

“She’s one of the most powerful women in the Temperance
movement.”

“So you should cow-tail to her?”

“These things can be handled diplomatically.  There’s no
need for public confrontations.”

“You did it, then?”

“What?”

“You fixed the vote.”

“You don’t need to concern yourself with my business.”

“I see…”

Benny hadn’t intended to insult his young wife.  “Edith,
what I mean is I don’t want you to have to worry about the nonsense
I have to contend with day to day.  I just want you to be
happy.”

“I can help you.  It makes me happy to help you.”

“Thank you, Edith.  Truly.  But, in this case, you’re
in over your head.  I’ll handle it.  It’s nothing to
worry about.”

Edith, however, wasn’t convinced.  To her, Mrs. Oglethorpe
sounded pretty serious.  Regardless of Benny’s connections
with the governor’s office, she knew enough about the Dispensaries
to deduce that Benny would be removed before the governor would
tear down such a profitable system.  While he wouldn’t admit
it, Edith could see the concern in her husband’s eyes.

So, that night as Benny lay in bed, reading a book and dozing
off, Edith sat in the rocking chair.  She knit and hummed
softly until Benny finally fell fast asleep.  Edith carefully
removed the book from his chest and tucked in her husband.
 Quietly, she then made her way out the door, down the hall
and up the stairs to the attic.

In the attic, she sat at a spinning wheel, placed her fingers on
either side and began the machine.  The wheel did its work and
spun threads of skin first from her fingers and hands.  Edith
sat uncomfortably until she remained only tissue, muscle and blood.
 Thin red ribbons of blood migrated through the crevices in
her muscles and trickled to the floor.  

Edith then wound the wheel backward and gently placed the spool
of her skin in the corner of a wardrobe.  As she walked to the
open attic window, Edith left footprints of blood on the splintered
floor with each lumbered step.

John had also been up late this night.  He’d been drinking
and playing cards with friends next door.  Recalling a joke
from earlier in the evening, John chuckled to himself while he
walked toward the Watt house.  As he walked up the drive, a
jolt struck him.  A tremendous fear overwhelmed him, and it
chilled all modicum of his being. John's spirit took a quick,
dizzying plunge.  Sensing movement, John glanced upward toward
the attic window only to see a silhouette of a naked woman poised
in the frame.  Adrenaline kept his eyes on the woman but, for
an instant, his existence in this moment seemed utterly unreal. At
once, she leapt out and with an audible pop scattered into
thousands of pieces; rays of light that shot past him leaving a
gust of wind that fluttered his shirt and tossed his hat aside.

John felt his heart stop, and he was drenched in a cold sweat.
 He quickly ran for the house.  Inside, he felt it his
first duty to check on Benny and Edith.  He carefully climbed
the stairs to their room and cracked the door.  Inside, he saw
only Mr. Watt asleep.  There was no evidence of Edith.

Against his better judgment, John concluded to inspect the
attic.  He saw the bloody footprints, the red droplets
scattered about the room.  Two hand prints of red caressed the
window pane.  John’s head was spinning.  He let his
memory flash back to the car.  “Was this Edith?  What the
hell was she?”

John ran back down the stairs and into Benny’s room.  He
tried to shake his boss awake.  He wouldn’t wake.  John
quickly checked for a pulse.  All was fine.  Benny was
breathing, but John couldn’t wake him.  Nothing in the room
struck him as curious, save his friend in a coma.

He had to alert someone.  John left the room with
intentions of fetching Marla.  He carefully shut the bedroom
door so not to leave anything amiss.  Then, he heard movement
up the attic stairs; a thump and then the creaking of wooden
planks.  John swallowed hard and began quietly climbing the
steps to investigate.

He held his breath as he inched up the stairs.  Above him,
he could hear something plodding across the floor and a deep,
gurgled breathing.  Every instinct told him to go back, but
his curiosity was far too strong.  At the top of the stairs,
John peeked his head around the doorway.  What he saw was
unholy.

It was something resembling a human form without skin.
 First it was hunched over the wardrobe.  It appeared to
be unwrapping something and carefully placing it inside a drawer.
 Next, it strenuously lifted the spinning wheel and blood rung
from the arms as its muscles contracted to the weight of the
object.  It was then that John gasped.  The creature
heard him and with a snap turned its head directly at him.
 John froze in terror.  The two pale orbs in its head
were those that he’d seen in the car.  This was Edith.

“Johnny,” the mass of muscle and tissue said to him in a gravel
soaked tenor, hardly resembling a voice.  The more it spoke
the more blood trickled from its body.  “Johnny, don’t be
afraid.”

He couldn’t speak, and he began to shake.  Adrenaline told
him to sweep the room for a weapon.  In the far corner, he saw
the fireplace tool, yet he couldn’t bring himself to cross the
threshold.  The creature’s spine protruded from its body and
as it would breathe, he watched its muscle tense and relax.
 It turned to face him, and he saw its heart beat in its
chest.  

“Johnny, come to me,” the monster beckoned.  It extended
its hand and John fought with all of his strength to resist.
 He could not.  He was slowly propelled to the creature.
 “Sit here,” the beast directed him to a nearby trunk.
 “Now, wait.”

It positioned itself in front of the spinning wheel, touched
either side with its fingertips, blood dripping from its body.
 The wheel began its work and began to spin skin on its
fingers, hands and arms.  Inch by inch, its body was covered
with flesh.  The blood from the floor migrated and splattered
upon the newly covered body, briefly leaving a stain before soaking
into the fresh skin.  Before him now sat Edith; nude, bald and
orbs for eyes.  She stood and calmly placed the wheel back in
the wardrobe.

Edith turned to face him.  As she spoke, hair began to
extend from her head, eyelashes, eyebrows and the hair upon her
arms began to grow.  “This must frighten you greatly, Johnny.”
 She walked toward him slowly.  Johnny still could not
move.  “Don’t worry.  You needn’t recall this.”  The
white orbs flashed and blinded John.  Edith’s bright green
eyes returned, and she gently caressed his face.  Edith put
her lips to his and stole his breath.  John fell limp on the
floor.

Edith quickly tidied the room before carrying John to his bed
downstairs.  She wrapped his sheets around him tightly and
wiped the sweat from his brow.  Edith kissed him again,
returning his breath and John fell into a deep, wonderful sleep.
 A smile even crossed his face. This made Edith smile as
well.

“You’re a good man, Johnny,” she whispered.  

Edith quietly returned to her bedroom and joined her husband in
bed.  She snuggled in close to him and kissed him lightly.
 Benny woke momentarily and stroked her hair before returning
to a tranquil and loving slumber.  Edith wrapped one leg
around Benny, and she, too, took rest.









Benny woke the next morning more rested than he had been in
months, maybe years.  The smell of bacon, eggs and biscuits
filled the house, and as he sleepily climbed down the stairs, he
heard laughter coming from the kitchen.  There he found Edith
and Arlene playfully tossing flour at each other while Marla smiled
and shook her head.  John sat at a nearby table, drinking a
cup of coffee.  “Good morning, boss,” he chuckled.

“Good morning, Johnny.  Well, it looks like we’re off to a
happy start today.”

Edith brushed the flour from her hair and removed her apron.
 She lilted over to Benny and gave him a kiss.  “Did you
sleep well?”

“Yeah.  Fantastic, actually.”

“Good.  Johnny was saying the same.”

“It’s the autumn air.  Good sleeping weather,” Johnny
observed.

“Yes.  That must be it,” Benny smiled.  “So, when do
we eat?”

“Just a few more minutes, Mr. Watt,” said Marla.

“Looks like we have a visitor,” Arlene said, looking out the
kitchen window.

“Oh, my.  I’m not presentable,”

“It’s OK, Edith.  I’ll receive them.”

Benny pulled his bathrobe tight and entered the foyer just as a
knock came upon the door.  He answered to find one of his
young assistants from the office.  The young man quickly
removed his hat.

“I am terribly sorry to call on you, sir, at this early
hour.”

“It’s perfectly fine, son.  Please, come in.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“This must be urgent?”

“Yes, sir.  Everyone thought you should know.  The
widow Oglethorpe was found passed away this morning.”

“Oh.  That is terrible.  We must be sure to send our
condolences and a grand arrangement of flowers.”

“Of course, sir.  I’m afraid there’s more.”

“More?”

“She was murdered in a most gruesome manner, sir.”

“Murder?  Are you sure?”

“She was found in her bed, in a pool of blood.  She’d been
skinned, sir.”

“What?!  Skinned?  How is that even possible?”

“It’s beyond me.”

“Did her servants hear nothing?”

“Well, the authorities are investigating, of course.”

“Good lord.”  Benny couldn’t fathom such a thing.
 What could she have possibly done to deserve this?
 “Very well.  I do appreciate you alerting me to this
news.  Please tell the others that I’ll be in office promptly
following breakfast.”

“Yes, sir.  Will do.”

As the courier left, Benny struggled with this news.  He
felt ashamed for even allowing the thought of gaining from widow
Oglethorpe’s passing to enter his head but still it did.

“Darling?  Is something the matter?”

Benny turned to see Edith in a halo of sunlight in the foyer.
 She looked especially beautiful this morning.  To Benny,
she appeared more vibrant, even glowing.  She also appeared
incredibly innocent.  For now, he wouldn’t trouble her with
this news.

“No.  No.  Just some urgent business at the
office.”

Edith frowned.  “I’m sorry.  Well, breakfast is ready.
 I believe we outdid ourselves this morning.  Come
see!”



As one might expect, all of Columbia buzzed with the news of
Mrs. Oglethorpe’s untimely passing.  Her especially grim
demise was fraught with much speculation as to the killer’s
motives.  Likewise, much of the city harbored fear that a
criminal of unsound mind was in their midst.
   Children slept with their mothers while the men
of the house kept watch in their easy chairs, rifles on the
ready.

Meanwhile, the Temperance League harbored ill feeling at the
death of their matron and turned a suspicious eye to those who
opposed them.  Benny’s office, however, handled the funeral
expertly.  Statements were released, donations were made and
Benny even gave a moving speech at her service.

“Although Margaret and I often disagreed in matters of politics
and certainly on the issue of Prohibition, we remained steadfast
friends,” he spoke, because the dead will rarely brand you liar.
 “I recall that on one sunny afternoon, as we debated the
day’s issues while strolling the streets of Arsenal Hill, the
lovely Mrs. Oglethorpe said to me, ‘Benjamin, while you and I may
never see eye to eye, I do hope you will remember me fondly.
 I hope that you will understand that I fought only for the
preservation of our Creator’s children and never a day for my own
regard.’  So, I stand before you on this mournful day and bid
farewell to one of the most self-less women I have had the pleasure
to know…”

It went on like this for quite some time.  Edith sat in the
third pew back and dotted tears as Benny spoke.  It was an
impressive show for someone who, in life, Benny would have done no
favors.  It was, however, a political opportunity and the Watt
family played it to the hilt.

Following the funeral, a reception was held at the Mayor’s home
while the Oglethorpe family retreated to their matriarch’s estate.
 This would prove to be Edith’s first introduction to the
Mayor and his wife, Velva, of whom Benny had spoken so highly those
weeks prior.  While the men smoked cigars and discussed
business matters in the library, the ladies had tea and deserts in
the parlor.  The other women were perfectly polite to Edith.
 Velva, however, was cold, and Edith wondered why.  So,
when the opportunity presented itself, Edith thought she might
investigate if were simply imagining things.

“We have the most delectable banana pudding.  Shall I
retrieve it?” Velva asked the room, to which there was bountiful
agreement.

“May I help you?” Edith volunteered.

Velva paused and finally said, “Sure.  Yeah.  This
way.”

The Mayor’s wife was a mousy woman about Benny’s age, so nearly
15 years Edith’s senior.  She was not unattractive, but the
crow’s feet adorning her eyes and the musky scent of alcohol on her
breath told the story of a woman with turmoil in her heart.
 Velva thrust open the kitchen’s French doors several steps
ahead of Edith.  When the doors swung back, they nearly
smacked Edith in the nose.  She timidly followed her in, and
Velva immediately lit a cigarette.  She took a deep drag.

“Smoke?” she exhaled all over Edith who fought off a cough.

“No, thank you.”

“Dress the banana pudding!!” she shouted to her kitchen staff.
 “Put it in the fine crystal and it better shine!!”

Velva walked to a large cabinet on the far side of the kitchen
and Edith hurried to follow.  The Mayor’s wife retrieved a
bottle of whiskey and poured a healthy glass.  

“Need a drink?”

Edith hesitated to pass on a second offer.  This was, after
all, the woman Benny had felt sure might be her new best friend.
 “Yes.  Sure.  Um…just a small one, please.”

Velva smirked, poured her about half the dosage and slid the
glass to Edith down the counter.  “Still getting your feet wet
on this whole society thing, huh?”

“Yes. A little, I guess.”  Edith said, nearly choking on
her first sip.

“Well, let me give you a hint, doll.  It’s all bullshit.
 Those women out there?  Given an opportunity, they’d eat
you for breakfast.  You know they’re talking about you right
now, don’t you?”  Edith glanced toward the French doors.
 “Honey, that’s the only reason I hesitated to let you follow
me to my little den of seclusion.”  Velva giggled.  “You
just set yourself up.  Just gave ‘em the gossip mill.”

Edith furrowed her brow and took another sip.  “I did?”

“Fuck, yeah.” Velva was already finished with her belt and
poured another.  “You’re a prime target.”

“How…how so?”

“You are so naive.  Look, Edith, you’re the youngest
woman…hell, you’re still a girl…you’re the youngest, prettiest girl
here.  Suddenly married to one of the most powerful men in the
state.  You might have a sunny demeanor.  You play the
part well but, to those hags out there…you’re nothing except
Benny’s latest plaything.”

“Well, that’s not true,” Edith said, taking a more confident
drink now.

“Why?  You’re in love?”

“Of course we’re in love.”

“For now.”

“Pardon me?”

“Girly, do you know how many women have been on Benny’s arm in
the past year or so?”

“He told me he’d never been married.”

“Nope.”

“Well, then…”

“Edith all that means is that you drove a hard bargain.  I
commend you for that, but your young, tight ass was just a little
more expensive than the last.  I know I sure gave it up too
cheap.”

“You married the Mayor…”

“I’m not talking about the Mayor, honey.  That lousy fat
ass.”

“So, you and Benny?”

“Yeah.  We used to fuck.”

“Oh…”

“You want another drink?”

“Yes,” Edith said, her eyes welling with tears.

Velva poured her drink and promptly dropped the bravado.
 “Baby, I’m sorry.  I just came at you like a train,
didn’t I?”  Edith shook her head ‘yes’ and took a large drink.
 “Damnit.  I can be such a bitch sometimes.  But
you’re going to have to toughen up if you’re going to make it in
this town.  Hell, if you’re going to make it with Benny.
 You can’t trust anyone, you hear me?”

“Yes.  I suppose.”

“Oh, god-damnit!!” Velva shouted to the kitchen staff.
 “Has this even been whipped?!”

As Velva ranted about the kitchen, Edith did her best to regain
her composure.  This woman was wrong, she thought to herself.
 She remembered what her Mama and Daddy always said.  She
was special; different.  That was why Benny chose her.
 He loved her.  Velva was wrong.  She finished her
drink and took the liberty of pouring another.  Edith wiped
away her tears.  By the time Velva returned, she was in a much
better place.

“Do you know that we pay better than anyone in town and that
this is the kind of help we get?”  Velva said, loud enough for
her staff to clearly hear.

Edith cleared her throat.  “We have a superb staff.
 Not as large, of course.”

“Yes.  I’ve met them.”

“Right,” Edith wasn’t going to let Velva berate her again.
 “In fact, just last night, they made the most incredible
blueberry pie.  My mouth is watering just thinking about it.
 I’d be honored if we could send some to you and the
Mayor.”

“Yeah.  That’d be great.  Send the fat nigger, though.
 Not the kid nigger.”

“I’m…what?”

Velva leaned in close and spoke exceedingly slow.
 “Seeennndd Maarrrlllaaaa.” She started laughing, and Edith
faked a chuckle.  “That mouthy little nigger grates me to the
bone.”  Edith’s skin was flushed with anger and Velva
misunderstood.  “Now you’re getting a nice glow!  See?
 A little drink will get you through this madness.”

“I suppose it will.  Yes.”

“Just remember what I told you.  Don’t you trust nobody,
kid.  I used to fuck Benny, and if I wanted to…” Velva put out
her cigarette.  “I’d fuck him again.  Let’s go.
 There’s entertaining to do.”

Edith finished her drink while Velva and the long line of
kitchen staff ambled to the parlor through the French doors.
 She checked her reflection in a window to be sure there were
no obvious signs of tears, straightened her dress and made a quiet
return to the sitting room.   Later, the ladies were
offered a tour of the Mayor’s mansion.  Edith was particularly
interested.









“Are you tipsy?” Benny laughed as they entered the car following
the reception.  Edith didn’t answer.  “I think I need to
start spending time with the girls at these things, Johnny!”

“Indeed, Mr. Watt.”

“That’s where the fun is to be had, it seems!”

“With the girls?” Edith asked with a wicked grin.

“Ha.  Yes.  Yes, it would seem so.”

Once back at the estate, Edith excused herself for a nap but not
before asking Marla to prepare a blueberry pie for the Mayor and
his wife.  Benny rolled his eyes as his pretty, young wife
stumbled toward the guest room.

“Darling, our bedroom is upstairs.”

“I’m going to nap in here.”

“I understand.  It’s best to avoid the stairs in your
condition,” he laughed.

Edith did, in fact, sleep.  She slept through dinner and
when she woke the rest of the household had retired for the
evening.  Marla was kind enough to leave her a plate in the
oven.  Still slightly dizzy from the whiskey, Edith sat alone
at the dining room table, quietly eating.  She vacantly stared
at a painting of Benny’s grandfather, slowly chewing each morsel.
 When she was finished, Edith rinsed her plate and softly
climbed the stairs to the attic.

Marla woke to the sound of a rumble upstairs.  She
suspected cats on the roof; maybe mice.  She put on her house
dress, robe and slippers and looked in on Arlene and John.
 Both were sound asleep.  In the kitchen, she saw that
Edith’s plate had been rinsed.  She must have heard the
mistress eating her dinner, Marla reasoned.  To be certain,
she opened the guest room door but found Edith missing.  Marla
heard the floorboards creak upstairs, nodded to herself and began
to make her way back to her room.  Mrs. Watt had simply gone
upstairs to sleep with her husband following her evening meal.

Marla returned to bed but had a terrible time sleeping.
 She cursed the wind chimes outside her window.  It was a
racket that she’d damned to hell so many nights prior but, for
whatever reason, never got around to removing them from the old Oak
tree near her room.  As she lay sleepless, she finally
concluded that tonight would be the night.

She dressed again and issued a sharp knife from the kitchen.
 She lit a lamp and ambled outside.  First, Marla went to
the shed to fetch a step ladder.  Suddenly, as she inched open
the storage doors, a strong sense of foreboding came over her.
 A chill ran up her spine, and the lamp went out with a gust
of wind.  Marla quickly turned around.  “Shooting stars,”
she said aloud.  They appeared to be heading straight toward
the house.

Marla rushed around the yard to the front of the manor just as
the gale died down.  There didn’t seem to be any damage to the
house.  She next looked to the sky; not a cloud in it.
 It was certainly a strange happening.  Marla concluded
that the chimes could wait until morning and hurried back
inside.

In the house, she again heard the creaking floorboards upstairs.
 She softly walked toward the stairs.  Did she hear
footsteps?  Staring into the darkness of the stairwell, Marla
strained her eyes to see anything amiss.  Abruptly, a body
bumped into hers.  Two breaths gasped at once.

“Marla?” a startled voice whispered.

“Oh my lands, Mrs. Watt…”

“You gave me such a fright.”

“Child, you’re like to kill me.”

The two women crept down the stairs together to the foyer.
 “I’m awful sorry, Marla.  The wind woke me up.”

“That was you I heard walking?”

“Yes.  I’m sorry.”

Marla noticed that, even in the dim light, Edith looked quite
disheveled.  “Are you feeling all right, Mrs. Watt?”

“Let’s just say I shouldn’t drink whiskey.”

“That’s why I never touch the stuff.”

“I believe I’ve learned my lesson.”

“We must be getting some weather, I suspect,” Marla noticed a
spot on Edith’s gown.  “Mrs. Watt, did you cut yourself?”

Edith looked sheepish.  “No.  I got sick I’m afraid.
 I was coming down to wash up.”

“Do you want me to fetch you some clean bedclothes?”

“No, thank you.  I’ll take care of that.  I think I’ll
return to the guest room, however.  So not to worry Mr. Watt
further.”

“Of course.  Well, then, I’m off to bed.”

“Very well.  I’ll see you in the morning, Marla.
 Thank you.”

Edith washed up, and Marla was sound asleep moments later,
perhaps thanks to her walk in the crisp Fall air.  An
exhausted Edith was out cold before her head hit the pillow.





Early in the morning, Marla woke before the rest of the house to
prepare and deliver the blueberry pie promised to the Mayor’s
house.   It was a beautiful day, and she thoroughly
enjoyed the walk across several blocks.  The trees, only now
changing their colors, looked lovely against the bright blue sky.
 Marla waved to the milk man and wondered if he was a married
man.  She inhaled deeply the scent of pine.

The morning took an unexpected turn, however, as she rounded the
corner to the Mayor’s estate.  She heard crying.
 Wailing, really.  Marla picked up her pace and hurried
as fast as her large frame would allow.  Within moments, she
saw one of the Mayor’s staff pacing in front of the property’s
grand steps.

“What’s wrong?” Marla asked the young girl.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Marla, from Mr. Watt’s home.  I’m…I have a pie…” The
girl wailed louder.  “Now, calm down.  Just calm down.
 What is it?  Are you OK?”

“I was the first to find her.”

“Who?”

The girl was inconsolable.  Marla felt guilty leaving her,
but she needed to see if she could help in some way.  She
waddled her way up the many stairs and saw that the door to the
Mayor’s mansion was open.  She let herself in and heard more
crying.  Marla wandered a bit aimlessly around the house until
she finally found the kitchen.  About ten women were gathered
in the room, all in various states of grief.  Marla
immediately placed the pie on the counter and approached the
nearest girl.

“What has happened?”

“It’s the mistress.  She’s dead.”

“Oh, my lands…”

“Not just dead.  She’s ripped all apart.”

“How do you mean?”

“Ain’t a thing left of her.  She’s just in pieces.
 Someone ripped away her skin and hacked her all to bits.”

“That wasn’t no someone that did this,” said a woman sitting the
corner, smoking a cigarette.

“You reckon a critter got in here?” Marla asked.

“A thing.  Boo Hag.”

Marla knew this word.  “Now, stop with that nonsense.
 There ain’t no such thing.”

“I seen it.”

Marla was growing annoyed amidst the crying and chaos in the
room.  “Oh, you did?  Pray tell.”

“Around midnight.  I took the washing outside to dry and
here comes a lusty wind that just about knocked me over.  In
the sky, I saw falling stars…”

Marla was listening intently now.  “Go on…”

“I come back inside.  Here in the kitchen.  I hear
footsteps around the corner stairs.  I cry out, thinking it’s
Maggie, who’s working too.  Ain’t no answer.  I creep up
the stairs so not to wake anyone.  In the hall upstairs, it
saw me.  These big, white eyes and sharp teeth.  Bleeding
everywhere.  It straightened up tall and set its finger to its
lips.  Like it was tellin’ me to be quiet.  I…I couldn’t
scream.  I couldn’t do nothin’.  Then, it punched me in
the gut.  I mean, it didn’t.  But it felt like it did.
 I couldn’t breathe.  It knocked me out.  I woke up
in the hall.  They’re gonna think I did it.”

Marla’s mind raced.  “You said it bled.  Did it make a
trail?”  The girl nodded.  “Well, then, get up and show
me.”

The girl directed Marla to Velva’s master suite and what she saw
was horrifying.   There was blood splatter across the
pale, blue walls, and tiny bits of muscle and fat lay upon every
corner.  It was as if the body of Velva had been sliced by a
hundred swords; it was absolute precision, the cutting.  Not a
speck of flesh covered the remains.  Marla tried to quickly
exit the scene but began to vomit in the hallway.

“They’re gonna think I did it!” Marla heard as she hurried down
 the stairs.  “What will I do?”
    









“Edith, you’ve hardly touched your breakfast.”

“I’m not very hungry this morning.”

“Yes, a hangover is a terrible thing,” Benny joked.

Edith sneered at him.  “That’s not it.”

A knock came on the front door.  Benny stood and kissed his
wife’s forehead.  “I’m sorry, darling.  Let me see to the
door.”

Edith tossed her eggs with her fork.  Her stomach was all
in knots.  She tried to take a sip from her orange juice but
felt nauseous.  Finally, she pushed the plate away as Benny
returned, looking overwhelmingly pale.

“What is it?” Edith asked.

“There’s been another murder.  It’s…Velva.”

“I see.  You’re upset.”

Benny was more than a bit stunned with his wife’s callous
response.  “Of course, I’m upset, Edith.  A friend of
ours has been brutally…”

“Did you still love her?”

“What?”

“Velva.  Did you still love her?”

“I don’t know what you’re…”

“She told me, you know.  She told me about the two of
you.”

“Oh.  Edith, that was a long time ago.  It was before
I met you.”

“I’m going for a walk.”

“Wait.  Edith, I’m not sure I feel comfortable with you
walking alone.”

“I’ll be fine.”

With that, Edith left with the slam of a door.  Benny was
in a confused state.  A friend had been murdered, and now his
wife was somehow incensed.  He paced aimlessly around the
house for a moment and finally, took his hat and coat and made his
way to the office.









In the General Store, Marla wandered the aisles in a daze.
 She couldn’t unsee the gruesome room no matter how hard she
tried.  Her mind drifted to unreasonable folklore.  Boo
Hags and witches and gremlins.  There were no such things.
 She knew this.  But still, she pondered.

The Boo Hag steals your breath and wears your skin.  Marla
remembered that terrible story from childhood.  It was meant
to frighten children away from venturing into the woods at night.
 A simple cautionary tale of bear or wolves might have
sufficed, Marla thought.  Yet, the adults thought it better to
weave this tale of a vengeful woman with teeth like razors and
fingernails sharp as knives.   “If the Boo Hag gets in
your house,” Marla said to herself.  “Ain’t much can be done
to get her out.”   A Boo Hag had to leave on her own
accord, Marla recalled.   She stood in front of several
buckets of paint.  “A bucket of blue, goodbye to boo,” she
whispered.  The legend said that painting the windows and door
frames a certain shade of blue would keep the Boo Hag from
re-entering the house.

“Are we doing some painting?” came a voice from behind her.
  Marla was startled and turned suddenly.

“Ms. Edith…I…”

“I didn’t mean to give you a fright,” Edith smiled.

“No m’am,”  Marla composed herself.  “I’m sorry, Ms.
Edith.  I’ve just come from the Mayor’s house.  On
account I was dropping off our pie…”

“Oh, you poor dear.”

“So…you heard?”

Edith frowned.  “I’m afraid I did.  A gentleman from
Mr. Watt’s office stopped by a moment ago to give us the news.”

“I see,” Marla paused for a moment.  “I saw the room.
 I saw the murder.”

Edith covered her mouth and appeared genuinely empathetic.
 She hugged Marla.  “I’m so sorry.”  Marla
hesitantly hugged Edith back.  “That must have been terrible
for you.”

“She was a good woman,” Marla said.

Edith thought back to Velva’s racial slurs the afternoon before.
 “She spoke…highly of you as well, Marla.”

Marla now looked Edith in the eye.  “Ain’t nobody deserves
to die like that, Mr. Edith,” she nearly scolded.
 “Nobody.”

Edith pursed her lips and nodded solemnly.  “So true.
 It’s a shame.”  Suddenly Edith’s mood changed.  “I
want to buy you a dress!” she giggled.

“Ms. Edith?”

“You’ve been through so much today.  Please let me.”

“Thank you, Ms. Edith but…”

“Please.  I have some happy news to share with the family
this evening.  I’m in the mood to buy gifts.
 Please?”

 Marla reluctantly agreed and Edith took her shopping.
  One beautiful, purple dress later Marla had all but
dismissed her fear of Boo Hags and witches.  Those legends,
once again, became nonsense.  Still, something near was
violent.  Evil.  The whole town could sense it.









“Edith?  Darling is that you?”

“Yes.”

Benny hurried down the stairs to find Edith and Marla, arms full
of shopping bags and boxes.  “Edith, I’m so sorry.  I
should have told you about…”

“We did a bit of shopping.”

“I can see that,” Benny smiled.  “Look, I feel terrible
about everything.  You left in such a fury, I couldn’t
concentrate at the office…”

Edith hugged him.  “No, no.  It’s not you.  It’s
me.  Velva said some particularly hateful things to me
yesterday at the reception.”

“Oh.  I didn’t…”

“I’m over it.  I certainly don’t want to harbor any ill
will toward the dead.  I shouldn’t have taken it out on
you.”

Benny kissed her.  “It’s OK.  So…we’re good?”

“We’re better than good, Benny.”

“What?”

“Well, I was going to wait to tell everyone at dinner this
evening but…”, Edith gently caressed her middle. “I’m
pregnant!”

Benny couldn’t believe his ears.  He’d, at last, have the
family he longed for.  He embraced Edith deeply.
 “Finally…some good news today.”

Marla smiled faintly.  “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Watt.
 It will be lovely to have a little one in the house.”

“Indeed!  This is fantastic!”  Benny was thrilled.

“Now, Marla, you and Arlene needn’t worry about caring for me.
 I’ve already contacted my sister.  She’ll be staying
with us during my pregnancy.  In fact, she’ll arrive in only a
few days.”

“Your sister?”  Benny asked.  He didn’t recall Edith
ever speaking of a sister.

“Well, my adopted sister,” Edith smiled.  “Mama and Daddy
took in all kinds of orphans.  Madeline is my baby sister.
  She won’t be any trouble, Benny, I promise…”

Benny laughed.  “No, of course not!  Any family of
yours is welcome in our home.  I’ll look forward to meeting
her!”  He hugged Edith again, lifted her and carried her
giggling in his arms.  “Now…let’s celebrate!”









It was understandable that Marla concluded to cap that night, in
her new, purple dress with a bottle of bourbon.  With Mr. and
Mrs. Watt drunk on wine and fast asleep upstairs, she sat in the
kitchen and proceeded to fade into a haze of drink.  Nearly a
quarter of the bottle in, Johnny happened by the room and chuckled
at the sight of Marla.  

“How you doin’, Marla?”

“I’m getting better by the minute.”  Johnny sat down at the
table across from her and Marla poured him a drink.  “You ever
seen somebody dead, Johnny?”

“Can’t say that I have.  No.”

“It’s about the most unpretty thing you ever could see.”

Johnny laughed and took a drink.  He then saw that Marla
was quite serious.  “I know you saw something bad today.
 I’m sorry.”

“Whatever did that, Johnny.  The more I think about
it…”

Arlene entered the kitchen with a basket of laundry.  “I’m
just going to finish this in the morning,” she said as she placed
the clothes in the corner.  “Hey!  We drinkin’?”

Marla poured her a glass as well.  “It wasn’t human.
 I’ll tell you that.”

“What wasn’t human?” Arlene asked.

“Whatever killed Ms. Velva.  I saw that mess.  No
person could do that.”

“Well…what was what?” Arlene sat down and took a drink.
 “Dogs, maybe?”

“One of the girls at the house said it was the Boo Hag.”

Arlene laughed.  “Boo Hag!  Oh, Lord, that brings back
memories.  My Daddy used to scare me half to death with those
stories.  It ain’t got no skin so she gonna take yours.
 Gonna get your breath too!”  Marla and Johnny didn’t
laugh with Arlene.  “Y’all ain’t seriously believing that
shit?”

“Last night, Ms. Edith left the house,” Marla said.

She told Johnny and Arlene what she’d witnessed the night
before.  She’d considered it greatly and as foolish as she
felt entertaining the idea, Marla had to acknowledge the
coincidence.  It was then that Johnny finally revealed what
he’d seen in the car that day on the way back from Charleston.
  Everyone was unnerved.  Still, it was all silly
speculation.  Several drinks later, the trio collapsed to bed
and would speak no more of it for quite a time.



 





When Madeline arrived, the dynamic of the house changed.
 The sisters greeted each other with loving hugs and inside
jokes.  Thereafter, they scurried about the home playfully.
 Introductions to the other members of the household appeared
only an afterthought.  Benny took it all in good humor but, if
he were honest, he’d admit that the young girl made him
uncomfortable from the start.

Madeline was 15 and a very beautiful and imposing creature.
  She possessed a forever cool gaze of conscious
superiority.  Madeline had wispy, reddish hair in a thin
fringe upon her pale brow that frizzed on both sides of her head.
Her face was delicately carved, with deep-set, piercing eyes and a
sharp nose.  Her lips were rather thin, set in a tight little
smile that was both haughty and disdainful.  To Benny, she was
the very epitome of an arrogant teenager.  Be that as it may,
it was obvious that Edith adored her and so the family embraced her
as best they could.

She took up residence in the guest room and as Edith’s pregnancy
progressed, she doted on her sister hand and foot.  Madeline
went so far as to barely allow Johnny, Arlene and Marla near.

“It’s best that I carry her laundry, Arlene,” she’d say.
 “Thank you, Johnny…but I’ll assist her into the car.”

On more than a few nights, Benny found the two sisters cuddled
up, fast asleep in his bed.  He’d then, reluctantly resign
himself to the guest room for the evening.  Vacant apologies
would be made the next morning and he’d forgive the intrusion.
 At first, these were minor inconveniences.  

Over time, however, Benny grew annoyed.  Not only for
himself but he also did not appreciate Madeline’s demeanor with the
house staff.  After all, they had been his family long before
Madeline or Edith for that matter.  When Benny happened upon a
loud disagreement between Marla and Maddie, he took it upon himself
to impose.

“She doesn’t like beets.”

“Ms. Madeline, I have never heard such a thing from Ms.
Edith.”

“Beets are bad for the baby.  You will remove them from the
menu.”

“What?  How are they bad?”

“Why are you disagreeing with me?”

“Ms. Madeline, I’m not.  I simply don’t under…”

“Don’t shout at me.”

“Excuse me?  How…”

“I could have you fired!”

“Ms. Madeline…”

“Then what would you do?!   I’ve got a good mind to
kick you out right now.”

“Just what is this all about?” Benny interrupted.

“Mr. Watt, Ms. Madeline and I…”

“She’s trying to poison the baby, Benny,” Madeline accused.

Marla gasped.  “I would never do such a…”

“It’s OK, Marla.  Maddie, why are you antagonizing
her?”

“I am not.”

“I heard the whole thing, Maddie.  It sounded to me as if
you just wanted to start a fight.”

Madeline abruptly snarled at Benny.  “Well, then maybe I’m
the only one in this house that cares about your unborn child.”

“That’s doubtful, Maddie.”

“Fine!”  Madeline shouted at them both.  “Poison the
baby!!!  See if I care!!!”

She then proceeded to stomp about the house and exit with a door
slam.  It was bizarre to say the least.  Benny and Marla
shrugged and counted it as an adolescent outburst.  They
weren’t aware, however, that Madeline didn’t calm as easy.









“Give it back,” the boy said.

“Finders, keepers,” Madeline sang as she tossed the baseball
from hand to hand.

“C’mon.  It’s mine.”

Madeline was still fuming from the argument with Marla and
Benny.  This 12 year old boy would suffice to vent upon, she
thought, as the ball had rolled down the deserted street to rest at
her feet.  “It’s mine now.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yeah?  So, why don’t you fight me for it?” Maddie shoved
the boy away.

“No.”

“Why?  You chicken?”

“I don’t fight girls.”

“Like I said.  You’re chicken.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

Maddie shoved him again.  “You?  Hurt me?
 Really?”

“Stop it.”

“Stop it,” Maddie mocked.

“I just want my ball.”

“Well, you can’t have it.  It’s mine now.”

Anger overcame the boy and he cocked his arm.  He never had
a chance to throw the punch.  Madeline, with all her force,
slammed the baseball into the boy’s mouth, shattering two of his
teeth.  As the boy screamed and blood ran down his mouth, she
kissed him and stole his breath.  The boy fainted to the
ground and Maddie drug him by the shirt collar into a clearing.
 She’d return later to finish the task.









The next morning as Arlene set about her daily duties, she
overheard Edith and Madeline whispering loudly at the top of the
attic stairs.  At first she thought it best not to listen and
resolved to clean the master bedroom.  A word caught her
attention, however and she stayed to eavesdrop.

“Mama, I scattered him good.”

“Just how did you think this was going to turn out?
 They’re going to be looking for that boy!”

“Why can’t you be happy?  The skin is fresh.”

“That’s entirely beside the point.  We have the baby to
look after.”

“And when she’s born…we can leave?”

“I have a life here, Madeline.  I had hoped we could
settle.”

“With Benny?!”

“He’s a good man.”

“Don’t pretend you love him, Mama.”

“I care for him deeply.”

“This again.”

“Maddie!”

“You’re a breeder, Mama. It’s like you been told.  You’re
special.  Why do you keep chasing something beyond your
calling?”

“I know what I am.  Don’t talk to me this way.”

“Spin the skin, Mama.”





 

Later that afternoon, Marla and Edith left to do the shopping.
 Mr. Watt was at the office and Johnny was shining the car.
 Arlene hadn’t seen Madeline in hours and thought it safe to
investigate the attic.  Just what was up there?  For as
long as she could remember, that room was home only to bats and a
spare trunk or two.  Having overheard this strange
conversation, Arlene wondered just what the women were keeping
secret in this room.

She crept her way up the stairs and found the door ajar.
 Her shoes kicked up dust as she stepped into the room.
 Arlene saw nothing unusual.  Just a lot of dirt and some
old furniture.  A ray of sunlight broke through the window and
shone upon the wardrobe.  She walked to it and outstretched a
hand to open the double doors.

“You ought not to be up here,” said a voice that made Arlene
jump.

“Ms. Maddie…I…”

“There’s nothing you need to clean here.”

Arlene steeled herself and the next words out of her mouth were
wholly involuntary.  “I heard you.  I heard you talking.
 About the boy.”  Madeline’s eyes suddenly grew fierce
and Arlene felt tears streaming down her face.  She thought of
the talk she had with Marla and Johnny before Maddie’s arrival.
 “I know what you are.  I know what your Mama is too.”
 Madeline’s footfalls creaked the attic floor as she inched
closer to the girl.  “Ms. Maddie…I don’t wanna die.
 Please let me be.”

Now face to face with Arlene, Madeline looked her up and down.
 “Perhaps I will.  Maybe you ain’t gotta worry,
Arlene.”

Arlene could hardly breathe.  She trembled uncontrollably
as she clasped her apron in her sweaty hands.  “OK.  I’ll
just…I’ll just not say nothing.  Ms. Maddie.  I won’t
tell.  Nobody’s gotta know.  You just let me be.
 You hear?”

Madeline smiled sweetly.  “Boo!” she shouted and Arlene
fell to the floor.  Arlene scrambled to stand and rushed to
the attic stairs.  Madeline giggled as she nearly tumbled on
her way down.







Arlene locked herself in her room and refused to come out for
dinner.  Later, when Marla checked on her, she found her
curled up in a ball on her bed, shaking and crying.  Arlene
was inconsolable and Marla could hardly make out a word as they
spoke.  All the while she kept mumbling “they’re getting me,
they’re getting me now.”

The next morning, Arlene was dead.  Like the other victims,
she’d been skinned.  No one heard a thing the night before.
 When the police arrived to investigate, the entire house was
in tears; including Edith and Maddie.  Marla relayed Arlene’s
final words to the baffled officers and the undertaker arrived to
take the body away.  As Johnny, Marla and Benny left to make
arrangements for the funeral,   Edith had stern words
with Madeline.

“I want you out!!  How dare you infringe upon my
family?”

“Your family?!  I  am your family.  Or have you
forgotten that?”

“It was a mistake to bring you here.  You’re unruly.”

“She was going to call you out, Mama.  Your happy little
life here would have been ruined regardless of my actions.”

“I thought we could start again.   I thought that we
could live peacefully, quietly…”

“If I recall, the last time you attempted a quiet life, it ended
with a hatchet to your head and me floating down a fucking…”

“Shut Up!!”

“…down into the fucking ocean!!  Did it not?!”  Edith
began to cry and Madeline softened.  “Why are you here?”

“He called me.  He called me in a dream.  I’m here to
protect him.”

“That’s fantasy, Mama.”

Edith shouted through her tears.  “We don’t exist only to
feed!!”

“Then what?”

“There has to be something more,” Edith sobbed.  “There has
to be.”

Madeline put her arm around her mother.  “I’ll go.”

“I know you don’t understand…”

“I don’t.  But if this is important to you…I’ll leave.”

“It is,” Edith sniffed.  “I’ll give you money.  I’ll
take you to the train.  Go home to the coast.”









When Benny, Johnny and Marla arrived home, they found the girls
gone.  Benny struggled to make sense of the murder.  His
head was spinning and could think of nothing more to do than wander
about the house until he caught a glimpse of Marla doing something
in the back shed.  He walked outside to investigate.

“Marla?”

She was startled.  “Mr. Watt!”

Benny noticed that she appeared to be hiding something in the
structure.  “Yes.  Marla, what are you doing?”

“They haven’t returned home?”

“Edith and Maddie?  No.”

“Something terrible is happening, Mr. Watt.”

“I know, Marla.  Are you all right?  You look
unusually…”

“We don’t have a lot of time, sir.”  Marla began to uncover
four buckets of paint.  “Help me carry these to the house
please, sir.”

Marla hurried past Benny carrying two buckets of paint.
 “Marla!!  What is this all about?”

“Hurry, please, sir.”

Benny took the two remaining buckets and followed her as quickly
as he could. Marla stopped in the garden and was soon joined by
John, dressed in coveralls, dusting off brushes.

“Just what is this?”

Marla composed herself.  “Mr. Watt.  What I’m about to
tell you, isn’t going to make any sense at all.  We need to
paint the window and door frames with this paint, two coats
thick.”

“What ever for?”

“We have reason to believe Mrs. Watt may not be who you think
she is.  It pains me to say this, sir.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She or Maddie.  They did this to Arlene.”

“Edith?”

“I don’t know how I know but I know.”

“Maddie and certainly Edith…she…they’re not capable of something
like that.”

“We think Ms. Edith may be capable of a lot more than you think,
Mr. Watt.”

“Just…slow down.  What does painting have to do with
anything?”

“If Ms. Edith is the Boo Hag, she won’t be…”

“The boo what?”

“I know, sir.  It’s silly.”

“I saw her this way, Mr. Watt,” John said.  “That’s why I
almost crashed the car on the way home from Charleston, sir.”

“Have you both gone insane?”

“If we paint the frames blue, when she changes, she won’t be
able to get back in.  She won’t be able to get back into her
skin.  Then you’ll see for yourself,” said Marla.

“Look, I understand that the murders, especially Arlene, have
everyone on edge but, frankly, I’m insulted that you would concoct
some ridiculous story about my wife.  The lady of this
house!”

“Mr. Watt, if we’re wrong, we just painted the house.
 That’s all.”

“It’s bigger than that.  You’ve made up some sort of…how
can I trust you with her?”  The couple said not a word and
Benny lost his temper.  “Fine!! PAINT.  Fucking
paint!!!”

Benny angrily slammed the door behind him as he returned inside.
 About a half hour later, he heard the door close
downstairs.

“Edith? ”

“Yes.”  Benny hurried down the stairs.  “We’ve decided
to paint?”

Benny had almost forgotten about that.  “Oh.  Right.
 It’s Arlene.  Her death has them frightful.  They
need something to occupy their minds.”

“I see.”

“Are you…ok with that?”

Edith smiled.  “Yes.  I suppose.  I would like to
have been consulted…”

“Where’s Madeline?”

“She couldn’t bear another moment, here, darling,” Edith touched
his hand.  “She loves you dearly, Ben but…”

“Of course.  I understand.  I’m tempted to leave the
house myself.  It could have been any one of us.”

“Don’t say such things…”

“The police will be posted outside the house, guarding us every
moment.  There’s nothing to be frightened of.”

“I need to rest.”

“Certainly.   Let me help you.“

Benny helped Edith to the bedroom and made sure that she was
comfortable in bed.  As he left the room, he caught a look at
Johnny and Marla, feverishly painting the window frames.  He
gave a parting glance at his lovely, pregnant wife and shook his
head.  Benny made his mind up.









“I suppose that’s the last of my things, Mr. Watt,” John
said.

Benny looked up from his newspaper.  “Good.  Your
final pay is on the counter in the kitchen.”

“Very good, sir.  Thank you.  I’m…sorry things had to
end this way.”

“As am I, Johnny.  I wish you the best.”  Benny
returned to his paper.

“Mr. Watt?”

“Yes?”

“There’s one more thing, sir.  I promised Marla I’d give
this to you.”

Benny put his paper down and received an envelope from John.
 “What is this?”

John hesitated.  “It’s instructions.  On account we’re
right.  Marla thought you should have it in case.”

“I see.”

“Goodbye, sir.”

“Goodbye, Johnny.”  John left the Watt family for good, and
Benny tossed the unopened envelope in a drawer near his chair in
the study.   “Fucking imbeciles,” he muttered.









Several pleasant months passed in the household.  Arlene’s
death was not easy to overcome but a  new staff was acquired,
and Benny busied himself with pressing issues at the office.
 The prohibitionist sentiment was gradually gaining in
popularity as polarities were drawn between an uptick in crime
within the wet counties.  Benny was under a great deal of
pressure to make fortunes as soon as possible before the whole
thing fell to pieces.

So it’s not surprising that Benny was somewhat annoyed when his
work day was interrupted by an unexpected visit.  It was one
of the new housemaids, Carrie.  

“It’s Mrs. Watt, sir.  She’s gone in to labor.”

“That’s wonderful news.  Has the doctor arrived?”

“That’s the thing, sir.  Mrs. Watt won’t allow us to call
nobody.  She’s locked herself in the attic and won’t let
anyone inside.”

“What?’

“It’s just like I say, sir.  We’ve pleaded with her…”

Benny immediately left the office and hurried home.  As
Carrie had indicated, the attic door was bolted shut.  Behind
it, he could hear Edith giving birth.

“Edith!  Why are you in the attic?”

“Please,” Edith shouted.  “Leave me.”

“We only want to help you!”  There was no answer.
 “Carrie, run and fetch the doctor immediately.”

Edith’s screams were far too much for Benny to withstand.
 He ran down the stairs, outside to the shed and found an old
axe on the wall.  Rushing back to the door, he noticed an
unnerving silence.  He heard no noise coming from the attic.
 In a panic, Benny called out and heard no reply.  He
began to chop at the attic door.

As the pieces of the door began to fall away, Benny could see
shards of a gruesome scene.  There was much blood scattered
about the room.  He began to sweat as he continued to tear
down the door as fast as possible.  Finally, he was able to
squeeze through into the attic.

Benny rarely, if ever, entered this room.  Edith was
nowhere to be found.  The attic was in a terrifying state of
duress.  Flies buzzed around pools of blood on a single
blanket in the center of the room.  Bloodsplatter littered the
walls and floor.  In the center of the floor, something
moved.

A tiny cough came from a tightly wrapped, blood-stained sheet.
 Benny rushed to his child.  He carefully held the
squirming newborn to his chest.  It was then that he noticed
the handprints of blood on a large crack in the wall.  It
appeared that something had used great force to tear apart the
seam.  Benny looked through the crack and could see the tree
in the front yard.

“Edith?” he called to no reply.  Where could she have gone?
 And what had happened here?   Benny pulled the
sheet back from his offspring.  “Jesus Christ!!!!” he shouted
and dropped the baby immediately.  It began to moan a gurgled
cry.  A fleshless, abortion of a child wailed at him; two,
tiny white orbs unblinking.  Benny backed out of the room,
trembling and soaked with sweat.

His mind struggled to make sense of the situation.
   These things that Marla had spoke of, they didn't
exist.  Not in any rational world.  Certainly, his
beautiful young wife was not among them.  "No.  It
couldn't be," Benny attempted to assure himself.  In all
manner of things, he knew he was wrong.  He'd been warned and
ignored all provocations.  In a flash he thought of Marla's
letter.

Benny ran downstairs to the study.  He ripped open the
envelope and read:

"Mr. Watt,

Should you be reading this letter, you must have come to the
unfortunate conclusion that we, your humble servants, were not
misleading you.  As much as it pains me to strike poor Edith
with this conclusion, I know it to be true.  To be rid of her
for good, find her skin and salt it."

So it came to pass that Benny followed her instructions.
 When Edith returned with the skin of an infant, she found her
attic disrupted.  Down the stairs she heard voices.

"Mr. Watt, if you'll just let me see the child perhaps I can
help."

"Doctor, I assure you that there is nothing that can be
done."

"But you're not a medical professional.  I'm afraid I'm
going to have to insist… "

She adorned the baby and as Edith rushed to spin her own flesh,
she saw specks of white tumble from her spool.  A wave of
anger came over her and she let loose a wail.

"Good heavens, what was that?"

"It's best you be off now, doctor."

"Mr. Watt… "









"It's just right up the way here, Richard.  You'll want to
take a right," Benny assisted his new driver in locating David's
estate.  It had been over a year since his last, fateful
visit.  As usual, he was looking forward to seeing his old
friend, albeit for only a few moments.  It was the midst of
summer and the South Carolina air hung thick.  The palms could
barely sway.

"Benny," David greeted him somberly.  "It's lovely to see
you, my friend.  Oh and isn't she precious?  May I?"

"Of course," Benny said, handing the baby to his friend.

"Please, come inside… "

David's family fawned over Emma and pleasantries were exchanged.
 Finally, David and Benny sat down to have a drink in the
parlor.

"Benny, please allow me to formally give you my deepest
condolences."

"Thank you, my friend."

"She was a lovely woman.  Edith did not deserve such a
fate."

"She will always be in my heart."

"It angers me greatly that a debate over spirits should turn
into… insanity."

"Well, no one can be truly sure of the motives."

"It seems obvious to me," David sighed.  "At least you were
able to save the child."

"She's all I have in this world now."

"So, your resignation was effective… "

"Earlier this week.  The house is still up for sale.
 It may be difficult to find a buyer, given its history."

"Indeed.  So, what will you do with yourself?"

"I'm going to live life, my friend.  I have a small fortune
to spend and I intend to enjoy every moment of it."

"Well, good for you."

"I know that the dispensaries will be in good hands."

"I'm honored that you recommended me for the position, Benny.
 I have large shoes to fill."

"You're do just fine.  I know it."

"Are you sure you can't stay?  We'd love to have you for a
few days.  It could be just like old times."

"No.  I'm afraid Emma and I have other stops to make on our
way to Georgia.  But I'll see you again soon, my friend.
 I just couldn't come this way without calling on you and your
lovely family."

With that, the two men said their goodbyes and Benny directed
his driver to downtown Charleston.  Once inside the city
limits, he requested Richard to stop.  

"Richard, you've been a fine employee and I thank you for your
service.  Unfortunately, I will no longer require your
services."

"Sir?"

"Don't fret, Richard," Benny handed the man a large envelope of
cash.  "This would have been your pay for the remainder of the
year.  Please, take some time to enjoy yourself and take your
time finding new employment.  Buy your children some
toys."

"Oh!  I don't know what to say, Mr. Watt."

"Please say you'll forgive me for leaving you stranded in
Charleston.  It is a wonderful city, however."

"Yes, sir."

"I believe you'll find an additional stipend in the envelope
that should provide you a first class train ticket back to
Columbia."

"You would like me to go now, Mr. Watt?"

"Yes.  I can drive from here."

"Yes sir.  May I say, that you have been a wonderful
employer, Mr. Watt."

"Thank you, Richard.  I hope all the best for you and your
family."

Benny waved to Richard as he drove the car south and toward the
coast.  He inhaled deeply the air of the ocean and even
relished the heat.  It had been far too long since he'd seen
the beach.  The Cadillac rumbled past ramshackle houses and
drew more than a few stares as Benny graciously tipped his hat to
the on-looking residents of the neighborhood.

The car came to a halt in front of a small, white house with
peeling paint.  Benny carefully gathered up Emma and creaked
open the wooden gate.  He rapped upon the door and was soon
greeted by an elderly African woman and her husband.

"Mama.  Daddy," Benny said.  "We have a new addition
to the family."

"Baby!  You've come home," the woman smiled broadly with
tears in her eyes and lovingly took Emma from his arms.

"Edith," the old man said as he hugged Benny.  "It's so
wonderful to see you."

"I've missed you so, Daddy… "

"There's news of your first born," he said.  "She's doing
quite well in the North.  We hope to have her home for
Christmas."

"How wonderful," Benny said.  "How wonderful indeed."

And so these immortal souls celebrated a homecoming as they have
each year since.  Benny, himself, of course would no longer
fear death but was unfortunate to hasten it with a family of his
own.  It is unfortunate that slight miscalculations might
venture many into strange harbors.   The ripples of one's
mistakes have a habit of impacting the innocent in unexpected
directions.  Often, it’s best not to upset the balance of
things.  For, you still can't get a drop of drink in South
Carolina on Sunday.   And this is the legacy Benny Watt
has shamed upon us all.
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