Excerpt: Pages 5-6

Mark still hears her whispers in his dreams, the gentle laughter hidden under lips squeezed tight. “Sing me something sad, soft, and delicate; sing me anything.” He buries his face into the pillow at night, soaking the worn cotton with salty tears. Every movement is liquidated with her presence, and any fleeting sparkle of happiness is extinguished when he sees her brilliant brown eyes peering at him from above. His hands shake as he grips the wheel. The snow has half-melted, and the roads are decent. The wrecked vehicles are still covered with snow, appearing as white boulders which he must drive around. Some of the snow upon the windshields has melted, and inside some of the vehicles he can see the remnants of what had once been loving mothers, businessmen, giddy children: now nothing more than skeletons covered with tattered, moth-eaten clothes, hidden underneath rusting hulls. He takes the exit ramp slowly, and in time he is driving down a country road lined on either side with the skeletons of trees, draped in their icy lace. He pulls into the gravel driveway, can hear the rocks growling underneath the slick tires. He parks beside the man’s old car, covered with snow, and leaning back in the truck’s seat, he can’t tear his eyes from the two-story house, the window overlooking the front lawn, long since broken. In the shattered window-frame a bird watches before taking flight. He kills the engine and slowly gets out. The air is cold, sharp, crisp. It burns in his lungs, and his breath crystallizes before his own eyes. His feet carve footprints in the snow as he approaches the front door. He tries the icy knob, but it is locked; he steps back and kicks the door. It creaks once, groans, and with another strike from his shoe, the door handle splinters. The door swings open. The boy enters, surprised at the coldness within the house. Dust covers everything, and the carpet is stained with blood. He moves forward without looking, through the parlor; something crunches under his shoe, and he steps back, looks down: a crunched human femur. A noise comes from above, the sound of squawking, and his blood runs chill. He glances into the kitchen, at the refrigerator plastered with photos long since hidden with mire, the unplugged microwave and the toaster on its side. The backpack lies underneath the table. He turns on his heels and slowly ascends the stairs.

He is shaking as he stands before the door to her room. A million thoughts and images dance through his mind. The wooden door is covered with countless scratches, and a corpse lies farther down the hallway, now nothing more than a skeleton with a toothy grin and empty sockets. He pushes hard against the door. It creaks and groans, slides open; the dresser had been pushed against it. It opens enough for him to slip through. He looks down at his stomach, much smaller now than it had been before all this began. He wonders what he looks like, knowing he hasn’t looked into a mirror for longer than he can remember. Self-reflection is shattered as he looks at the bunk-bed. The sheets are tangled. Stuffed animals litter the floor. He moves towards the bed and falls upon his knees. He lays his head against the sheets, so cold. Her warmth has gone, and he tries to rekindle her scent—“Consider this song a testament/Of my devotion to your saccharine scent/And to be completely honest/You’re not like all the rest”—but the only smell is that of the needling winter air, whistling through his hair from the window.
