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  Praise for Vile Things


  

  "This book is a definite for any extreme horror fan. Full of terror, sex, and gore, I don't recommend this for the faint of heart or for a light read at a beauty salon."

  —Fangoria

  

  "But dismembered members aside, there are no cheap gross-outs here; even though the focus is clearly on the vile and unpalatable these don't feel like stories that were written with the sole purpose of being labeled 'extreme horror' or to merely revel in their graphic, gory descriptions. Simply put, Vile Things is every deviant horror fan's wet dream."

  —Rue Morgue

  

  "Vile Things is one of the stronger horror anthologies I have come across in some time, its theme literally appears to be centered around creatures, topics, or situations that are so vile it would send a shiver down your spine. It includes stories from both established and newer horror authors, and some of the stories are more extreme than the usual fare."

  —Monster Librarian
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  The Fisherman


  Brian Rosenberger

  


  IN THE TOWN of Winterhaven, fishing was a way of life. The first word out of an infant’s mouth was more likely to be bass instead of mama. Most children learned how to bait a hook before they were taught to tie their shoes. Men didn’t discuss who would win the Superbowl or the World Series; they didn’t care. The bottom line was who would capture the Bass Master Classic and walk off with the coveted Angler of the Year award. In a town where TV fishing host Bill Dance was regarded as a Saint and the local reverend spoke more of Jonah than Jesus in his sermons, Silas McGee was a fisherman among fishermen. And that’s what caused Lester Wilkes to break more fishing poles than any five men in angler history.


  Lester was a damn good fisherman. He could coax fish to bite when everyone else was already microwaving their fishsticks at home. He could seduce them with little more than spit and a paper clip. He was good.


  Silas was a legend. He looked the part. He had more wrinkles than a fat lady had stretch marks and walked like the fat lady was riding piggyback. His face was so pale from walking hunched over one wondered if Silas ever saw the sky. The beard didn’t help. It reached to his navel and was the color of a well-used toilet bowl. Ancient as he was, he could be seen everyday with his brown bag of medicinals (as he liked to call the 40 ouncer), his rods and his can of bait, fishing to his heart’s content. When the day was done, he left with the bottle empty and his stringer full.


  Lester had an unhealthy distrust and dislike for Silas. Distrust because Lester distrusted anything older than he was, even though he was almost 27. Lester still partied as hard as he did in high school. Dislike because Silas was a better fisherman. Not that Lester would ever admit to it. And there was another reason too.


  As a little minnow, Lester had caught Silas with his dirty overalls around his ankles, masturbating with a fish. Lester was about 13 and was no stranger to masturbation. He milked the walleye himself. But to see this old hillbilly with a fish on his dick saying, “Bite it, bite it.” with his eyes rolled back in his head was something else all together. When Silas realized he was being watched he turned to Lester and said, “Maybe you’d like to give your mouth a try, boy?” Lester lit out of there faster than a fart at a baked bean buffet.


  As an adult, Lester had avoided Silas. Lester complained that Silas always smelled like he had just stepped in dog shit and had taken the extra effort to ensure both shoes got equal amounts. Hygiene was not a priority. Not that it was a high priority with Lester either. If some lady was kind enough, dumb enough, or drunk enough to spread her legs on Lester’s face, he wouldn’t wash for days, instead letting the smell sit on his mustache so he could savor his conquest long after the battle was over.


  Lester usually saw Silas’ mug in the Winterhaven Gazette, in the Catch of the Week feature. That damn goon face every week. He thought the paper should carry an advisory. Warning—Extreme Ugliness may result in a loss of appetite. Even if someone was reported missing or got caught desecrating one of the local graveyards, or someone found a ten-inch mushroom, Silas and his lunatic grin always took center stage.


  There’s no way in hell that increased sales, Lester swore.


  Lester remembered last summer, when he had nailed a fifteen-pound large mouth. Damned if he wasn’t excited. He figured on being a lock for the Catch of the Week. No telling what kind of pussy he’d get being a celebrity. All smiles, he brought the fish to be weighed and the first thing the photographer said was “That’s the biggest fish I’ve seen all week except for the one Silas brought in this morning. Now that was a whopper!”


  Lester shook his head, muttered something about carp fucker and smacked the photographer in the head with the bass. It was enough to make a man take up quilting.


  Their paths had last crossed two weeks ago. Lester had taken the boat out, hoping to try a few holes in preparation for the upcoming walleye tournament. He had hoped to try a different kind of hole the night before without any luck. He took Mary Ellen out to eat. Slopped the hog but no pork was pulled.


  He had been hung over as hell. The lake was anything but calm, causing Lester to heave his morning breakfast of Doritos, cold pizza, and PBR into the water. Who should be there, but Silas with his $5.99 orange lifejacket and that rusted piece of shit he called a boat.


  Lester steered well clear of the old man and started casting. To pass the time, he thought about all the pussy he didn’t get last night. That started him thinking about all the beaver he hadn’t tongued, fingered and banged over the years, which was a lot. Getting depressed, he imagined Silas was a modern day Noah but instead of gathering animals, he collected turds. Big turds, small turds, cornfilled, stinky feces of all imaginable geometric shapes. He imagined Silas’s boat full of shit and still seeking more poop. Even when the boat began sinking, his quest for dung continued. With each turd, the boat sank a little more. Finally Silas noticed and panicked. There’s too much shit.


  Lester imagined himself sliding his boat up against Silas’s, yanking his pants down and taking the crap of a lifetime, a gorilla shit, we’re talking poop measured in pounds, right on to the steamy mound that was Silas’s boat, sending that fish-sodomizing bastard into whatever watery hell would have him.


  Splashing woke Lester from his daydream. Maybe Silas’s damn boat had sprung a leak. No such luck. Silas had caught another fish, about his seventh in the last hour. He put it on the stringer, took another hit from his bag, scratched his crotch, and re-baited the hook.


  Lester, using a big fat night crawler imported from Texas, had caught nothing except for moss and the sniffles.


  Super pissed, Lester yelled out, “Whatcha using for bait, Silas?”


  Silas lowered the bag, sneered, and replied, “Taint none of your damn business, boy.”


  With that, the fisherman reeled in his line, gunned the Mercury outboard and sputtered off across the lake, muttering as he went. After landing the remains of a tennis shoe, Lester returned to town to see if he could find out where the damned fish were biting. He was greeted with the best news of the day.


  Apparently, Jerome Hickey had finally gotten tired of his fat wife and his equally obese kids and left them. No one had seen or heard from Jerome in the past ten days.


  Lester thought Jerome was about as useful as a bleeding hemorrhoid. He was the type of guy who would smell his fingers after wiping his ass. Lester had knocked his front teeth out a few years ago in a heated argument over which color of Roostertail, white or yellow, was more effective for trout. Lester had screwed Jerome’s wife Martha too. Sweat meat.


  Meat was the word for Martha, all 240 pounds of her. For a cow, she sure did have a tight pussy. She had a little Hitler Mustache on her snatch. Lester always gave her a Sieg Heil salute when she dropped her drawers. And could she suck peter? With such force, it would make your asshole cringe. Lester planned to go over and comfort her when he had time.


  Jerome had been one of the odds on favorite to win the walleye tournament and the five hundred dollars that went along with it. With him out of the picture, Lester was thinking of ways to spend the prize money. Maybe treat Martha to a meal at Big Don’s Barbecue—We pork it and you fork it.


  Days passed. There was still no sign of Jerome. With the tournament a few days away, Lester was talking to P.J., his best friend and beer-drinking buddy. The first time they had met in grade school, P.J. was charging people a dollar to smell his finger. There was quite a line. P.J. said he had fingered Rosie Lee Marshall, every male fifth grader’s jerk off fantasy, at last night’s school carnival and had yet to wash his hand. Lester was skeptical but stink was still stink. Opportunities like this didn’t arrive every day. Sure enough, there was a distinctive odor. A few months later in detention hall, P.J. revealed that he had stuck his finger in a can of tuna before arriving at school. He had cleared almost thirty bucks.


  They were at P.J.’s combo junkyard and used car lot, plenty drunk, and talking about the usual, fishing, fucking, and fighting, when Lester mentioned his meeting on the lake with Silas.


  “Don’t surprise me none. He’s a sneaky bastard,” said P.J.


  “I don’t know what he was casting but it was working.”


  “Yeah, for a man who looks as if he’s older than Methuselah he sure as hell has brought in some biggun’s. Surprised he ain’t had a stroke yet, bringing some of them in,” replied Lester.


  “That Silas, he’s a living breakfast. Flakes, fruits, and nuts all in one bowl,” snickered P.J.


  At that both men broke out laughing. Wiping tears from his eyes, P.J. said, “Yeah I sure as hell wish I knew what the old geezer was using for bait.”


  “So do I,” agreed Lester, his face as contorted as a question mark.


  Later that evening, after being rejected by Martha, the blond clerk at the gas station, two teenagers walking home (damn dykes), and after downing a few more beers and flexing the five knuckle shuffle while watching a rerun of Baywatch, Lester had an idea.


  Under the camouflage of night, Lester drove his pick-up to Silas’ shack in the woods. Not taking any chances, he parked out of sight and staggered the rest of the way, stopping to answer nature’s call once as he went.


  Silas wasn’t poor, but you couldn’t tell that by his living conditions. His home was a log cabin that looked more like a log pile. In his yard were the remains of five cars. It was like a demolition derby and all the cars had come there to die. An outhouse stood near the shack. Judging from the grunts coming from within, the king was on his throne, thought Lester. With that bit of information, drunk on courage and cheap beer, he headed for the shack. The door already opened, he entered.


  Inside he saw a couch that had seen better days, the remains of a chair that had seen much better days and a broken television with an axe firmly embedded in the screen that would never see the light of day again. Trophies of fish decorated the walls. Bass, catfish, walleye, bluegill, the place looked like a mounted aquarium. It smelled of beer, fish, and urine. It was like a garbage can with windows and the windows were closed. Damn, it stank.


  He moved into the kitchen. More fish decorated the walls. On the stove were some fresh bluegill, fried in cracker crumbs and another type of meat. His stomach growling, Lester sampled it. The fish was delicious and the meat mouth watering. Kind of like squirrel but less gamey. Was that a fucking hair? It was. More than one. Didn’t affect the taste, Lester thought as he swallowed.


  Lester opened the refrigerator and found it empty, except for what looked like potato salad gone mutant, a jar of pickles and some baloney. He wondered what Silas did with all of his catch. Surely, it had to be here somewhere. He moved towards the window and tripped. He looked down and saw a handle. The entrance to the cellar.


  Descending the narrow staircase, Lester looked around and saw poles, reels, and tackle boxes galore. On a small worktable, among the knives, saws, and hammers were lures by the hundreds, poppers, jigs, spoons, spinners, crankbaits, and buzzbaits. Odd the lures looked as if they had not been used in quite some time. Rust covered the once glistening hooks. Pondering this, Lester saw an icebox in the corner of the cellar.


  “So that’s where the old man keeps his catch. He wouldn’t mind if I borrowed some, would he. No sir,” Lester said.


  Lester opened the freezer. Among the packs of frozen fish and other meats was what remained of Jerome Hickey. His left arm was filleted to the bone. His right hand was missing three fingers.


  Bile rising, Lester turned to puke. He looked into the worm eaten, maggot infested face of Wally “Whiskers” Malone who had disappeared months earlier. Scanning the room he saw bones and parts and pieces that caused him to gag. Hanging in a corner looked to be a skinned deer. But deer didn’t wear Hanes underwear. Screaming “Jesus on a crutch”, Lester rushed upstairs and into Silas’ murderous glare.


  Instead of liquor or a fishing pole, Silas was holding an axe.


  “So ya done gone and discovered my secret, did ya. Too bad, ya won’t live to tell anyone. Usually, I like to use eight-pound Trilene monofilament to choke ‘em. Sneak up all quiet like and snap. Just like crappie on a jig. But for a sneaky, gopher-cheeked peep thief like you, Betsy will do. Betsy meet dead boy.”


  With the grace of a fly fisherman trying to catch a stubborn trout, Silas lifted the axe, lunged forward and fell down, gasping for breath.


  Clutching his chest, Silas looked up into Lester’s saucer wide eyes and whispered, “Shit. And I’m outta toilet paper too.” Lester seized the opportunity. He kicked the fallen fisherman in the head once, twice, three times because it felt good.


  Lester, regaining his composure, left as fast as his drunk-ass feet could carry him, staggering like a three-legged Daddy Longlegs back to his truck.


  Lester reported his findings to the Sheriff Schlagsteiner who wrote him up on a public intoxication charge and put his ass in jail. The following morning, a hung over Lester explained what had happened. Skeptical at first, the sheriff agreed to check things out. An investigation was conducted. The coroner concluded that Silas really could’ve used a bath and that he died of heart failure. Four corpses, sixteen skeletons, including one horse skeleton, and an assortment of fingernails were found on Silas’ property.


  In wake of the grisly findings, Winterhaven’s tourist population flourished.


  P.J. sold authentic fishhooks from the insane killer’s very own tackle box made of human bone. At least, he said they were authentic. Needless to say, he made a killing.


  Widow Martha and her fatherless children became media darlings. In fact, Kirstie Alley was rumored to play Martha in Lifetime movie of the week. The walleye tournament was postponed and Silas made the front page for one last time. For once, Lester stole the spotlight. Everybody loved a hero. Although his sex life didn’t improve much, Lester did receive a free Roland Martin signature series rod and reel courtesy of the local bait and tackle store, a free membership to B.A.S.S., ten spin-n-glow triple teasers and a set of Baywatch Season one DVDs.


  Lester graced the cover of the Winterhaven Gazette several more times that year for winning four fishing tournaments and for breaking one county fishing record. A lot of people commented on the pictures, saying he looked fat. Lester shrugged it off, saying the camera always added at least fifteen pounds. He didn’t care. He was famous. In fact, his breaking the state record for striped bass even eclipsed the disappearance of little Amanda Southern and little Ricky Jameson for the headline in that week’s paper.


  


  


  Fungoid


  Randy Chandler

  


  IT WAS A FILTHY JOB but Frank was in no position to turn it down. When your life is in the toilet, you do what you can to stay afloat and keep your hand off the handle. Some days you have to fight the unforgiving urge to flush it all away and send the whole wretched mess spiraling down the tubes, yourself with it.


  But this was not one of those days. So Frank pulled on the black rubber knee-boots, stomped his feet a couple of times to imprint his humanity, and stared grimly into the sludge-filled swimming pool.


  Even after the electric pump had siphoned the stagnant brown water out of the pool and ejaculated it into the patch of woods on the other side of the backyard’s chain-link fence, the sludge-encrusted pool still reeked of floodwater and bottom-rot.


  Frank stretched the elastic band of the blue surgical mask behind his head and positioned the mask over his nose and mouth. It wouldn’t keep all the bacteria or moist spores out of his airway, but at least it would cut down on the stench. The instructions printed on the box warned that facial hair would prevent a proper face-seal. No way was he going to shave his close-cropped battleship-gray beard for a three-day job. He would take his chances with whatever-the-fuck-kind of bugs that might be hiding in that shit-brown sludge, waiting to set up housekeeping in his body’s susceptible cells.


  “Come on in, boys,” he said to microscopic culprits. “Make yourselves at home, if you can pay the freight. But I warn you, this old abode is way past fixer-upper, and I reserve the right to evict your ass without notice.”


  Christ. Talking to microbes now. “I could use a drink,” he said—to himself, not to the lurking nasties.


  But he knew he couldn’t take that first one. Not if he wanted to get this job done and get paid three days from now. One drink would lead to the next, and by the third one, he would slide into Take-This-Job-And-Shove-It mode, load his wheelbarrow and shovel into the back of his rattletrap GMC pickup and boogie on down the road. But he wouldn’t get far on an empty tank, and he didn’t have enough scratch to buy a six-pack or a pint of vodka anyway, so fuck it, get in there and get it done, bro. Stop whining and hop to.


  He glanced up at the deserted two-story brick house and wondered how it would’ve been to live here before the floods and before the Airport Authority decided to buy up all the residential properties in the area and add new runways where all the now-empty houses stood forlornly waiting for the bulldozers and wrecking ball. Janet had always wanted a house with a pool in the backyard, and for a while they’d both believed it would happen, but then he got laid off from his Lockheed job, started the really heavy boozing, and she left him for a computer-programmer with a golfer’s tan, a big bank account and a bigger cock. The “bigger cock” thing had come out during one of Frank and Janet’s last fights, and by that time the gloves were off and every bare-knuckle verbal hit was a body-shot meant to do lasting emotional damage. The jab to his manhood hadn’t been as devastating as the blow to his earning power, or lack thereof. “Fuck him and his big bank account,” Frank had said as he clenched his fists and tried his best not to smash her pretty little upturned nose. Janet had been ready for that one and countered with: “Oh, I will, Frank. I surely will.”


  He looked away from the empty house as he realized that not even a mansion with a top-of-the-line pool could have saved his doomed marriage. He put on heavy-duty work gloves, picked up the shovel and started spading the sludge off the shallow-end steps, dumping each shovelful of the foul brown gunk into his rusty wheelbarrow parked on the deck’s edge just above the top step.


  Frank tried not to think about the futility of the work at hand. His job was to clean up the pool and the gone-to-seed yard so the appraisers wouldn’t knock thousands of dollars off the fair-market value when the agents of the Airport Authority made their offer on the property. It wasn’t enough that the area residents were forced to give up their homes; the take-over artists would scam the poor saps at every turn and pay them as little as possible.


  Frank thought this clean-up gig was a little like nursing a sick death-row con back to good health so the state could execute him. Tradition held that you couldn’t have your executioner dispatch a guy who wasn’t healthy enough to ride Old Sparky or take the Last Spike in the vein. Wouldn’t be civilized. A man needed a healthy glow to go to his appointment with the Grim Reaper.


  Frank’s job was getting this muck-choked pool into ship-shape condition, spotless and sparkling enough for a bevy of bathing beauties to swim in it, so the powers-that-be could fill it up with dirt, pave it over and fly jetliners off it. Made perfect sense in this gone-to-shit world, didn’t it? Runways to hell were also paved with good intentions. And with back-breaking work for joes like Frank.


  He put his back into the digging and soon the first barrowful was ready for transport to the back fence. The sludge wasn’t too heavy with most of the water drained out of it, so he hoisted the wheelbarrow onto the top of the fence and dumped the sludge on the other side, then rolled the barrow back to the edge of the pool and started shoveling up the next load, keeping a wary eye out for snakes hiding in the muck.


  Soon he and the wheelbarrow were down in the shallow end of the pool. His rubber boots squished sludge. He shoveled and shoveled. His mask was damp with sweat, as was his old Grateful Dead T-shirt with the skeleton in the stovepipe hat sticking a bony fingertip in the groves of a vinyl disc to play a phantom dirge for the dead.


  “Big job,” said a gravelly voice.


  Frank looked up at a white-haired elderly man leaning on a silver-handled cane.


  “Yeah,” Frank said, pausing to lean on his shovel. He pulled off the mask and let it hang under his chin. “Tell me about it.”


  “They have machines that can suck that stuff out in an hour’s time.”


  Irritated, Frank said, “Yeah well, I ain’t in the sucking business, Pop. I do things the old-fashion way.”


  The old man grinned. He was toothless. He licked his gums and said, “They declared all the real estate hereabouts a floodplain after that last airport expansion and then went ahead like fools and cleared all that land back yonder and built them apartment buildings. Then every time Sullivan Creek overflowed, all these here backyards was swamped with that foul goddamn floodwater. That’s the damn government for ya. Always finding a way to fuck up a wet dream and stick it to you dry.”


  Frank nodded sagely. “You live around here?”


  “I do. I’m the last holdout. Everyone else’s vacated.”


  “Holding out for more money, huh?”


  “Nope. I ain’t selling. I’m going down with the house.”


  “Good for you,” said Frank. “Give ‘em hell.” Crazy old fart.


  Frank pulled off his gloves and lit an American Spirit. It seemed as good a time as any for a low-budget smoke break. “Must be kinda spooky, living all alone in a deserted neighborhood.”


  The old man grunted and said, “Reckon the only spook hereabouts is me.”


  Yeah, the old guy was a nutjob, sure enough. “I hear ya.”


  “It ain’t ghosts you should worry about.”


  Frank blew a little cloud of smoke up at the October overcast. “Meaning?”


  “Meaning you should get out of that crud you’re standing in, go away from here and don’t come back.”


  “Why would I do that? That’d be the same as throwing away seven hundred bucks.”


  “It’s only money, son. Can’t buy salvation.”


  “If you’re revving up for a sermon, save your breath. I’m not looking to get saved.”


  The old man shook his head disgustedly. “And I ain’t preaching one. I’m just saying you should get out of that muck before it’s too late to save yourself.”


  “From what?”


  He nodded at the swimming pool. “From that fungus and everwhat else is in there. Them floodwaters run through an old graveyard before they get here. Means we was flooded with grave water. But it’s the fungus that’ll get ya. That stuff you’re shoveling, that crap’s et up with it. You’re digging your own grave.”


  “So? I’m not putting down roots here. Ain’t like it’s gonna grow on me.”


  The old man shrugged. “Your funeral,” he said, then turned and walked up the driveway. He paused at the gate, raised his cane in gentlemanly farewell and toddled toward the street.


  “Crazy old coot,” Frank muttered. He ducked his cigarette butt in the damp sludge, pulled the mask over his mouth and nose, and then went back to work.


  Shoveling shit.


  Cynically, Frank thought it was fitting that his life had come down to this. He’d been shoveling shit of one kind or another for most of his life, so there was a certain karmic symmetry in his standing in a swimming pool of this brownish goop, working to dig his way out. It was perfect, really. The shit-shoveler finds his true niche. Frank wasn’t feeling sorry for himself; he was finally accepting his true lot in life. His low place in the uncaring cosmos.


  He whistled a sappy tune through the surgical mask as he worked.


  You coulda been a contenda, said the voice, ala Brando.


  Frank knew the voice well. The voice of failure, the one that mocked him and kicked him when he was down. This time he was ready for it. He said, “Coulda-woulda-shoulda. What’s the diff. Contender, dead-ender—it all comes down to shoveling this goddamn shit.”


  And what was this shit, anyway? What was its precise genesis? Heavy rains drive the creek water over its banks, the water washes over the land, collecting animal-vegetable-mineral detritus, including animal droppings (and probably human droppings from winos and crack addicts), road grit, dead leaves, moss, twigs, small rocks, litter—you name it— and then the cold roiling stew washes over the cemetery, bringing up groundwater with chemical juices and miniscule flecks of waxy flesh from rotting corpses, the grateful dead …


  Frank shuddered.


  He found his rhythm in the digging. The wet metronomic plops of the sludge hitting the belly of the barrow formed his mushy background music, all rhythm and no melody. Busting his move in the burbs. One … two … three … four … Toss the shit and dig some more.


  The gray overcast darkened, leaching color from the autumn day. The air chilled. Frank sweated. He wanted another smoke but he kept digging because there weren’t many Spirits left in the pack and he had to ration them to make them last.


  Just before he broke for a meager lunch of potted meat and Saltines, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled and he was sure somebody was watching him. He stilled his shovel and scanned the surroundings, expecting to see the old coot bent over his cane, but he saw no one. Just a squirrel twitching its bushy tail on the thick limb of an oak. And a crow taking flight from the woods on the backside of the backyard fence.


  He shrugged off the feeling of being watched, wishing he had a beer to quench his deep thirst and to keep off the jim-jams, those creeping willies that crawled his skin and twisted his imagination into crazy knots whenever he went too long without a drink.


  By mid-afternoon he’d cleared the shallow end of the pool. The bottom and sides still wore ugly brown stains but he would hose those off after all the sludge was gone. Then he would scrub the whole shebang with caustic cleanser, knock out the yardwork, go collect his pay and get drunk as a lord.


  He heard something plop in one of the isolated little pools of water nestled in the sludge in the deep end, and he spun around to see a frog rippling the brown water.


  “Froggy went a-courtin’, he did go, uh-hah …” Frank crooned. Then he scooped up the frog with the shovel’s blade and tossed it out of the pool and watched it hop across the weedy lawn. “The Great Frog God just gave you new life, warty little dude.”


  He worked until twilight, which came earlier than he’d expected. Then he remembered that Daylight Savings Time had ended last weekend and the world was back on “real” time now. He dropped the shovel in the wheelbarrow, trudged up the pool’s steps, sat down to pull off the rubber boots, and then got up and walked toward the dark house. He stopped at his truck to grab his sleeping bag, his gym bag and his sewer snake.


  He fished the house keys out of his jeans pocket. The owner had given him the keys so Frank could snake the shower’s clogged drain in the downstairs bathroom. He didn’t have the energy to do it tonight, but he saw no reason why he shouldn’t crash for the night in the empty house rather than waste gas driving back to his depressing rented room in College Park. The utilities were still on for the appraisers, so he’d have lights and hot water for a shower. No soap, but crashers couldn’t be picky.


  He let himself in through the back door, went through the kitchen and found the tiny bathroom at the foot of the stairs. He stripped naked, ran the shower until the water was warm enough and then slipped under the stinging jets. He cranked the “H” knob and let the hot water knock fatigue from his muscles. He stayed in the shower until the water started to cool. He pulled an old beach towel out of his gym bag and dried off, then put on a clean set of sweats.


  He laid out his dirty sweat-wet work clothes on the carpet since there was no good place to hang them to dry, and then unrolled the sleeping bag under the dining-room window and stretched out on it with a paperback he’d remembered to bring along: Kerouac’s On The Road, recently scored from a used-book store. Sad Jack was long dead, having destroyed his liver and pickled his once-brilliant brain with booze, but the youthful exuberance of his early Beat days lived on in the yellowed pages.


  Frank found his dog-eared place and started reading. He would’ve liked nothing better than to hit the road and take his carefree adventures where he found them, but he knew that was just so much wishful thinking. If he hit the road, the road would hit back—with gleeful vengeance. His ancient truck wouldn’t survive a cross-country trip and he probably wouldn’t either. Frank’s carefree days and his youthful exuberance were way behind him.


  Ahead of him was another day of shoveling sludge.


  A howling dog woke him. Sounded like the mutt was right outside the bare window. Frank rose to his knees and looked out but didn’t see the howler in the hazy glow of streetlights. Other hounds howled in the distance, answering the feral call. Frank banged his fist against the pane, hoping to scare off the unseen mutt. It must’ve worked; the closer howling ceased.


  He flopped back onto the sleeping bag and scratched a sudden itch on his right wrist. The scratching only set off more itching, and soon he was scratching his forearm, upper arm and shoulder.


  What the hell? Had he gotten into some poison oak or ivy?


  He got up and turned on the light. An angry red rash had risen in the flesh around his wrist. He pushed up his shirtsleeve to see that the raised pimply skin ran all the way up his arm. He pulled off the sweatshirt, went to the bathroom to examine his torso in the mirror.


  “Jesus …” he said when he saw the extent of the rash’s rapid spread. Its rosy fingers already reached from his right deltoid to his chest. “… Christ!”


  The old man’s gravelly warning came back to him. It’s that fungus that’ll get ya. That crap you’re shoveling is et up with it.


  In the brightness of the bathroom’s light Frank could see that the rash, though crimsoned, had a blackish tint. A closer look showed that each little red pimple wore a greenish-black cap. He did his best to resist the maddening urge to scratch the infested skin.


  He kicked off his sweatpants and jumped back in the shower. He stayed in the jetting spray until the hot water petered out again. The shower only intensified the itching. Finally, Frank gave in and feverishly scratched his arm, shoulder and chest. The relief was short-lived, instantly followed by worse itching—this time accompanied by the stings of a thousand tiny needles in the flesh. He raked his nails everywhere the rash was. He fell into a dreamlike state of tortured bliss, scratching on autopilot. Scratching … scratching … scratching …


  The dog howled again. The beast was in the bathroom with Frank. How the hell …?


  Then Frank caught his reflection in the mirror and realized he was the one howling.


  Losing my fucking mind.


  His fingernails were ragged—a long way from his last half-assed manicure— and had drawn smears of blood from the rash. He washed off the blood at the sink, then slipped into his sweatshirt, put on his shoes and rushed outside.


  The old man with the cane was in one of the neighboring houses, and Frank intended to find the geezer and make him make him spill, no bullshit now, make him tell what he knew about the fungus or whatever the fuck it was that was consuming Frank’s flesh and driving him mad with itching and making him howl like a moon-drunk mutt with a bad case of mange.


  Lunatic itch, said the voice. Not the Voice of Failure this time. Nor one of those inevitable voices given to haunting alkies in desperate need of a drink.


  A new voice, smarmy and insinuating. A voice too shrewd to sound judgmental, speaking in tones of phony intimacy. Like the cool voice of a cruel god.


  Ignore it. Move on.


  He walked up the driveway and stood in the middle of the street. All the houses were dark, the streetlamps shrouded in thick fog. It hit Frank hard that he was in the middle of an abandoned neighborhood at the edge of the world. He shivered, chilled to the bone by the profound aloneness he felt. He itched but refrained from scratching. He chose a direction and started walking.


  Down the middle of the deserted street.


  Closer to the rim of the world and whatever lay beyond.


  There.


  Down there on the right. A light in a window. Found the son of a bitch.


  Frank ran.


  Ran toward the light in the window of the two-story brick house with an old hearse parked in the drive. What the fuck, a hearse? Sure as hell. Seventies-vintage death wagon darkly shining in the streetlight.


  As he ran, Frank made disturbing connections. If the old man was a retired undertaker, he might actually know what he was talking about, might know about a flesh-infecting fungus and about disease-bearing fluids washed from the graveyard and into the pool where Frank had spent most of the day. But anybody could buy an old hearse, so the old guy might be nothing but a senile fart with a head full of fungoid delusions.


  Your funeral, said the dreamlike voice.


  “Fuck you,” said Frank, running past the hearse and up the steps to the front door. He banged his fist on it. He stabbed a finger at the doorbell button. “Hey! Old man! Open up!”


  The itch had him by the balls now. His groin prickled with fierce itching. He stuck his hands in his pockets to keep from scratching. He kicked the door. “C’mon, open up. I gotta talk to you.”


  He can’t help you.


  “Shut up,” Frank told the voice. And then he knew.


  Oh, Jesus …


  He knew. The fungus was talking to him.


  The old man answered the door in a shabby silk robe. He raised his cane as if to strike the crazed man on his doorstep.


  “Please,” said Frank, “you gotta help me. This shit’s eating me up.”


  “Toldja. But no, you wouldn’t hear it. Too late now.” The old man grinned. His toothless gums resembled a raw wound.


  “Who the fuck are you?” Frank slipped his right hand out of his pocket and balled his fist. The urge to hit the irascible bastard was almost as great as his desire to scratch his own rash-riddled skin.


  “I ain’t nobody. Go away.”


  Rather than hit the man, Frank gave his hands free rein to scratch at the spreading itch. He scratched his belly, his groin, his thighs, then went back to scratching his arms and the backs of his hands.


  “See there?” The old man pointed with the cane’s crooked handle at Frank’s right hand. The silver handle was an ornate ram’s head with jeweled eyes.


  The rash on the back of Frank’s hand had cracked open, and yellow liquid oozed out, followed by a greenish foul-smelling discharge. Followed by blood.


  Frank swayed on his feet. He grabbed the door’s edge to steady himself. “Oh God …”


  “Flesh-eating fungus,” said the old man. “Feasting on your ass already, ain’t it. Same kinda shit killed off half the frogs in Australia couple years back. Ain’t no cure neither.”


  “Please …” Frank’s vision dimmed, then blurred.


  You’re delicious, Frank.


  “It’s talking to me,” said Frank, desperately thinking this might convince the man to somehow help him.


  “That’s it eating your brain. Fungus don’t talk, you idjit. Now go away ‘fore I call the law. You’re dripping them contaminating fluids on my doorstep.”


  Frank saw red.


  Rash-red. His sudden impulse to do violence was like an itch that had to be scratched. He snatched the cane out of the gnarled hand and cracked the old coot’s skull with the silver ram’s head. The wizened scarecrow went down like a lumpy sack of rotting potatoes, knobby knees, elbows and head ka-thumping, deadweight on the door stoop.


  Frank whacked him again for good measure, cracked him dead-center on the back of his cranium.


  That’s it. Hit him again.


  Frank obeyed the talking fungus. He struck again and again. Until he’d crushed the old man’s head like a mush-melon and the cane’s silver handle was blood-plated. Then he grabbed the dead man by the ankles and dragged him inside and shut the door.


  Good job, said the fungus.


  “Fuck you,” said Frank. “You’re not real.”


  The fungus laughed. It was a wet laugh, a dirty basso profundo bubbling up from subterranean depths.


  Frank looked at his oozing hands. “Okay, maybe you’re real. But you’re not … not natural. You’re …”


  Supernatural? Again with the dirty laugh.


  “What the fuck are you? Who ever heard of a talking fungus?”


  Once upon a time you believed in a talking burning bush.


  “God,” said Frank, the stench of the fluids erupting from his fungus-infected flesh making him sick to his stomach.


  The fungus began to whisper conspiratorially. It told Frank exactly what to do.


  Frank obeyed. He found the keys to the hearse hanging on a hook by the front door. He dragged the old man out to the hearse, opened the rear door and dumped the body in the back. Only thing missing was a casket, but what the hell? They weren’t going to a funeral. The fungus had whispered: Feed him to me. Frank obeyed because he knew something bad would happen if he tried to disobey the Fungus God. Something worse than bad. Bad was already happening.


  He climbed behind the steering wheel, cranked up and drove back to the jobsite. He backed up to the swimming pool, dragged the old man out of the death wagon and dropped the corpse into the deep-end sludge. It hit with a sickening splat.


  “There ya go,” he said. “Bon appétit!”


  He couldn’t see what was happening in the dark pool but he heard a god-awful slurping-sucking sound that made him turn away and stumble toward the house.


  The fungus spoke in a language Frank had never heard before, though it sounded vaguely French, with a smattering of silky Japanese. The voice was inside his head but it was also resounding from the pool.


  He pressed his palms to his ears to shut out the nerve-racking voice and immediately realized his mistake when the gooey stuff leaking from his ulcerated hands seeped into his ear canals. “Gah!”


  The Voice of Failure slipped a few words in edgewise: Gonna let that fungus get the best of you, you miserable fuck? Be a man. If you still can.


  “I am a man, goddammit,” he said, stumble-bumming through the back door.


  All at once his groin was on fire with needling pain. A deep slicing ache brought him to his knees. He whimpered. This was worse than the time he’d passed a kidney stone. Way worse. “Ah God, it’s inside me.” So much for being a man. How could you be a man when a flesh-eating fungus was devouring your waterworks from the inside-out?


  Snake your drain, said a voice. Frank didn’t know whose voice it was, nor did he much care. He took the command as the way to his salvation. The only way.


  He shed his sweatpants and crawled over to the sewer snake he’d left by his gym bag. He uncoiled the metal auger, dragged it to the corner and sat with his legs spread wide. He held the pointed end of the metal snake in one hand and his flaccid penis in the other. Green liquid oozed out of the tip of his cock. Good. He figured the goop was plenty thick to provide lubrication for plumbing his prick.


  Snake your drain.


  “Shut up, I am.” With his thumb and forefinger he spread his prick’s slit as wide as it would go, then he slowly brought the sharp point of the snake to the opening and inserted it with trembling, pus-dripping hands. Then he shoved it up his burning chute.


  He screamed as the snake punched through his urethra and ripped a ragged path all the way to the bladder. With a delirious heave, he yanked the snake out. Blood and slime-streaked urine poured out of him, and he passed out screaming.


  A kick in the face woke him. Frank looked up at the old geezer with the rotten mush-melon head looking down at him with one dangling eyeball. The dead guy’s flesh was furred with greenish-brown fungus, shot-through with black. Parts of his brain showed through the jagged chinks in his skull. Swatches of his blood-spiked white hair were hung with strings of slimy brown sludge like dark tinsel on a dead tree. His toothless mouth, slack jaw, and sagging posture added to the illusion of a melon-headed scarecrow that had slipped down from its makeshift wooden cross and shambled out of a cornfield and into Frank’s fevered nightmare.


  The scarecrow kicked him again, but Frank hardly felt it. The incandescent pain in his groin blocked out all lesser sensations.


  Get up.


  “Fuck you,” Frank roared, hands clasped over his ruined plumbing. “I’m dying.”


  The dead geezer worked crooked fingers into a crevice in his broken head, seized a handful of fungal muck and slapped it on Frank’s groin. Its narcotic effect immediately took away the pain. And stopped the bleeding. Miraculous shit!


  You’re not dying. Get up. It’s time to go.


  “Go? Where?” The absence of pain was blissful. Frank leaned into the corner, breathing easier now and savoring the relief that washed over him.


  South. Away from the coming cold.


  Frank tumbled to the scheme. The old man’s walking corpse was the temporary vessel for the Fungus God’s essence, and Frank was the designated driver, wheelman of the hearse that would take the foul entity to warmer climes, where it could flourish in fungal delight. It needed Frank severely injured and dependent on its pain-relieving narcotic. That was how it intended to control Frank, the predictable addict.


  Don’t do it, dumb-ass, said the nagging voice of his disgruntled ex-wife. Be a man for once. Stand up to this disgusting shit. Stop it!


  “Janet? What the hell are you …?” But then he knew what she was doing in his head. The particular part of his out-of-whack off-the-tracks mind that was still his own was using Janet’s intractable voice to get through to him. To warn him: Stop it.


  “Fuck you, fungus,” he said. “My mind is mine.”


  The scarecrow kicked him again, smashing Frank’s nose. Then once more, pulping his lower lip.


  “All right! All right, I’ll do it, goddammit,” Frank shouted with a fat-lipped lisp. “You win.”


  That’s it, whispered Janet, play along and then cream the sonofabitch when he ain’t looking. Just the way I taught you. You still got a little juice left in you, Franklin. Just enough to do something right for once in your miserable goddamn life.


  “Shut up, bitch,” Frank muttered. “I got this.” He slipped carefully into his sweatpants. He didn’t want to do anything to undercut the blessed numbness in his urinary tract. His rash no longer oozed and the itching had abated, thanks to the healing properties of the slimy balm the Fungus God had slapped onto his crotch and belly.


  He wished he could have one last double-shot of vodka with a beer chaser. See the sunrise one last time. But … fuck it. Janet was right. He had one last chance to do something right. Fucked if he was going to blow it. And anyway, there was no point in living when your dick was split open from the inside. He put his crushed pack of smokes and Zippo in his pocket.


  He followed the limping dead scarecrow out to the hearse. “Need gas,” Frank said as he grabbed the plastic gas can with a faded red rag tied to its handle from the bed of his truck. He uncapped the hearse’s tank and fed it half the can’s contents, then he soaked the rag in gasoline and stuck it into the mouth of the tank, turning the death wagon into a giant Molotov cocktail.


  “Get in the back,” he told the dead geezer/Fungus God, “so nobody can see your ugly fucking head.”


  That filthy fungal voice hissed angrily in Frank’s head, warning him to show proper reverence and awe.


  “Yeah, yeah, I hear ya. Not to worry. We’re going south right now.” Frank flicked his Zippo open, lit his last cigarette and then held the flame to the gas-soaked rag hanging like a red tongue out of the vehicle’s tank. He slid behind the wheel and keyed the ignition. The hearse’s motor sputtered, coughed, and then rumbled to life. He slapped it into reverse and gunned the engine.


  The death wagon lurched backward, rolled over the edge, undercarriage shrieking, and bumped and bounced down the steps and banged into the shallow end of the pool. Something snapped in Frank’s back. He gritted his teeth and waited for the explosion.


  The voice of the fungus screamed incoherent curses inside Frank’s head.


  The hearse rolled in reverse until the mound of sludge in the deep end stopped it.


  “C’mon,” Frank said around the Spirit clamped in his teeth, “blow!”


  Then he saw the burning rag flame out on the shallow-end steps.


  “Sonofabitch,” he said, realizing his Molotov hearse was a dud.


  What a fuck-up, said Janet.


  When he heard the geezer bumping around in the back of the vehicle and then the creak of the rear door swinging open, Frank figured it was time to get the hell out of there.


  But he couldn’t move his legs. Couldn’t move anything below the waist. The loud snap when the hearse bounced down the steps had been the sound of his lower spine cracking.


  He would have to crawl out on his forearms. Shit!


  He threw open the door, leaned left and fell out onto the sludgy floor of the pool. He heard the shuffle of the dead guy’s bare feet behind him. Pain flared in his groin, renewing the hot-poker sensation in his devastated urinary tract.


  Smoke from the bent cigarette still clenched in his teeth burned his eyes. He looked back at the open mouth of the gas tank on his left, and crawled toward it. One shot, he told himself. Make it good.


  He sucked on the butt until its ember glowed bright red, then rolled onto his back, took aim and tossed it at the target. The remains of his last American Spirit struck just below the tank’s mouth and fell harmlessly in a shower of tiny sparks.


  “Fuck!”


  He saw the walking dead man coming at him with arms outstretched, zombie-style.
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