
        
            
                
            
        

    
Scrudge & Barley, Inc.

By John Inman

 

A classic tale takes off in sexy new directions! Poor Mr. Dickens must be twirling in his grave.

When E.B. Scrudge, putz extraordinaire and all-around numbnuts, is visited by his dead ex on Christmas Eve, he can’t imagine how his life could sink any lower. But the three ghostly spirits that come along after are even worse! Good lord, a dyke, a drag queen, and rounding out the trio, a big, hunky bear with nipple rings and a butt plug! What’s next?

What’s next is a good deal of soul-searching and some hard lessons learned with a dash of redemption thrown in for good measure.

And love too, believe it or not. Love that had been simmering all along at the heart of Scrudge’s miserable existence, although he was too selfish to see it—until a trio of holiday beasties pointed his sorry ass in the right direction.





For Andi—the best editor a writer ever had.





Chapter One

 

 

E. B. Scrudge sat at his antique mahogany desk and tapped the little stack of pink slips into a neatly aligned pile. There were twelve pink slips in all. E. B., or Ebbie, as he was known by the handful of people who considered him a friend—usually because they didn’t know him very well—smiled as he painstakingly scrawled his spidery signature onto each and every one of the bright pink forms with his favorite gold pen.

When he finished, he glanced at the Regulator clock ticking on his office wall. The hour was growing late. He gazed down at himself as he sat behind his desk and flicked an imaginary speck of lint from the front of his vest. The Armani suit jacket that went with the vest was hanging on the coatrack by the window. Ebbie had rolled up his shirtsleeves, displaying lovely strong forearms and the gold Rolex Sky-Dweller on his wrist that cost more than the combined monthly salaries of all twelve unsuspecting employees he had just erased from the company books.

Ebbie stared through his fifteenth-floor office window at the city streets splayed out beneath him. The corner streetlights blinked on, and as darkness deepened, all the Christmas lights on the various office buildings around him twinkled merrily to life. By orders from on high, his own orders to be exact, the building he sat in would remain resolutely unlit and unadorned during the holiday season. Why make it a merry Christmas for the San Diego Gas and Electric Company? What the hell had they ever done for him? Eventually Ebbie turned away from the festive lights outside and the silent tirade against SDG&E going on inside his head. He shifted his gaze to the calendar in the upper-right-hand corner of his computer screen. December 24th. Christmas Eve.

Humming “O Tannenbaum” under his breath in a not unpleasant baritone, he set about the mundane task of stuffing each of the twelve pink slips into a business envelope and scribbling the name of each recipient onto the front. When that chore was accomplished, he attached a merry holiday sticker beside each name. One sticker portrayed a glittery snowflake. One a reindeer. One a gaily wrapped gift. One a plate of milk and cookies. One a Christmas tree. One a bright, shiny star glimmering in the heavens. One a puppy with a Christmas bow tied at its throat. One a baby Jesus sleeping peacefully on a bed of straw. One a silvery Christmas ornament hanging from an evergreen bough. One a tiny elf with a funny little hat. One a sleigh piled high with packages. One a chimney with Santa’s head poking out the top with a big sappy smile on his chubby face and a jolly smear of soot on his nose.

By the time Ebbie had finished applying the twelve cheery stickers beside each carefully scrawled name on each perfectly prepared envelope, he was smiling as sappily as the Santa on the last sticker.

Not that he enjoyed firing people, especially at this time of year—or so he told himself. But let’s face it, he also told himself (rather vindictively, I might add) these particular twelve people had it coming. He had, after all, at various times during the course of the year heard each and every one of them snidely comment on their boss in a less-than-complimentary fashion, when they thought the boss was nowhere at hand to overhear. But little did Ebbie’s employees know, their boss was always at hand to overhear, one way or another.

The Scrudge & Barley Insurance Company, or Scrudge & Barley, Inc., was located in the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., office building on the corner of 4th and C in downtown San Diego. It was just up the street from the San Diego Civic Theatre on a plot of prime California real estate that would have sold for millions had there been nothing on it but a patch of weeds. With the sixteen-story office building on site, its worth bordered on priceless. Since the death of his partner (and lover), Cornelius Barley, from whom he had inherited the company, Ebbie owned every square foot of the place, from the shadowy catacombed basement all the way up to the luxurious glass-and-chrome penthouse where he rested his head every night. Not bad for a guy in his midforties who never went to college and didn’t know a thing about insurance until Cornelius Barley, two decades his senior in age and experience, took him under his wing (and into his bed).

And since the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., office building was now his home as well as his business, Ebbie took great pains to know everything that transpired within its walls. He had spies roaming the corridors. He had hidden cameras scattered about in various strategic locations. He had microphones hidden in the walls of the bathrooms. And if all that wasn’t enough, he also had excellent hearing. Not to mention being a little paranoid (as most assholes rightly are), which helped considerably keeping the peons in line—don’t think it didn’t. It was a skill he had learned from Cornelius Barley, who could crack a whip with the best of them. Yes, Cornelius Barley had certainly known how to keep the menials in line, and Ebbie had learned every one of Corny’s tricks before the old man keeled over dead from a massive heart attack exactly three years earlier on this very night. Christmas Eve. And at this very desk, no less.

Ebbie heaved a sigh, remembering. Then he gave himself a businesslike shake and focused his attention back on himself, where he most dearly loved to keep it.

What had he been pondering? Oh, yes.

Absolute and total subservience, that’s what he required. Not to mention a goodly dose of adoration, feigned or otherwise. And God help those employees who faltered in their devotions. To wit: the twelve merrily decorated envelopes once again stacked neatly on his desk in a perfect little pile. This yearly firing of malcontents was a time-honored tradition handed down from his predecessor, and a darn good way to sweep out the chaff from the company roster.

Ebbie glanced again at the Regulator clock ticking away in the far corner, then at the digital time readout at the corner of his computer screen, and finally at the golden Rolex Sky-Dweller on his wrist. All three timepieces agreed. It was a quarter past four. The day was almost over, and the workers would be filing out of the building in exactly forty-five—no, wait. Forty-four minutes. The offices would be closed the next day. Not only would the employees of Scrudge & Barley, Inc., be free from the daily insurance grind for a while—actuarial tables, rejection letters refusing benefits, the occasional grudging payment of same—but Ebbie would be forced to pay their salaries while those same employees lounged around and ate bonbons at home and undoubtedly talked about him behind his back, a fact that irked the shit out of Ebbie Scrudge every December 25th.

With a huff of annoyance, Ebbie reached for the intercom and pressed the buzzer.

 

 

NEXT DOOR to where E. B. Scrudge sat in splendor controlling his vast insurance empire and plotting evil deeds, Willie Simpson hunkered down in a claustrophobic cubicle at a battered gray metal desk on a squeaky chair and tried to complete the long list of correspondences Mr. Scrudge had ordered him to type and send out in the evening post. Willie couldn’t help noticing there wasn’t a single Christmas card in the bunch. No, these were merely a long succession of ultimatums, threats, complaints, and promises of retribution if certain criteria concerning the workings of the Scrudge & Barley Insurance Company, Inc., were not met to Mr. Scrudge’s satisfaction.

Willie Simpson, young, handsome, and on the cusp of his twenty-fifth birthday, was innocent in more ways than he cared to admit. His blond surfer hair played at the collar of the cheap suit coat he had bought used off the rack at a thrift store up the street. He had the cutest pair of dimples, or so his mother always told him, which drilled holes in his cheeks every time he smiled, although those dimples didn’t make too many appearances inside the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., insurance complex, where he worked as personal secretary, or (let’s be honest here) personal flunky, to the big man himself.

And speaking of the big man himself, it might be mentioned that Willie Simpson was also hopelessly in love with his boss, E. B. Scrudge, and had been for a couple of years now. E. B. Scrudge was, in Willie’s eyes, a handsome, sexy hunk of manhood, even if he was an asshole. It might also be mentioned that Willie, in all his innocence of heart, if not body, performed certain other duties for his boss, when his boss was in the mood to be so entertained. And it was these other duties, these special duties, these entertainments, that kept Willie coming back to work every day.

But he mustn’t think about that now. Mr. Scrudge had shown no indication that Willie’s special talents would be needed on this day before Scrudge & Barley, Inc., closed down to allow the many employees of the firm to celebrate the holiday with their families. It looked like Willie’s own Christmas would be spent without any of those special memories to keep him feeling warm and festive. But Willie was used to disappointment. For one reason or another, most of Mr. Scrudge’s employees met with disappointment on an almost daily basis. Willie was no exception.

He also had his fair share of disappointments at home, caring for his ill mother, who was battling dementia. And her barely sixty. Willie’s father had died eons ago, and being an only child, it was left to Willie to see that his mother was looked after. One day he would need to place her in an institution better equipped to deal with her sickness. A place where they could watch her around the clock. But that time had not yet come, thank goodness. And besides, when the time did come, Willie had no idea how he was going to pay for his mother’s extra care. It was a problem Willie tried not to think about. He could barely afford to pay an elderly lady in his apartment building to watch his mother while he worked. And she was kind enough to charge him almost nothing. Willie supposed it would all work out somehow. In the meantime, he was happy to have his mother with him for as long as he could. At least her mind had not yet retreated so far into the shadows of dementia that she no longer knew her own son. And for that Willie was forever grateful.

After taking a few pleasant seconds to enjoy the sight of the Christmas lights blinking on across the city through his one tiny cubicle window, Willie Simpson heaved a great sigh. His back was aching from hunching over the keypad for the last four hours on his squeaky chair, typing up Mr. Scrudge’s correspondence. A weary smile made its way to his face when he realized he had only one more letter to type. But that briefly appearing smile did a swan dive, and Willie heaved another heart-wrenching sigh when he realized the last letter was to a Mrs. Evelyn Woozle concerning the insurance claims of Mrs. Woozle’s nine-year-old daughter, Wendy. Willie read through the correspondence twice, each time heaving another great sigh.

Over the last few months, Willie had typed a long string of letters to Mrs. Woozle from his boss. The mood of Mr. Scrudge’s letters had escalated quite quickly from incredulous to vaguely annoyed to downright furious. And now, Willie knew before he read it, here in his hand was the culmination of all the previous animosities squeezed into one cold, unfeeling missive, rather like an exclamation mark stabbed onto the end of a long, rambling, contentious sentence.

In Willie’s eyes, Mrs. Woozle’s story was a sad one. Wendy Woozle, Mrs. Woozle’s oldest daughter, was wasting away. Quite literally. And no one was sure why. The Scrudge & Barley Insurance Company had reluctantly paid for a battery of medical tests, but every test proved inconclusive, and the cause of Wendy’s illness remained a mystery. Two months ago, Willie’s boss had told Mrs. Woozle, who was a widow, that Scrudge & Barley, Inc., was tired of throwing good money after bad and informed her in no uncertain terms that one more claim in the pursuance of a cause behind her daughter’s wasting illness would, in effect, annul the family’s insurance policy altogether. He had suggested the mother feed the poor girl more often. Maybe order her a goddamn pizza. Who knew but what starvation and child neglect might not be the real culprits here?

Now, having finished reading this particular correspondence on this Christmas Eve, Willie knew this was indeed the final and legally binding culmination of Mr. Scrudge’s threats to the Woozle family. For against Mr. Scrudge’s orders, the good woman had visited yet another specialist, who had performed yet another battery of very expensive tests on her nine-year-old daughter, and those tests too, alas, had been inconclusive. As if that wasn’t bad enough, one of her other unfortunate children (she had five) had slipped from his skateboard and fractured his arm, incurring further claims for medical recompense from Scrudge & Barley, Inc. So as E. B. Scrudge, the hunky but not-so-merry gentleman in the other office, had threatened, the letter Willie now began to transcribe was the promised cancellation of all insurance benefits to the members of the Woozle family, each and every one of them, taking effect henceforth and continuing on in perpetuity (if E. B. Scrudge had anything to say about it). And “A Jolly Holiday Season To You And Yours,” the letter closed with a merry huff.

Willie began typing the letter, stopped long enough to sponge a tear from his cheek, then resumed his efforts.

He stopped typing again when the buzzer on his intercom hummed. He was being summoned.

Willie rolled his squeaky chair away from his battered desk, patted his chest to calm his pounding heart, and straightened his tie. He covered his mouth with his hand and tested his breath. He ran fingers through his blond hair to push it off his forehead. He stood, made sure his shirt was properly tucked, then plucked a tiny wrapped gift from a desk drawer. Sucking in a great gulp of air to brace his nerves, Willie stepped through the connecting door to Mr. Scrudge’s domain.

Mr. Scrudge was in his shirtsleeves, sitting ramrod straight in his chair, looking as gorgeous as ever. Thick black hair with a hint of gray at the temples, strong boxy jawline, broad shoulders, and cool blue eyes that could either freeze you in your tracks or, at moments of passion, melt you with a glance. Willie longed to run his fingers over those strong, hairy forearms as he had done so many times before, and if he had a few minutes to kill, he’d like to strip off his clothes and plop his naked ass down on his boss’s lap and stir up another hornet’s nest or two, as he had also done many times before. But his amorous imaginings were whittled to shavings that drifted onto the plush red Berber carpet at his feet when he saw the stack of envelopes on his boss’s desk. He knew what they were. A similar stack had been sitting there last year on Christmas Eve. And the Christmas Eve before that. At least this year the stack was smaller.

Willie wondered if this would be the year his own name made the pile.

“Finish the correspondence, Willie?” Mr. Scrudge asked without looking up from the letters in his hand.

“One more to go, sir,” Willie said.

“Good, Willie.” And finally Mr. Scrudge’s gaze took in Willie standing before him, shuffling his feet and holding a small, gaily wrapped package in his hand.

“What’s that?” Scrudge asked with a glower. “Is that a Christmas present? Who’s it for?”

Willie gave a little jump. “Oh. It’s for you, sir. Just a little remembrance from me, hoping you have a merry—”

“Fine,” Scrudge interrupted coolly. “Leave it on the desk, and as soon as you pass out these twelve envelopes to the proper recipients scattered about the building, you can type up that last letter and get it in the mail.”

Willie approached the desk shyly and placed the Christmas present on the farthest corner from Mr. Scrudge’s chair. He took the envelopes from Mr. Scrudge’s outstretched hand.

“Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it. Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Scrudge made no mention of the gift on his desk. No “thank you,” no insincere display of curiosity, no grunt of intrigue, nothing.

Willie jumped again when Mr. Scrudge asked, “You’re looking handsome today, Willie. In a hurry to get home tonight?”

Willie’s heart did a backflip. “No, sir. Did you need something further?”

Mr. Scrudge rolled his chair back from his desk and stroked a hand across the fly of his Armani trousers, which displayed a sizable bulge. “I think we might find a few chores for you after your daily work is finished, if you’ve a mind for it.”

Willie felt the blood rush to his head. Well, he felt part of his blood rush to his head. The rest of his blood rushed in the opposite direction, taking up residence in his crotch.

“I’ve a mind for it,” Willie stammered, and Mr. Scrudge actually smiled.

“Well, good, then, Willie. Off you go now,” Mr. Scrudge said, shooing Willie out the door with a flip of the fingers while his other hand still lay across the promising bulge in his Armani suit pants.

“Yes, sir,” Willie said, beaming. On legs weak with desire, he backed out of the office and gently closed the door behind him.

He stood outside Mr. Scrudge’s door and waited for his heart to stop thundering. Then he counted the envelopes in his hand. An even dozen. Shuffling through them once again, Willie read the names one after the other. His own name was not among them.

Willie sighed, torn between elation for the invitation to return to Mr. Scrudge’s office later, happiness at not being fired, and guilt for what he was about to do to a dozen unsuspecting workmates. Both happy and miserable, more than slightly hurt that Mr. Scrudge had not acknowledged his gift with so much as a nod of acceptance, and like the lovesick fool he knew deep down he really was, Willie scurried off toward the elevator to ruin Christmas for twelve soon-to-be-former fellow employees.

 

 

ON THIS particular Christmas Eve, 337 people were employed in the insurance offices of Scrudge & Barley, Inc. Come tomorrow, on Christmas morning, there would be 325. The missing twelve would be scrambling around wondering how they were going to pay their Christmas bills and looking for another job.

So, shamed by what he was about to do, Willie could barely lift his eyes from his shoe tops long enough to check the employee roster, which displayed both the name of each company employee and the office where they could be found. One by one he wended his way from floor to floor, through the cubicles and offices, dispensing grief and terror to the newly unemployed.

Six of the names on the envelopes belonged to women. Six belonged to men. The first eleven clutched their hearts when they saw Willie headed in their direction with that familiar stack of pink Christmas Eve envelopes in his hand. All eleven of those employees had been with Scrudge & Barley, Inc., long enough to know this was no Christmas bonus headed their way. Nor was it a coupon for a free turkey. Or a gift certificate for meritorious service or a nomination for Employee of the Month. One woman, apparently the most prescient of the bunch, was already emptying her desk before Willie laid the envelope in her hand. As Willie passed out the pink slips, more ugly epithets came his way than he ever remembered being called in grade school. Everything from “brown-nosing sycophant” by fat old Grady Gillman in accounting to “weaselly little shit toad” by Evelyn Rider in payroll, who might as well have been Mr. Scrudge’s twin sister since she didn’t like anybody, even on the days she wasn’t being fired.

With one final envelope still in his hand, and so depressed by this point he was ready to shoot himself in the head, but certainly not about to do any such thing since he still had a hot date with his boss coming up—not to mention an ill mother to care for—Willie plodded his way into an elevator headed down and disembarked in the building’s basement, three floors underground and far from the light of day.

There, in a shadowy tomb filled with discarded office furniture and broken-down machinery, all of which smelled of sweat and dust and rat turds, Willie found Mr. Charles Mayfield, the head custodian, who had been with the firm since before E. B. Scrudge ever set foot in the building. Mr. Mayfield was sitting in an old folding chair by the ancient furnace, which hadn’t been lit since the day it was installed more than thirty years ago because neither Mr. Scrudge nor Mr. Barley figured anyone would actually freeze to death in Southern California, no matter how cold it got, so why spend a fortune heating the joint?

At the moment Mr. Mayfield had his hands full with a humongous tuna sandwich. When he saw Willie approaching with a single envelope in his hand, he gave an understanding grunt and laid the sandwich aside.

“You look like someone just shot your favorite dog, son. Cheer up. It’s not you getting fired.”

Willie nodded, feeling worse. He liked the old janitor, who had once grabbed Willie’s hand out of the blue three years earlier and wished him a hearty “welcome to the firm, lad” on Willie’s first day on the job. It was the only such welcome Willie had ever received from anyone at the firm, then to now.

“I’m sorry” was all Willie could think to say as he handed over the envelope. It was the very last one. The one with the sticker of a chubby Santa poking his head out of a chimney with a smudge of soot on his nose, which, considering Mr. Mayfield’s position with the firm, seemed apropos. “I wish it was anybody but you,” Willie said.

Mr. Mayfield opened the envelope, glanced at the pink slip inside, gave a chuckle, and tossed both the pink slip and the envelope into a wastebasket by his chair. Then he centered his attention back on Willie standing hangdog before him.

He stepped forward and gave Willie a gentle hug and a bracing pat on the back. He was beaming from ear to ear as he approached, which Willie thought was odd. But then, Mr. Mayfield was always beaming from ear to ear. He could be mopping up three quarts of vomit from a bathroom floor, which he had done more times than one would care to know, and he’d still be beaming from ear to ear.

“Don’t take it to heart, son. You’re just doin’ what you’re told. Can’t nobody fault ya for that.”

“I can fault me,” Willie droned, smelling Cherry Blend tobacco on the man who still held him in a paternal embrace. Willie knew that smell because his grandfather used to smoke Cherry Blend tobacco. “You’re the only one who welcomed me to the firm when I started working here, sir. I’ll bet you didn’t know that.”

The janitor stepped back and, still beaming from ear to ear, said, “No, I didn’t know it, but I’m not surprised. I’ve never seen much welcoming going on here at Scrudge & Barley, Inc. Nor a whole lot of pleases or thank-yous being passed around either.”

“What will you do now?” Willie asked, dropping his head to avoid meeting Mr. Mayfield’s eyes. “How will you live?”

“I’ll manage, son. Got my Social Security to fall back on. My boy’ll help me out now and then if needs be. Actually, I’m a little more worried about you than I am about me.”

Willie gave a start, dragging his gaze from the floor and staring into Mr. Mayfield’s happy face. “Why are you worried about me?”

The old janitor reached out and tapped Willie’s chest with a fingertip. “Because I see what’s going on in here, son. You’ve lost your heart to that man, I think.” He lifted a hand as if to stop Willie from saying whatever he was about to say. “Ain’t no use denyin’ it, Willie. I see what’s happening around me. And I see echoes of Mr. Scrudge in you. I surely do. And those echoes scare me to death.”

Willie blinked. “I-I don’t understand.”

Mr. Mayfield cocked his old head and studied Willie for a moment. He seemed to come to a favorable conclusion about what he was about to do, so he went ahead and did it, which was likely the way he had lived his life for the past six or seven decades. “Mr. Scrudge once held the same job with this firm that you do. He was Cornelius Barley’s flunky. Did you know that?”

“No,” Willie said. In fact, he could barely believe it. “Really?”

“Yep. And he worked his way into that mean old man’s heart like a boll weevil workin’ its way into a ball of cotton. Did it for financial gain, he did. The worst possible motive in the world for makin’ somebody love ya, especially when you don’t love ’em back. Now, I see you about to disagree with what I’m saying. Before you do, let me make myself clear. I know that’s not what you’re doin’. You ain’t bein’ conniving about your affections, ’cause frankly, son, I don’t expect there’s a conniving bone in your body. Not with that angelic face, there ain’t. You ain’t working your way into old Scrudge’s heart. But dammit, son, somehow that man has gone and worked his way into yours, now ain’t he?”

Willie stood speechless. He remained speechless while Mr. Mayfield pulled an ornately carved briar pipe from his back pocket, filled it with Cherry Blend tobacco from a pouch he plucked from another back pocket, tamped it down nice and tight with his thumb, and then lit the thing with a kitchen match he pulled from his Dickies shirt, from the pocket with his name stitched over the top. Charlie. Two seconds later Mr. Mayfield’s head was all but lost in a cloud of fragrant blue smoke.

Willie waited for the smoke to clear before asking, “How’d you know?”

The old janitor puffed on his pipe, shrugged, and finally coughed up another chuckle. “Hell, son. I wasn’t always old. I’ve probably been in love more times than you’ve bought shoes. And having been in love so many times, do you think I can’t spot it now when somebody’s living it underneath my nose? People in love look different, is all. And you sure as hell got the look.”

“I do?”

Mr. Mayfield chuckled. “Afraid so. And as far as getting loved back by that skinflint upstairs, I’m afraid you might be facin’ an uphill battle.”

Willie decided he would rather not think about that, but he did feel a sudden need to explain himself. “He’s not as mean as people think he is. He can be… tender sometimes.”

Mr. Mayfield blew a smoke ring and watched it waft toward the ceiling until it tore itself apart in a tangle of pipes and wiring. When the smoke ring was no longer recognizable as a ring at all, he turned his gaze back to Willie. “I hope you’re right, son. But don’t be surprised if you find out you’re pissin’ up the wrong tree.” He cast an eyebrow high and gave Willie another perusal, all the while still smiling happily. “You’re meetin’ up with him tonight, ain’t ya? I can see it in them hopeful blue eyes of yours.”

“Uh—”

“Don’t bother denyin’ it, son. I can see what’s true even if you don’t feel like admittin’ it. Just take care. That’s all I’m saying. Maybe Scrudge’s got a heart tucked away deep down inside somewhere like you say he does. I don’t know. But from what I’ve seen, I’m not so sure that’s the case. I’d hate to see you get your own heart chewed up and spit out like a wad of stale Juicy Fruit.”

“I-I’ll be careful.”

At that the old janitor’s beaming face settled into a shape a little less ecstatic. Now he merely looked pleased. “That’s all I ask, young man. Be careful.”

He reached out with a pair of work-ravaged hands and straightened Willie’s tie. It was a gesture of kindness Willie was pretty sure he would never forget. Here the man had been fired from his job, and he was still concerned about how Willie looked when he presented himself to the boss. “You have a merry Christmas, son. You think you can do that?”

Willie returned a gentle smile. “Yes, sir. I think I can.” He took a final glance at the pink slip lying in the bottom of the wastebasket by Mr. Mayfield’s chair. “I hope you can too.”

As if on cue, Mr. Mayfield’s happy face lit up as brightly as ever. He winked at Willie through a tendril of pipe smoke. “Oh, I think I’ll manage just fine.”





Chapter Two

 

 

“ARE YOU sure you don’t have a Christmas treat for me, sir?”

Willie Simpson was on his knees in front of E. B. Scrudge’s chair. The only articles of clothing attached to the bodies of either Willie or Mr. Scrudge were the purple-and-orange argyle socks on Mr. Scrudge’s feet. Mr. Scrudge always wore colorful socks. Outside of moments of complete abandon such as this one, it was the only playful side he ever presented to the world.

Willie loved Mr. Scrudge’s argyle socks. Not to mention the long, sexy expanse of manly flesh towering above them from shinbone to crown.

“How many times have I told you, Willie. Under circumstances such as this, you may call me Ebbie.” But Mr. Scrudge was smiling as he said it. He was also cupping the sides of Willie’s head between his strong hands, his fingers buried in Willie’s thick blond hair, his thighs tucked under Willie’s armpits. With his hands where they were, he could better control the bobbing of Willie’s head. And to some extent, the delicious attentions of Willie’s mouth.

Being busy with said attentions by now, Willie could only nod. Plus it must be said that Ebbie’s beautiful, erect cock was taking up most of the space Willie generally needed to make conversation. In other words, Willie’s mouth was full.

While Willie gently stroked Ebbie’s thick shaft, he also savored the bulbous corona that swelled from the end of it, for it was true that Mr. Scrudge’s—Ebbie’s—cock was indeed a mouthful. With his one free hand, Willie played his fingers through the pelt of dark hair covering Ebbie’s luscious broad chest. When Willie grazed a thumb across Ebbie’s nipple, Willie’s boss lifted his ass an inch or so off the chair and buried his cock a bit deeper into Willie’s worshiping mouth. When he did, Willie took the opportunity to cup Ebbie’s fat balls in the palm of his hand to feel the weight of them. By the tremble in Ebbie’s legs, Willie suspected his boss enjoyed that sensation as well.

Following a tiny gasp, which came about when Willie dragged an exploring tongue over Ebbie’s slit, sopping up a bit of precome as he did, Ebbie cleared his throat with obvious effort and voiced a question.

“Perhaps you have a Christmas treat for me as well, Willie?” Ebbie gently caressed Willie’s cheeks, warm now with the flush of passion, and when Willie lifted his eyes to meet the gaze of the man at the receiving end of his exertions, he saw the same hunger there he figured must surely be visible in his own eyes as well.

“You want to taste me?” Willie asked around the head of Ebbie’s cock. And while Willie was undeniably innocent of heart, there was certainly no innocence in his eyes now. Ebbie enjoyed his young body at times like this, and Willie was always happy to share what he figured was all he had to offer the man who meant so much to him. And who in truth, it must be said, except for moments like this, cared so little about him at all.

Ebbie breathed out one tiny word. “Yes.” And then, beyond all hope, he also said, “Please.”

Willie smiled. Easing Ebbie’s fat cock from between his lips, he rose to his feet to place himself between Ebbie’s bare, splayed legs. His own cock was engorged with blood and standing erect, seeming to reach out to Ebbie with as much hunger as Ebbie’s gaze was directing upon it.

Ebbie sat upright in his desk chair and leaned into Willie’s body, trailing his fingertips over Willie’s smooth chest, grazing his palms over the blond fuzz on Willie’s thighs, gripping Willie’s hips and dragging him closer, stroking and smelling and tasting the skin it seemed he would never tire of (and never did, if the truth were known).

Willie’s body gave a shudder when Ebbie pressed his face to Willie’s stomach. While his tongue did a little dance in Willie’s belly button, Willie cupped the back of Ebbie’s head and pulled him closer. Willie stood there like that, naked, trembling, his head straining back and his mouth open while the tendons on his neck stood out. And when Ebbie dipped his head a wee bit lower and took Willie’s cock into his mouth, sucking it in as far as it would go, every muscle in Willie’s body tensed. He rose up on tiptoe and offered himself completely. When Ebbie cradled Willie’s firm ass in the palms of his hand and dragged Willie toward him, Willie decided he should make it easier for his boss, so he straddled the desk chair and hitched his body as close to the man as he could get. Ebbie thanked him by swallowing his shaft completely, eyes closed, and a look of bliss lit his face as he oh so gently stroked Willie’s opening with the tip of an index finger until Willie’s shudder became a gasping convulsion.

Ebbie’s eyes crinkled with lust, and with his mouth still gleefully consuming the man before him, he gazed up into Willie’s face and smiled around his straining cock.

“Delicious,” Ebbie gurgled, and Willie laid his hands to either side of his boss’s face, digging his fingers through the scattering of gray hairs at Ebbie’s temples, then dipping them lower to stroke Ebbie’s broad shoulders. All the while, Willie’s legs trembled so badly he wondered how long he would be able to stand.

But apparently Ebbie had no wish to make Willie stand at all. Ebbie slid open a desk drawer beside him and extracted a bottle of lubricant and a box of condoms. Proving himself to be ambidextrous (and proving it quite handily, it must be said), Ebbie, still savoring Willie’s dick and not freeing it for a second from his worshiping mouth, gently spread the gel over Willie’s opening.

Trembling even harder now, Willie spread his legs wide to accommodate Ebbie’s attentions, both fore and aft, and while doing so, he lent a hand by shaking a foil-wrapped condom from the box and tearing it open.

With those tasks accomplished, Willie stepped back and eased his cock from Ebbie’s mouth. As Ebbie studied Willie’s face hovering above him, Willie reached down and positioned the condom atop the head of Ebbie’s straining cock. When he had it where he wanted it, he gently rolled the condom down along the pulsing shaft until the beautiful strong cock was sheathed entirely in latex. With that chore finished, Willie took up the bottle of lubricant and dribbled a generous amount over the taut condom, giving Ebbie’s cock a playful stroke or two while he did it. Willie stepped closer again, and Ebbie laid his mouth to Willie’s stomach once more. At the same time, Ebbie slid a finger, oiled now and eager to explore, into the tight crevice of Willie’s ass—in and out, slowly, until Willie moaned with pleasure. And as if the moan of pleasure was the cue he’d been waiting for, Ebbie slid in a second finger, oh so carefully, while constantly watching Willie’s face as if for any sign of pain. But Willie knew no pain. Only pleasure. Pure, carnal pleasure.

“Now, please,” Willie muttered, and in answer Ebbie slowly withdrew his probing fingers while Willie inched a little closer. Bracing himself by grasping the back of Ebbie’s neck, Willie lowered himself onto that iron-hard shaft of latex-covered flesh. After a second of concentration on both their parts, Ebbie’s iron cock suddenly popped through Willie’s anal ring and began burning a path deep inside him until it had gone as far as it could go.

Only then did Willie freeze for a scattering of heartbeats while Ebbie clutched his hips, holding him in place. Willie slowly relaxed and then smiled in contentment and rising hunger. Ebbie wrapped his arms more tightly around Willie’s waist, his own body trembling now as well.

When Ebbie’s mouth came to rest at the base of Willie’s throat, Willie began to move. The muscles in Willie’s thighs bulged and relaxed as he lifted himself from that heavenly stabbing cock, and as it was about to slide from him completely, Willie lowered himself onto it again, impaling himself to the core. Over and over Willie rode and released, rode and released. Both men were shaking as if suffering a bout of malaria. Ebbie’s mouth continued to lie hungrily at Willie’s throat. Ebbie breathed deeply and squeezed his eyes shut. Willie stroked Ebbie’s cock skillfully and lovingly, delighted by the pleasure in Ebbie’s expression. A particularly uncontrolled spasm of lust tore through Willie’s body, and Ebbie smiled and cupped Willie’s balls in his hand. At the feel of those tender fingers cradling him, Willie shuddered and released his sperm with a cry.

His seed shot out of him like buckshot, spattering Ebbie’s chest and chin, while Ebbie watched. Then Ebbie tore his eyes from Willie’s release to look into Willie’s face, and it was at that precise moment that his own release came.

He pulled Willie forcefully into him, burying his face in Willie’s throat, crying out his own song of need as his come gushed forth to fill the condom. At the first surge, Willie let Ebbie’s cock slide away from him. He quickly dropped to his knees between Ebbie’s quaking legs, tore the condom away, and tucked Ebbie’s still-gushing cock into his mouth to claim the rest of Ebbie’s seed for his own.

Ebbie clutched Willie’s hair as Willie slavered hungrily at his come until both of them were whimpering in pleasure.

“Sweet Jesus,” Ebbie whispered, as the muscles of each man slowly relaxed against the other.

And for a moment, as their bodies calmed, they clung to each other. Sated.

The heat in E. B. Scrudge’s eyes began to cool. He made a last lingering stroke through Willie’s blond hair with his fingertips before gently pushing the young man away, steeling his heart against the hurting gaze Willie cast in his direction when he did. He had seen that look on Willie’s face before. But as the look was familiar, so was his own cooling ardor. And his need to create a space between the two of them, when five minutes earlier it had been impossible to get close enough.

But Ebbie didn’t try to analyze his feelings. He let them lead him onward, as he had always done. If his need for distance was hurtful to Willie, then Willie would have to deal with it. And that little gem of wisdom was the last Ebbie truly thought of the matter.

“You’d better get dressed, Willie. I have to run and meet my friends. We have plans for the evening.”

 

 

WILLIE BLINKED back an onrush of tears. He tried not to glance at the gift still sitting unopened on Mr. Scrudge’s desk. It didn’t look as if it had been moved since Willie placed it there earlier. Obviously Ebbie wasn’t remotely curious as to what might be inside.

Willie stared down at Ebbie, still naked before him. A splash of Willie’s come sparkled on the older man’s chest and chin. And while Willie’s legs were still weak with the release of passion, he stepped back, feeling suddenly naked and a bit ashamed. The cooling of Ebbie’s ardor toward him after sex was always a heartache for Willie. What he wouldn’t give to drop to his knees one more time and lay his face against the heat of Ebbie’s softening cock, perhaps taste even now an errant drop of the come he so loved to savor. To perhaps move to the sofa against the far wall and lie there in Ebbie’s arms while their hearts slowed and perhaps a whole new round of desire ignited. Ebbie made no move to cover his nakedness, or to wipe Willie’s sperm from his chin or chest. He merely sat there in his naked beauty and waited for Willie to dress himself and leave the room.

By the time Willie was tying his shoelaces, he was almost in tears.

He slipped through Ebbie’s office door without another word spoken by either of them. Only when Willie was about to close the door behind him did he utter the words “Merry Christmas, Ebbie.” And not waiting for a response because he knew one wouldn’t come, he simply latched the door.

In his tiny cubicle once more, Willie powered down his computer and gathered up two more gaily wrapped Christmas gifts from the floor beside his battered desk. With the gifts secured under his arm, Willie switched off his lights and stepped out into the hall.

He would have to hurry home. He was already late. The lady taking care of his mother might have Christmas Eve plans of her own.

It wasn’t until Willie stepped out onto the street that he felt a tear finally touch his cheek. With an aching heart, he breathed in the cool night air. Fog was rolling in off the bay, dimming the Christmas lights that sparkled up and down the street. The Southern California air had an unfamiliar chill to it.

Willie flipped his jacket collar up to keep the cold wind off his neck. It was fully dark now. He really would have to hurry. The streets were filled with shoppers, all chattering happily to fellow shoppers or barking merry words into their cell phones, their arms filled with bags and packages of their own. Everyone ignored the gathering fog as they strolled up and down the boulevard, gaily clamoring here and there, waving to friends, calling out season’s greetings, bustling in and out of storefronts, skirting past Willie as if he didn’t exist at all.

In an alcove between buildings, Willie spotted a homeless woman shivering against the brick wall. Crouched on the sidewalk with her forehead on her knees, she sat there huddled in misery. But even as she hid her face from the merrymaking horde around her, she held out a desperate pale hand, pleading for help.

Almost without thinking, Willie shuffled his packages around until he was able to reach into his pocket and extract a coin or two. He dropped the coins in the woman’s hand as he passed, and he heard the woman softly say, “Thank you, sir. Merry Christmas.” But still she did not lift her head.

“And Merry Christmas to you,” Willie muttered back. But as Willie was stepping away, she reached out and brushed his pant leg with her fingertips.

Willie stopped and looked down to see the woman gazing up at him. She was young, he was startled to see. Little more than a child. Maybe fifteen or sixteen. Her face was as pale as her hand, but her eyes burned bright and wide in her elfin face. She had a dirty blanket wrapped around her shoulders to ward off the damp and chill.

“Never fear,” she said. “He will find you before another day has ended.”

Willie blinked. He leaned in closer. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

But the young woman merely gazed a bit longer into Willie’s startled face, and then, as if wearied of the connection, she once again rested her forehead on her knees and extended her hand in the hopes of another kind soul coming along with a coin or two to ease her misery.

Willie watched her for a moment, still confused. Then he finally turned away.

While waiting at a street corner for the light to change so he could cross the street to his bus stop, Willie turned back to gaze at the glass-and-steel facade of the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., office building, its great height darkened now but for an occasional office light glimmering here and there. At the very apex of the sixteen-story building, he saw lights blink on in the penthouse.

Wiping the memory of tears from his face, Willie imagined Ebbie stepping into a shower to wash away the evidence of Willie’s passion from his body, soaping down to rid himself of Willie’s scent. Washing away all evidence of their time together as if it meant nothing to him at all.

Which of course it didn’t.

Before the walk light blinked to green, Willie closed his eyes and remembered the feel of Ebbie’s mouth at his throat, the feel of Ebbie’s cock sliding into him and gently, oh so gently, plumbing his depths. And, as Willie always imagined it, that straining cock reaching so far up into him it seemed to almost nudge his heart aside. For what else could the quivering sensation deep inside him be when he was cradled in Ebbie’s arms and the two of them were lost in each other’s touch?

The crossing light turned, and among a crowd of strangers, none of whom had the tracks of tears dried on their cheeks but him, Willie stepped off the curb. He broke into a jog when he saw his bus lumbering down the street toward the stop.

Willie tried to ignore the old familiar ache in his heart. Wrenching his thoughts from the man on the sixteenth floor behind him, Willie thought of his mother. He thought of the small Christmas tree sitting on the end table in the living room of his tiny apartment. He thought of how on Christmas morning there would be only the gifts he now carried in his arms under that tree, for his mother could not shop. Did not perhaps even understand the concept of Christmas anymore at all.

Willie would have no present to open in the morning, but that was all right. At least for the gifts he now carried to her, he would be smothered with thank-yous.

And that would be Christmas present enough for him.

At least from her, he knew, his love would be returned. Always.

Frozen now to the bone, for the night really had turned quite chilly, Willie flew up the steps of the city bus rumbling at the curb and blowing exhaust fumes into the fog. He found a seat all the way in the back, where he could look out on the night as he rode.

For a fleeting second in time, as he studied his own reflection in the bus window, he thought he saw the same sad girl who had been begging on the street corner, looking over his shoulder. But when he turned, there was no one there.

Again, her words echoed in his head. “Never fear,” she had said. “He will find you before another day has ended.”

Who will find me, Willie wondered. Even had he truly known, he would never have believed it. Not yet.

 

 

E. B. Scrudge had lied to Willie, of course. In all manner of comments concerning his “friends,” Ebbie was forced to lie because as far as friends went—he had none. Nor did this lack of friendship in his life bother him in the least. Pesky things, friends. Always demanding one’s time, always expecting concessions and ringing up at odd hours, disturbing one’s sleep, butting their way into lunch, trying to wangle dinner invitations. Aside from those times with his secretary, when desire took over the reins of his existence from common sense, Ebbie was more than content having no one at his side at all. Desire, of course, was a human frailty, and therefore beyond his control, so he did not consider that a weakness at all. Partaking of the enjoyments of the flesh was a bodily need, rather like eating, after all. Although he had to admit, partaking of Willie now and then was truly a memorable experience.

And thinking that thought, Ebbie sat alone among a crowd of hundreds. He was all decked out in a new evening suit with a red silk scarf draped dashingly across his shoulders. He and those many hundreds of strangers were all waiting beneath the ornately wrought ceiling of the San Diego Civic Theatre for the curtain to rise on the latest offering of the California Ballet company. The only difference between Ebbie and all the strangers around him was the fact that Ebbie was trying to ignore the sensation of a growing erection worming its way down his perfectly creased pant leg.

Lately, he had noticed, even a passing thought of his young secretary was enough to stir his ardor, so to speak. And tonight the lad had been truly worshipful. Truly memorable.

Not to mention beautiful. Small wonder Ebbie could not wean him from his thoughts. Ebbie closed his senses to the clatter and stir of hundreds of ballet attendees wiggling in their seats around him, making themselves comfortable, slipping out of their coats, settling in, whispering to their neighbors in anticipation, rustling their Playbills to peruse the cast of The Nutcracker, which was tonight’s holiday offering. In his reserved season seat in the dress circle, eight rows back and on the center aisle, where he liked it, Ebbie squeezed his eyes tight, shutting out all manner of surrounding disturbances. In the darkness behind his eyelids, he remembered tonight’s every moment with Willie in his arms. Every tender touch, every kiss, every taste, every shudder.

And for a fleeting second, almost passing too quickly to be noticed at all, Scrudge found himself wishing Willie were sitting at his side right now. Perhaps Willie had never seen a ballet before. That would be fun. Ebbie imagined how, when the house lights went down, he could “accidentally” rest his knee against Willie’s, and how, maybe after the show was well underway and the people around them were raptly enjoying the performance on stage, Ebbie might “accidentally” reach over in the darkness and slip his fingers into Willie’s warm hand, where he would leave them for the rest of the evening. (At that thought, in truth, Ebbie would have been appalled by the tender expression that molded his face around those closed eyes of his.)

As luck would have it, at that moment all thought of Willie was lost completely because it was then the houselights dimmed and the curtain began to rise silently, its vast velvet weight corrugating, fold by luxurious fold, into the proscenium arch high above Ebbie’s head.

At the first rousing notes of the overture from the orchestra pit, Ebbie settled back to enjoy the show. Willie was no longer a glimmer of memory inside his head, although a twinge of sadness lingered that Scrudge didn’t fully understand. (You, dear reader, probably understand completely.)

Ebbie lost himself in the artistry of the dancers on stage while deploring the silly premise of the story. Sugarplum fairies indeed. Dancing nutcrackers. Hogwash.

It was only toward the end of the second act, when Willie had once again wormed his way into Ebbie’s thoughts, that Ebbie felt another stirring of sadness deep inside. A stirring of… longing. But what he was longing for, he couldn’t quite imagine.

(And yes, it must be said, E. B. Scrudge really was that big a fool.)

 

 

DURING THE performance, the night had grown chillier and the fog had thickened over the city. Filing out among the crowd of balletgoers, himself the only silent soul among a sea of reveling, Christmas-energized humanity, Ebbie felt a bit out of place, knowing he had no one to discuss the performance with as everyone around him did. No one with whom to critique, to compare impressions of the ballet, or even with whom to share a friendly hug and a “Happy Holidays.” But Ebbie was used to that, so he didn’t let it bother him. He threaded his way hurriedly through the mirthful, milling crowd in the lobby as if pretending to scurry off to meet someone who only he knew wasn’t really there. Once outside, Ebbie set off at a brisk, businesslike stride. After all, the Civic Theatre was only blocks from the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., office building where Ebbie laid his weary head every night. In mere moments, he was cocooned in a foggy world in which his footsteps echoed eerily through the canyoned streets around him. Somewhere off in the hazy distance, he heard what sounded like holiday calliope music, as if played through the speakers of a merry-go-round. More likely a car radio. Or a boom box, swinging from the hand of one of the crazies who lived on the city streets, homeless and happy to be so, spilling their own little taste of Christmas cheer into the world around them.

The downtown area was empty of holiday shoppers now, the hour too late for any stores to be open for business, even on Christmas Eve. Ebbie wrapped the red silk scarf a little tighter around his throat to ward off the nip in the wind, rather wishing as he did so that he had worn a wool scarf instead of a silk one.

A couple of blocks from his destination, Ebbie’s attention fell upon a young woman sitting huddled against a wall at the edge of the sidewalk. She had a worn and soiled blanket around her shoulders to shield herself from the cold night air. She had no hand reaching out for help because there were no longer any passing shoppers to direct her plea toward.

As Ebbie passed, drawing his suit coat tighter across his chest and stepping a little closer to the curb to keep his distance from the beggar, the young woman looked up and seared him with a smile. She appeared immensely amused for some strange reason Ebbie couldn’t fathom, and that rather offended him, if the truth were known. Who was she to smile at him? A chill passed through him, and he almost stopped in his tracks, so stunned was he by the look of merry wonder on her innocent, pale face.

In the end, Ebbie gathered his customarily cool and heartless manner about him like a cloak and hurried off along the street away from the girl. As he scuttled past, he heard a gentle laughter follow him down the boulevard. It must have been the beggar girl laughing because there was no one else on the street.

Still, Ebbie did not slow his steps, nor did he look back. He merely hurried on toward the blacked-out facade of his office building. For there, he knew, he would be sheltered from the cold and safely away from that disturbing peal of laughter, which for some reason he still imagined hearing although the girl must have been two blocks behind him by now.

The patter of his footsteps ceased to echo through the fog when he stepped beneath the awning at the building’s main entrance. Rather glad to have reached his destination—the wind truly was bitingly unfriendly this evening!—Ebbie fumbled in his pocket for the key to the front door. He was trembling with cold by now, and more than a little ill at ease for some unknown reason. He would be glad to be in off the street. Glad to be in his penthouse on the sixteenth floor, where he could look out at the night and not have to feel its clammy fingers on his skin. And while Ebbie didn’t imbibe much, he might even pour himself a drink. Yes. It was Christmas Eve, after all. A celebratory drink was most definitely in order. And it might remove the chill from this miserable, cold night, which seemed to have seeped into his very bones. Ebbie opened the building’s front door, stepped quickly through, and immediately turned to relock it. Giving himself a shake to shed the drops of moisture that had gathered on his sleeves from the damp fog, he hurried along the dimly lit corridor, heels clacking, to the bank of elevators ahead.

He had no sooner laid a fingertip to the Up button when a sudden silence descended on the building around him. All manner of background noises dwindled immediately to nothing. The silence deepened until it laid itself over him like a pall, and once the silence was so profound as to almost be a weight across his shoulders, every light in the place blinked out, leaving him in total and utter darkness. Ebbie stood frozen, almost buried alive beneath that sudden incursion of silence and shadow. The grave itself, he imagined, could not be more oppressive. The only sounds in Ebbie’s ear were the rasp of his startled breath and the thudding of his galloping heart. He turned in a complete circle, trying to ignore the shiver of fear prickling his spine as he gazed frantically about in every direction. But for all the good his wide, frightened eyes did him, he might have left them closed. He could see nothing. Nothing but darkness. Total and impenetrable black.

He stood waiting. Weren’t the emergency floods supposed to switch on when the power went out? Wasn’t that what emergency floodlights were designed to do? Perhaps he should call someone. But who would he call? There was no night watchman. Ebbie was too cheap to pay for one. Even old man Mayfield, the custodian, wasn’t around, and besides, Ebbie had fired him not six hours earlier. At the moment, Ebbie couldn’t quite remember why he had fired the old man, but still he was most assuredly aware that he had. So he couldn’t expect any help from that quarter.

He tapped his pockets, hoping to find some means of creating light, but it was pointless, of course. He had no tiny flashlight, no matches, no cigarette lighter. Nothing.

Good lord, would he have to traipse up sixteen flights of stairs in the pitch dark, groping his way like a blind man? The thought gave him an uneasy chill.

Ebbie tensed at the sound of footsteps approaching down the hall. They were tippy-tapping across the parquet floor like tap shoes. Or little tiny hooves, which was most certainly an unnerving thought. As the footsteps drew nearer and nearer in the inky blackness, Ebbie sucked in a great breath of air and flattened himself against the wall like a mural, hoping to go unnoticed by whatever the hell was coming toward him.

“Who—who’s there?” he asked in a shaky voice he had never heard himself use before, and one he didn’t much care to ever hear again, if the truth were known.

But there came no answer to his feeble call. All that came was the continuing approach of those tippy-tapping footfalls. By their sound, Ebbie judged they were twenty feet away, then fifteen, then ten. And just as the person, whoever it was, came so near Ebbie figured he could reach out and touch them—if he was insane enough to try—the footsteps merely passed on by. Never slowing. Never faltering. Never ceasing to clickety-clack along. They simply sailed past and continued on, the sound of them slowly disappearing in the distance, which scared Ebbie most of all.

It scared him, you see, for the hallway ended at Ebbie’s elbow. There was no more floor for those eerie footsteps to continue treading upon. Ebbie reached out in the darkness to assure himself it was really true. And it was. For less than a foot from his elbow, he felt a cool marble wall. It was the wall where the hallway ended. This was the elevator kiosk, after all. There would have been nowhere farther for a hallway to go.

But still, if he listened closely, Ebbie could hear those clickety-clackety footsteps trailing off in the distance. Trailing off through and on the other side of the wall he had just laid his hand to. Ebbie jerked his hand back as if he’d been burned, although the marble wall was actually icy to the touch.

“Holy shit,” he whispered. And the moment the words were out of his mouth, the lights came back on, blinking to life, one after the other, from his end of the hallway to the other. And, praise Allah, he was alone! The background sounds of a slumbering building revved up to fill the empty silence of a power outage now come to an end. And as the sound and light of life returned to brush away his fears and give him hope that perhaps all wasn’t lost after all, he breathed a heavenly sigh of relief and chuckled at his own fears. Hooves indeed.

Two seconds later, the elevator doors in front of which Ebbie was standing slid open with a whoosh, and Ebbie jumped three feet straight up into the air, it startled him so. His red silk scarf flew off in one direction, his building keys tumbled from his hand and flew off in another direction. And deep in his throat, his chuckle died a most profound and instant death.

Taking a last look at the wall at his elbow and the empty hallway stretching off into the distance at his other elbow, Ebbie hastily gathered up his belongings and hurried into the waiting elevator car. He took a deep breath and tried to ignore the uneasy chill still slithering up and down his spine like eels gliding across a muddy riverbed.

 

 

LITTLE DID Ebbie know, but the “ignoring” part of his evening was about to end with a resounding and permanent thud. Not to mention his life as he had always lived it.

And in E. B. Scrudge’s case, who can argue but that that was a good thing indeed.

 

 

THE BRONZE elevator doors whooshed closed, sealing Ebbie inside, and the great chains inside the elevator mechanism over his head cranked and rumbled—without him ever pushing a button to direct the elevator where to go.

Terrified, Ebbie clutched his chest with one hand and grabbed the handrail on the wall with the other, not quite knowing what to expect. While he waited for something to happen—he wasn’t sure what it would be, but he was desperately hoping it wouldn’t be anything fatal—he was startled to catch sight of his distorted reflection in the bronze elevator door. He was startled because never before had he seen himself look so frightened. Mouth agape. Eyes wide and staring. Hair practically standing on end. His red silk scarf trailed from his clenched fist like a torrent of blood spilling from his arm—an unnerving simile if there ever was one.

When the elevator car jerked to life and began sliding upward at an alarming clip, rattling and shaking and making all manner of strange noises, Ebbie hastily pressed the red stop button with a trembling thumb, but nothing happened. A wail of fury erupted from his throat as he hammered on the button with the heel of his hand. But still the car rose like a rocket. He watched as the needle above the door that indicated the floor numbers continued to rise, all the while desperately—and ineffectually—slapping the Stop button until he finally realized it was pointless.

He stared horrified as the needle above his head continued to climb.

“No!” He clutched his chest and the handrail all the tighter, his palms sweaty, his legs weak with fear. He also had to pee, but this certainly wasn’t the time to worry about that.

The needle over the door hit 1… 2… 3… 4, and as it reached 5, the car jerked to a stop, jarring Ebbie all the way down to his Italian leather dress shoes. (The loafers were newly purchased from Hugo Boss, by the way, which is interesting as far as fashion goes but in the context of the story will probably never be mentioned again.)

Ebbie’s new shoes, as comfortable as they were, were the last thing on his mind. What was truly on his mind was the disconcerting fact that the elevator doors were sliding open in front of him without any direction from him. Without any direction from anybody. And the additional fact that the elevator doors were opening to expose what appeared to be an impenetrable sea of fog inside the fifth-floor corridor was so far beyond the realm of reasonable possibility that Ebbie couldn’t fathom it at all. Nor did he intend to expend any effort trying to.

It occurred to him suddenly that perhaps none of this was real. Perhaps, in fact, it was all nothing more than a dream. One of those creepy-ass dreams that soon send one shooting up in bed, soaked in sweat, with a scream on one’s lips. Of course! A dream. That’s what it was. That’s what it had to be.

And with that thought, Ebbie almost smiled.

At least until a ravaged hand, twisted and bloodless, came through the fog at eye level and beckoned him forward with the crook of a clawlike finger! The long, ragged fingernail tipping the end of that god-awful beckoning finger was blackened with filth and curved inward like a talon. It gave Ebbie the heebie-jeebies just looking at it.

But the terrifying claw luring him forward wasn’t the worst thing. Oh, not by a long shot. The booming voice that accompanied the monstrous hand and the curling, beckoning finger was infinitely worse. That voice! It sent shards of fear stabbing through Ebbie’s chest like darts blasting from a blowgun, and for one horrible, horrible moment, he thought he might keel over in a dead faint.

“Scrudge!” the voice imperiously wailed, all scratchy and raspy and as cold as an iceberg, the speaker invisible in the fog. “Step forward now!”

“Like hell I will!” Ebbie bellowed, and once again he slapped his hands against the elevator’s control panel. Both hands. One hit the button for the penthouse, the other hit the Close Door button. If Ebbie had had another hand free, he might have used it to pull his hair out—that’s how terrified he was.

To his immense satisfaction, the elevator door slowly scraped its way shut, locking out the fog and the voice and that horrific beckoning hand with its talon-tipped finger, leaving Ebbie alone in the elevator car, trembling from head to toe. He could even feel a tiny rivulet of saliva dribbling from the corner of his mouth. How revolting was that?

As soon as the elevator jerked into motion, climbing through the bowels of the building toward the penthouse—and safety!—Ebbie leaped into the air, screaming out a cry of victory, and proceeded to jump around, hooting and hollering like a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader celebrating a winning touchdown in a game that, two seconds earlier, had been given up for lost.

Ecstatic that the elevator continued to climb skyward away from whatever the hell had been waiting for him in the fifth-floor corridor, Ebbie cupped his trembling hands to either side of his mouth and shot a raspberry into the crack of the elevator door.

“Fuck you, ghostie! Or whatever the hell you were! Fuck you all to hell!” Then he laughed (rather maniacally, it must be said, and who could blame him for that?). He did another cheerleader leap, then he had to stop and lean his entire body against the elevator wall while he caught his breath, chuckling. It was then that he finally wiped the slobber from his chin, dabbing it away with his red silk scarf. He caught another glimpse of his reflection in the bronze door, and he had to admit he still looked a little frantic, so he took a deep, calming yoga breath (which was pretty shuddery; don’t think it wasn’t), and still staring at his reflection, he strove to blink his face back into a semblance of sanity.

He turned his glance to the needle indicating the floor numbers as the elevator continued to creak and rumble skyward without any further unscheduled stops along the way. One ghost—or whatever that creature on the fifth floor had been—was enough for one night, thank you very much.

When the needle was lying all the way to the right, the car jerked to a stop and Ebbie held his breath while the door whooshed open in front of him. He almost collapsed with relief to see the vestibule of his residence free of fog, beasties, or anything threatening his life and limb and what was left of his sanity. Still, he carefully poked his head out and peered both ways before he bustled across the foyer and, with trembling hands, rattled his key into the lock of his front door. He squeezed inside before the door was fully open and slammed it shut behind him, tripping all three locks when he did, securing himself inside.

Home. He flicked on the entryway light with his back to the door, saw nothing to fear before him, and with a sigh of relief, he slid downward along the front of the door on legs that would no longer hold him upright.

When his ass was on the carpet and his knees were at his chin, he dared to close his eyes and say a teeny prayer of deliverance to a God he didn’t believe in.

And only then did he scramble to his feet, humbled, still shivering with the residue of fear, and start to wonder what in holy hell had just happened?

Shrugging out of his coat and dropping the scarf in his wake, he scurried across his living room on legs still barely functioning and didn’t stop until he was standing at the bar in the corner pouring a healthy dollop of scotch into a crystal glass. He chugged down the scotch, not bothering with the customary ice or peel of lemon. The instant fire in his gut told him beyond all doubt that he was indeed still alive and kicking.

He poured a second shot of scotch and toasted his reflection in the sixteenth-floor window looking out on the fog-enshrouded city.

“Merry frigging Christmas, Ebbie, you old fool. I don’t know what the hell just happened, but let’s try to forget it, shall we?”

He blinked at the sight of himself staring back from the floor-to-ceiling pane of glass that looked out upon the city at his feet. He was still a bit wide-eyed and terrified, he thought, but who could blame him for that?

Before he dumped the second shot of scotch down his throat, he found himself wondering what Willie was doing at that particular moment. Was he alone, as Ebbie was? Was he perhaps even thinking of him?

A shudder of unexplained sadness tore through Ebbie. (Had he been a wiser man, he would have recognized it as loneliness.) Rather than embrace the feeling as he might have done, he chased it away with a fiery slug of scotch.

And then the glass tumbled from his hand and crashed to the floor. Ebbie’s view of the city through his penthouse window was blocked by a blur of billowing fabric and shadow that swept across his line of sight. The shapeless mass from the fifth floor now filled the space before him.

Ebbie took a tentative step forward and with a trembling hand erased a smear of condensation from the windowpane. The billowing black shadow hovered outside, looming there in midair, blocking the Christmas lights decorating the buildings on the boulevard. Eyes appeared, inches away, staring through the glass into Ebbie’s face.

Ebbie screamed, and once again the lights in the building went out with a pop.





Chapter Three

 

 

WILLIE SENT the neighbor lady on her way, wishing her a merry Christmas and pressing a box of chocolates into her hand as she left. As he always did, he thanked her for taking such good care of his mother while Willie worked. And as she always did, she guffawed and told him not to get maudlin. She was his mother’s friend and had been for twenty years. What kind of friend would she be if she didn’t keep an eye on her old chum?

Once she was gone, Willie reluctantly showered Ebbie’s scent from his skin. Afterward, he tried to bury his melancholy in the evening news. He watched it leaning forward in his chair because the sound was turned down low so as not to wake his mother, who was asleep on the couch. Bored with the news, he tried to lose himself in an animated Christmas special, but the storyline didn’t make any sense at all and the animation sucked, so he finally gave it up. For another hour, he sat quietly in his chair, sipping a glass of wine and remembering. Remembering. Ebbie’s touch, Ebbie’s taste, all of it.

But now the hour was growing late. Willie set the wine glass aside and perched on the edge of the sofa where his mother lay snoring softly. He laid his hand to her wrinkled cheek. Her skin was as fragile and soft as tissue paper against his palm—as familiar to him as the feel of his own flesh.

“Mama,” Willie cooed. “It’s time for dinner.”

His mother’s eyelashes fluttered and opened. Eventually her eyes focused on Willie hovering over her. Awareness crept into her expression. With recognition came love-lights, sparkling in her eyes like diamonds.

“My boy’s home,” she whispered, snuggling into his hand, her words barely audible. A gentle smile arose to soften her mouth, and her old eyes, more alert now, crinkled happily as she homed in on Willie’s face. Blinking away the last vestiges of sleep, the old woman finally awoke completely.

Willie smiled down at her. They were so kind and blue, his mother’s eyes. They grew kinder and bluer every year, or was that simply Willie’s imagination?

“My baby!” she crooned, her two hands coming up to caress Willie’s cheeks as he had done to hers.

Willie waited patiently as she tried to sort things out in her muddled mind. He could tell by the brightening of her eyes when she realized Willie must be home from work. She dragged herself to a sitting position, smoothed her blouse, and patted her hair, doing all the things people do to make themselves presentable.

Her eyes darkened momentarily as she stared warily around the room, obviously reassuring herself they were alone. Clutching his hand tightly, she leaned in to press her lips to Willie’s ear and whispered, “That woman was here again. She’s been here all day. I couldn’t get rid of her.”

Willie laughed. “It’s okay, Mama. Alice is supposed to be here. She takes care of you while I’m at work. Remember?”

His mother obviously didn’t remember any such thing. “I don’t like strangers in the house.”

Willie gently pushed a stray tendril of gray hair from his mother’s forehead, tucking it out of the way, slipping it into the tumble of gray curls that framed her face.

“Alice isn’t a stranger. She’s been your friend for years. She lives next door. You know that. You just forgot.”

But his mother’s thought processes were already mining other treasures, tilling other fields. Her gentle hands stroked his cheeks once again as she pouted for his benefit. “You look tired, Willie. That horrible man you work for has worn you out again.”

Worn me out indeed. Memories of a naked E. B. Scrudge, wearing nothing but socks and a smear of come on his chin, filled Willie’s mind before he could stop it from burrowing in. He hurriedly pushed the memory away, as if his mother might see it buried deep inside his head.

She apparently mistook his embarrassment for sadness, which was actually closer to the truth than he cared to admit.

She tutted and stroked his hair. “You’re unhappy.”

“No, Mama. And Mr. Scrudge isn’t horrible. He’s—”

His mother cocked her head, studying him. “He’s what, honey?”

Willie sighed. “He’s just—himself.”

The old woman stroked Willie’s hand. Ran her fingers through the pale hair on his arm. Brought his fingertips to her cool lips to kiss them one by one. Tugged at his thumb like she might a child, getting his attention. “Your heart hurts. I can see it in your eyes. Tell me why, Willie. Tell me what’s wrong.” If his mother continued to dig at the truth of his feelings much more, Willie feared she would unearth a spadeful of tears, and that he couldn’t allow.

He grinned and patted her knee. “Look at the tree. Somebody dumped some presents under it. Suppose Santa stopped by while you were lying here snoring like a drunken sailor?”

His mother tore her eyes from his face, and after a moment of confusion as to what it was he wanted her to do, she seemed to catch on. Once she did, she turned her eyes obediently to the tiny plastic tree sitting on the end table in the corner. It now boasted the two gaily wrapped gifts Willie had carried home from work. Both were for his mother. And they were the only presents under the tree.

“Are those for me?” his mother asked. “And I never snore.”

Willie laughed at that, because she did indeed snore. Then he made a great show of looking immensely disinterested, checking his nails, scoping out the ceiling. “How should I know who they’re for? We’ll have to wait for tomorrow morning to find out, I suppose. You do know what tomorrow morning is, don’t you?”

“Baby Jesus’s birthday?”

Willie chuckled fondly at the words she had always used when he was a child to describe Christmas Day. “None other,” he said gently. “But for now, let’s get you up and have some dinner. I’m starving, and Alice has fixed us a pot of beef stew. Can you smell it?”

“Who’s Alice?”

Willie groaned, but with a patient grin. “Come on, now. Up you go. Let’s get you fed, then into your nightgown.”

It was his mother’s turn to groan, and she didn’t do it with any more sincerity than he had. “I’m perfectly capable of getting myself ready for bed, thank you very much.”

“Of course you are,” Willie said, helping her to her feet.

Together, arm in arm, they slowly headed toward the kitchen and the steaming pot of beef stew resting on the stove. Alice had set the table, and once Willie had his mother seated in her customary spot, he filled the soup bowls Alice had laid out.

“Would you like some bread and butter?” Willie asked, leaning into the fridge.

“Yes, please,” his mother answered. “It isn’t a meal without bread and butter.” She used the same words she used every night and every morning as they sat down to eat together. Willie knew those words were coming, of course. He almost always knew what his mother would say before she said it. The dementia had robbed her of spontaneous speech, it seemed. Now she spoke in scripted phrases, as if all other comments had been gradually sifted from her mind, never to be heard again. There was a comfort to it actually. And a sadness too. Sadness for what was lost. His mother’s spontaneity. His mother’s humor. It was all waning now. In truth, it had almost completely disappeared. But Willie was used to that too. He had, in his own brokenhearted way, accepted it.

And so the evening went, Willie and his mother dancing the familiar steps of a lifetime spent together, now reduced to a well-rehearsed play, repeating itself continually on an endless reel of familiar cues and expected responses. And strangely, Willie didn’t mind it so much. He really didn’t. His mother was still here, after all. Even if her mind was miles away, lost on forgotten roads. At any rate, her love for him was still intact. He knew because not a moment passed when he didn’t feel it, in her touch, in her voice, in her look.

If only the love from one could replace the need for love from the other. But Willie suspected that love, that other love, was never meant to be.

Ebbie. Dear Ebbie.

As it did periodically through the course of every day, Willie told himself he should quit his job. Turn and walk away. If for no other reason than to give his heart a chance to heal. And as he did every time the thought arose, he pushed it back for one more hour, one more day.

Tonight he tried to concentrate on the stew. On his mother’s company. On the fact that it was Christmas Eve. So they quietly dined, the two of them. Willie with his tortured heart, his mother with her tortured mind.

Halfway through their meager meal, the old woman reached across the table and snagged Willie’s hand. Her eyes were troubled.

“That woman was here again,” she whispered, as if even the walls had prying ears. “She was here all day. I couldn’t get rid of her.”

Willie sighed and stared through the kitchen window at the fog, wondering what Ebbie was doing at that precise moment. And wondering too if Willie ever entered the man’s mind at all.

The stew was tasteless in his mouth.

“Your heart hurts,” his mother said. “I can see it in your eyes.” She spoke the same words she had spoken earlier, part of her never-ending script, as if they had never been uttered before. And in her mind, they hadn’t.

Willie closed his eyes against the familiar truth in them, the truth perhaps his mother didn’t even know she had touched upon. Senselessly scripted or not, the words still tore at him. Just as they always did. They tore at him like a flurry of claws, digging, digging.

His mother was right, of course. His heart did hurt. It hurt so badly a mindless woman could see it.

For the millionth time, Willie bowed over his plate to avoid eye contact with the only person in the world who understood him completely.

“Eat your dinner, Mama. It’s getting cold.”

And from that point on, only the clatter of utensils on china filled the tiny apartment.

One word echoed continually in Willie’s head. Ebbie…. Ebbie….

And so the evening went. Empty scripted words and a longing for something more. Willie’s life—Willie’s lonely life—and his mother’s illness filled the night around them. That and the soft awareness of a sad Christmas morning waiting to find them with the dawn.

Only his mother’s love remained impervious to it all. Innocent, undamaged, and constant.

For that, Willie still found a thank-you in his heart.

He tensed and cocked his head toward sounds he heard outside. Merry sounds. Music. Unexpectedly, a smile lit his face.

“They’re caroling, Mama. Listen. They’re caroling in the street.”

“It must be baby Jesus’s birthday,” his mother said, her old eyes wide with wonder. “Did you know it was baby Jesus’s birthday?”

Willie laughed. “Yes, Mama. I suspected it all along.”

 

 

STANDING IN the sudden darkness, staring at those two evil flecks of orange light glaring in at him through the penthouse window, E. B. Scrudge could perhaps be forgiven if the last thing on his mind was laughing. Great billows of tattered fabric swirled and drifted about those horrible staring eyes floating in the fog outside. Ebbie imagined a moldy cowl of gray cloth, like a funeral shroud, framing a face—or was it a face at all? He couldn’t be sure, and truthfully he didn’t much care to know what it was he was looking at. He was too busy trying not to keel over in a dead faint from terror.

He heard a scratching sound, and to either side of the evil lights—or eyes, or whatever they were—long groping fingers clawed and scrabbled at the windowpane, seeking a way inside. For the second time that night, a scream rose in Ebbie’s throat.

Before it could burst through, a new sound swelled around him, sending chills up his spine and startling him so his upwelling scream lay forgotten in his throat.

It was a familiar sound, this new one, a keening whistle growing louder by the second. He had heard that sound a million times before, but what was it? He racked his brain, trying to remember. Almost paralyzed with fear and still surrounded by impenetrable darkness, Ebbie spun from the window, dragging his eyes from those horrible flecks of light peering in at him with gleeful intelligence and spite, or so he imagined them to be. He turned, too, from those clamoring, scraping fingernails pecking and clawing at the glass. Trying to get in. Trying to get at him. And in truth, those scrabbling, clacking talons digging at the glass frightened him more than the eyes.

He squinted into the stygian darkness of his suite of rooms, and there in the distance, he saw a trembling light—like the flicker of fire!—outlining the kitchen door.

Then he placed the whistling sound he had heard. And was still hearing! And the flickering light as well. It was his teakettle, screaming and rattling in the flames atop the lit stove in the kitchen.

But who had turned on the stove? Who had filled the teakettle and set it to boil?

Ebbie forgot the screaming teakettle immediately when another sound pierced his consciousness. And another light. Speech this time, and the familiar flicker of the television in the den. A great booming voice rang out, extolling the benefits of a Swiffer. A fucking Swiffer! A broom! Ebbie almost laughed. Then he heard a click as the channel changed, and suddenly he heard Lawrence Welk screaming into the night, “A one-uh, and a two-uh!” Screaming. Screaming.

Ebbie’s frantic laugh finally bubbled to the surface at that. It was so ridiculous. But then his laughter quickly died as another sound rose to drown out the TV. It was the clamoring peal of bells ringing out. Like cathedral bells. Stentorian. Mind-numbingly loud. Discordant. Cacophonous. Ebbie slapped his hands over his ears to block out the racket.

His rooms were alive now with fluttering fingers of light coming from every direction: the burner atop the stove in the kitchen, the TV in the den, the light inside the suddenly humming microwave. And from the radio in the bathroom, he now realized, the strident pealing bells.

The squeaky handles of the shower cranked on in the master bath, and the air was instantly filled with the rush and roar of cascading water, first in one bathroom, then in the other. The toilets flushed. His blow dryer, tucked away in a bathroom drawer, came alive with a roar. The clothes dryer in the laundry room clattered on with a groan, the empty tumbler rattling and banging.

He heard the creak of doors swinging open, then what sounded like the clap of thunderbolts. It was the doors slamming shut all around him. Slamming shut, then being wrenched open, only to slam shut again. Over and over and over!

When smoke alarms in half a dozen rooms came alive with a piercing wail, it was all too much. Ebbie dropped to his knees, still aware of those horrible eyes peering through the glass behind him, but too afraid to turn from the flickering lights in his suite for fear of what might leap out at him from the shadows.

And the noise! That excruciating noise. The music, the TV, the bells, the slamming doors, the smoke alarms. And somewhere mixed into that thunderous avalanche of sound, he heard his own pulse thudding inside his head. That final, personal sound was so unyielding, so unearthly, that once again Ebbie’s vision blurred and the darkness of fear began to fold him into oblivion.

His knees buckled.

He reached out to brace himself, to prevent himself from toppling over in terror, and the moment his hand touched the table at his side, the sounds ceased. Silence settled instantly around him, as if Maxwell Smart on the old television show had dropped the Cone of Silence over the proceedings. At that thought, Ebbie almost laughed again. Until he realized how scared he still was. And then, of course, his laugh died a miserable death on that very spot (as you can well imagine). Ebbie found himself standing alone in the darkness, his rooms once again unlit, eerily devoid of any light whatsoever except for those two evil spots of orange flame still peering in at him through the windowpane at his back. He didn’t have to turn to see if they were still there. He could almost feel the heat of those vile eyes burning into the back of his head like lasers. And imagination or not, it was enough to prevent him from looking around to face them again. He wasn’t ready for that quite yet. Perhaps he never would be.

Besides, the danger was at his front, not his back. The sound of footsteps told him that much. (Yes, dear reader. That’s what I said. The sound of footsteps.)

There is someone in the apartment with me.

Before Ebbie allowed that horrible knowledge to really sink in, he knew, he just knew, he had to get some light on the subject. This boundless darkness, this unyielding, all-consuming shadow that filled the air and obscured his sight was simply too terrifying to withstand another minute. Ebbie was still not convinced he wouldn’t pass out from fear—and now his fear was wrapped in the thunderous silence and the impenetrable darkness. He had only the memory of the weirdly flickering lights and the din of battling noises that had terrified him moments earlier. Compared to the bottomless sea of lightlessness that settled over him now, he wasn’t sure which was worse—the darkness or the racket.

Oh, wait. Yes, he was. It was the sound of those goddamn footsteps he had heard a moment before. The footsteps of he knew not what creature. Nor did he know the creature’s purpose, which scared him even more. That was the worst! That was definitely the worst.

“Light,” he gasped into the blinding darkness. “I need light.”

So with a trembling hand, palsied from terror—as was indeed his entire body from his toes to the crown of his head—Ebbie reached toward the floor lamp standing not two feet away from where he stood.

The moment he felt cold brass against his fingertips, every light in the room—in all the rooms—exploded to life. He winced and cringed and shrank beneath that onslaught of blinding light, and before his pupils could contract to slow its bright, stabbing journey into his skull, he cried out, stunned by this sudden change of fortune.

For the moment at least, two of his four terrors had been resolved. He had light and he had silence. Now he would be able to think without the assault of sensory input that had stolen his ability to reason. Now he had only the memory of footsteps, which he no longer heard, thank God, and the piercing eyes still peering in at him from behind to contend with. If indeed those eyes were still there.

He slowly turned to see for himself, cowering beneath what he was afraid he would find—those evil glaring flecks of intelligence peering in at him from the fog bank sixteen floors up—and those horrible scrabbling claws digging at the glass, trying to get in. Were they still there? He had to know. He couldn’t wait another second to find out.

But when he turned completely toward the window, clutching his chest for fear of what he might find, he peeled open first one eyelid, then the other, to find—nothing.

The evil presence was gone. The eyes, the claws, the billowing garments—all of it. Gone.

With his heart in his throat, Ebbie dredged up the courage to press his forehead to the cool glass and raise his trembling hands to block out the lights behind him so he could better see into the night. No indeed, there was nothing there at all. Only banks of ordinary fog rolling in from the sea, sliding silently across the city, burying the world in a gray, soundless haze, blurring the Christmas lights adorning the buildings standing like sentinels along the boulevard. It was almost comforting, that fog. At least fog was a reality of the world. Not an impossibility of terror-fueled imagination like everything else he had experienced tonight. Ebbie turned back to the light, back to the familiar rooms of his penthouse suite, and carefully, placing one uneasy foot in front of the other until he had built up a little courage and momentum, he set out to examine his rooms. For he had heard footsteps before. He knew he had. And if there was someone here, he would find them. He had no intention of allowing them to jump out at him when he least expected it. No, if they were here, he would find them and put a stop to this infernal terrorizing here and now. This spooky crap had gone on long enough.

He checked the rooms thoroughly, each and every one of them. He didn’t need to touch a single light switch, for every light in his apartment was already burning brightly. He checked beneath the beds, behind the chairs and sofas, inside the closets, out in the hall, in the pantry off the kitchen, behind the shower doors, among his coats in the foyer closet—everywhere.

And found no one lurking anywhere. No ghosts, no goblins, no slavering, hatchet-wielding serial killers. Nothing.

Satisfied he was truly alone, he poured himself another two inches of scotch and tossed it down his throat. The instant fire in his belly told him he was alive, and that was a good thing.

Like a man hypnotized, he went through the motions of undressing, removing his new suit and new loafers and his silk tie, returning them neatly to the closet from whence they came earlier in the evening. And once that chore was finished and he stood naked in his bedroom, he padded on bare feet into the bathroom to brush his teeth. After gargling with mouthwash for a full thirty seconds, as was his habit, he slipped into his red silk pajamas with E.B.S. etched in gold thread over the shirt pocket. And when he was fully prepared for bed, he found himself standing in the middle of his bedroom staring at his reflection in the mirrored closet door. Just standing there. All alone.

Memories slid into place behind his eyes, and he smiled a welcoming smile, watching them come. They were memories of Willie. Sexual memories. Hot memories. And memories of something else as well. Memories of something less physical than sex. Something less graspable. Longings, really. Longings and… regret.

The regret surprised him, certainly. Where had that come from? What did Ebbie have to feel regret about? He was rich, he was relatively young, he was a titan in business. Wasn’t he? Why should there be so much as a smidgeon of regret in his life? Well? Why?

Then he knew what it was. Knew it without a doubt.

It was that tiny wrapped gift Willie had placed at the corner of his desk before closing time. The gift that was still sitting there, for all he knew. The gift Ebbie had not thanked Willie for, nor so much as once mentioned. He should have opened it, he now realized. He should have opened it during those first few moments, when their mutual passions had been slaked and their joint heartbeats were winding down to postorgasmic normalcy. When the taste of each other’s need was still on their lips. That’s when he should have reached out for the tiny package, slipped the ribbon away, tore gently at the wrapping paper, and opened Willie’s gift to him.

He should have shown a little appreciation.

Ebbie squeezed his eyes shut now, recalling what had happened instead. How Ebbie had all but pushed Willie away, tearing himself from the young man’s caresses. He had seen the hurt in Willie’s eyes when he did it. He always saw the hurt in Willie’s eyes when he did it.

But the gift! That tiny wrapped gift. Ebbie should have held his young assistant for a moment longer. Long enough to admire the gift, perhaps, and thank Willie properly for presenting it to him. It was the least he could have done. The very least.

And as Ebbie stood in his bedroom in his red silk pj’s, dressed for bed and lost in thought, a voice spoke to him through the closed bedroom door leading into the hall. A grumbly, unnerving voice, it was. Like the snuffling clatter of distant thunder.

“Yes,” the gravelly voice gnarled and sputtered from the hall. “A little appreciation wouldn’t have killed you at all.”

Ebbie squeezed a handful of red silk shirtfront in his fist as his heart bucked in fear. That voice! He knew that voice.

“Wh-where are you? Why are you bothering my dreams?” But I’m not asleep. Am I?

He stood frozen in terror and confusion as the bedroom doorknob slowly rattled and turned. He jumped and gasped when the latch clicked and the door began to swing open.

When a billow of fog hovered at the edge of the door frame, sending individual tendrils of mist into the room like fingers feeling their way forward, Ebbie stood trembling and helpless, watching the fog creep ever closer. In a heartbeat he lost all courage and dropped to the foot of the bed. He sat there, collapsing in upon himself like a deflated doll. Too terrified to run. Too terrified to do anything but cower there like a fool and watch those horrible wisps of fog creep ever closer.

From amid the mist, a foot appeared at the threshold of the bedroom door. A gray foot, bare and unshod. It came, drab and colorless, as if stepping from a movie screen back in the days of RKO, long before color reached the silver screen. The toenails on the foot were ragged and unclean. Looking at them, Ebbie shivered in disgust.

Another foot appeared. An equally gray pant leg followed, a trouser leg not quite long enough to brush the bare gray ankle beneath.

Ebbie’s heart did another furious patter against his ribs when the bedroom door flew back with a crash, pushed by an unseen hand and hurled with such force it banged against the dresser behind, jarring an array of knickknacks and sending several ceramic statues tumbling to the floor with a clatter, making Ebbie tremble and quail all the more. In fact, he was positively vibrating. He had never been so scared in his life.

With the bedroom door fully open now and still juddering on its hinges after being hurled aside, Ebbie found his vision still stymied by that horrible bank of smoke-colored fog. Fog exactly like that he had seen outside the living room window. The suction of the door being flung open drew the cloud of fog over the bedroom threshold and sent it billowing across the room like a great wave. It surged forward, rolling and rippling, an impenetrable ball of haze, until it came to rest directly at the foot of Ebbie’s bed, where poor Ebbie crouched mortified in horror. He shivered when a wisp of the eerie substance brushed his arm. It was as cold as ice! Goose bumps skittered across Ebbie’s arm like insects, disgusting and ravenous!

Ebbie shrank away from the wretchedly cold, billowing fog and clapped his hands over his eyes to block out what he was seeing. But not being able to see was even worse, so he fearfully peered out through his splayed fingers, his breath frozen in his chest, his heart galloping in his throat.

Gradually the icy fog began to fade and thin, wisping away in smoky tendrils. Wisping away until it finally exposed… the horror that lay beneath.

And the moment it did, Ebbie leaped to his feet, all fear lost in a heartbeat. Well, most of it anyway.

“Impossible!” he cried at the apparition standing before him. “Goddammit, Corny! You’re dead!”

He was speaking to the man whose desk he sat at every day. The man whose business he now owned and ran. The man who had once shared his bed. His dead partner. Cornelius Barley. And he most definitely was. Dead, that is. Dead and buried some three years past. Yet there he stood. In the flesh, so to speak. Cornelius Barley. Ebbie’s old business partner. And lover. Of sorts.

Cornelius Barley was not looking too good these days. For one thing, he had somehow lost all hint of color since the earth had been shoveled over his head three years earlier. He wasn’t just pale, he was truly monochromatic, in a dusty, floury, cobwebby sort of way.

The apparition stood before Ebbie’s bed and gave a lackadaisical slap at a teeny tendril of flame that suddenly erupted on his jacket sleeve. Ebbie was so shocked to find the man—the corpse—in his presence at all, he didn’t think twice about the creature casually swatting a spontaneous eruption of fire off its arm.

If Barley had been an old man when he died, which he most certainly had, he had somehow grown infinitely older since. His face in particular was considerably the worse for wear than it had been the last time Ebbie saw it. Sunken cheeks. Irises as pale as eggshells. Fingernails grown outrageously long and coated in filth, like the toes below. Ebbie wondered if they were the same talons he had seen clawing and tapping at his living room window not thirty minutes earlier. Such an unnerving shiver of trepidation shot up Ebbie’s spine that he chose to push that thought away posthaste.

Barley was dressed in the tuxedo Ebbie had picked out three years earlier to bury him in. The white rose in the lapel buttonhole, which was the last thing Ebbie placed on the body before the undertaker nailed down the lid for what was supposed to be all eternity, had withered to a gray blotch of filth on the now dusty jacket front.

Apparently Barley’s feet were bare because that’s the way he was buried. Shoeless and sockless. The final insult. They too were pale, like the rest of the creature, and as Ebbie stood looking at those horrible feet, the toes began to work, flexing and stretching. And when they did, Ebbie was almost sure he could hear the crunch and rattle of old bones. Not a pleasant sound at the best of times, which this most certainly was not.

The apparition simply stood there staring back at Scrudge. A tiny plume of smoke still rose from where the mirage had slapped out the teeny flame on its arm.

For that’s what it was, of course. A mirage. A nightmare. A psychotic episode.

“Oh, my God,” Ebbie cried, “I’m having a psychotic episode!”

He dug his fingers through his hair and stared wide-eyed at the thing he imagined to be standing there in front of him. (Judging by facial expression alone, his was the worst sort of over-the-top emoting imaginable. But one can’t truly blame Ebbie for that. When, dear reader, was the last time a monochromatic corpse popped into your bedroom and slapped out a flame on its arm?)

When the apparition spoke for the first time, a teeny puff of dust—or was it smoke?—erupted from its thin, pale lips, which was even more unsettling than anything that had come before. Well, almost.

Ebbie had to concentrate with every ounce of willpower on the words the creature spoke so he wouldn’t collapse in a quivering heap on the bedroom floor at the foot of whatever the hell this thing was. Since that thought didn’t appeal to him in the least, he thought it prudent to once again lower himself from his rubbery legs to a sitting position on the foot of the bed. At least that way if he passed out, he’d enjoy a softer landing.

The voice that followed that teensy burst of dust from between those paper-thin, bloodless lips was as cold as the fog that preceded it. Again, Ebbie heard a scrape of jawbones and the snap of old tendons as the creature painstakingly formed its words.

“Hello, Ebbie,” the apparition said, sending a stench of rot out into the room that made Scrudge draw back in disgust. The pale, ghostly head craned its neck around to take in the surroundings before centering those cold, colorless eyes back on Ebbie’s horrified face. “I see you are enjoying my fortune quite nicely.”

Ebbie blinked. “You’re not real.”

The thin lips spread wide in a smile, but there was little humor in it. Little humor indeed.

“Am I not?”

“No. I’m dreaming.”

A gritty chuckle exuded from the apparition’s thin throat as its Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, once again sending out a dusty cloud of filth that hovered in the air for a moment before drifting to the floor. The creature’s necktie rose and fell when it swallowed. A most discomfiting display of sartorial flexibility it was too. Especially coming as it did from the apparel of a corpse. Or a psychotic episode. Or whatever the hell this was.

“Still a twit, I see,” the apparition said. “And stop thinking of me as an apparition,” it added, as if hearing Ebbie’s thoughts aloud. “I’m your old puddypie, Cornelius Barley.”

“Puddypie.” Ebbie breathed the word, more to himself than to the creature standing before him. Puddypie. Good lord, he had almost forgotten calling the man that.

The appa—sorry—the remains of Cornelius Barley watched with a sardonic smile as Ebbie played with the almost forgotten word in his mind. Ebbie’s cheeks heated as the word brought a great flood of guilt pouring into his soul like an influx of electricity rushing through a power line, lighting a host of memories as it came. Most horrible memories.

Shame-riddled memories.

“Ah, yes. You remember, I see.” It was indeed Cornelius Barley who spoke the words, and for the first time Ebbie did not deny the fact that the creature standing before him was a ghost. Whether a ghost dredged up from some well of insanity Ebbie managed to keep hidden every other night of the year except this one, or a ghost in fact, was still up for grabs.

Ebbie cleared his throat about a dozen times before finding his voice. “S-so, Corny. Wh-why are you here? You should be sleeping, or uh, resting, in your, uh, eternal, uh, thing. Shouldn’t you?”

The apparition tilted back its head and let loose with a great peal of laughter that stirred all sorts of dust balls and showers of silt from its shoulders, sending them scuttering down the creature’s torso to land on the top of its bare toes.

“Sleep, he says! Sleep! I’m as dead as a roast goose, and you damn well know it, Ebbie, my love. Haven’t missed me much, though, have you? I don’t recall you visiting my eternal thing as you so magnanimously called it. Don’t remember you dropping too many flowers off on holidays or any other time of the year for that matter.” Ebbie blinked at that. He hadn’t been listening. He was still mindlessly focused on how he used to call this man puddypie. Back in the days when he was trying to worm his way into Barley’s affections. But that was water under the bridge, certainly. Wasn’t it?

“What?” Ebbie asked. “I mean, what did you say?”

Barley’s remains leaned in close and bellowed at the top of his voice, which sent more waste material sifting down, this time onto Ebbie’s nicely laundered and ironed red silk pajama legs. “I said you haven’t missed me much!”

Ebbie slapped his hands over his ears and tried not to swoon in fear. When Barley spread his dead lips wide in a vicious grin and displayed an Andes range of yellowed, splintered teeth, Ebbie slid from the bed to his knees and clasped his hands under his chin like a child in prayer.

“Oh, what do you want of me, Barley? And why are you screaming these horrible words at me? Why are you haunting me, old friend? Why are you terrifying me so?” Ebbie’s shuddery voice fell to silence as he knelt at the foot of the vile creature before him. He had his eyes squeezed shut because he wasn’t sure he could look at the beast for one second more. But when the silence stretched out, he finally forced himself to open his eyes to see what was happening. Much to his surprise, he saw the ghost, or whatever it was, standing at the bedroom window looking out at the fog-enshrouded city. From where Ebbie knelt, he could see past the ghost—no, he could see through the ghost—at the Christmas lights outside, still blurred by the misty fog, merrily glowing up and down the avenue on every building but his own.

Barley was speaking to himself, apparently. It was almost as if he had forgotten Ebbie was there at all.

“In life, I should have loved the view from this room,” he moaned, his words spoken in a nostalgic tremolo of emotion, as if looking back fondly at a time that would never come again. As indeed it wouldn’t. “But I didn’t, dear Ebbie. I never took the time.”

The creature spun from the window and glared down at the pitiful human kneeling at the foot of the bed. “And now the view is yours, and you never enjoy it either!”

“I—I’m busy. Like you were.”

“Yes. Just like I was.” The ghost gave a sad little shake of his head, and the moment he did, a little puff of smoke wafted from the gray hair atop its head. No sooner had the puff of smoke appeared than a small flame erupted in the colorless locks. A splash of orange. The only color on the creature at all.

“Uh,” Ebbie said, “your hair is on fire.”

Barley rolled his eyes. “What, again?” And as if he did it a dozen times a day, he slapped at the flame atop his head to extinguish it. Once he was satisfied the fire was out, he asked, “Better?”

Ebbie swallowed and nodded. For a moment, it was all he had the strength to do. Then he found his voice.

“Why did your hair catch fire? And your sleeve earlier? What manner of magic is it that makes you burst into flames? And doesn’t it hurt?”

Barley’s whole demeanor darkened and he swelled himself up to twice the size, hovering over the room like an angry storm cloud. “Well, of course it hurts! You never get used to it, dumbass! Never!”

“B-b-but why does it happen? Why do you catch fire?”

At that, the ghost shrank back to normal size and gazed down at Ebbie, still kneeling on the floor, as if he had never seen a more miserable and revolting specimen of humanity in all his years of being alive and dead combined.

“It’s where I come from,” Barley explained as if speaking to a child. Then his face lightened. His pale lips spread wide in a grin, once again displaying those horrible yellow teeth. Ebbie thought he saw something squirming and writhing back there in the shadows behind the creature’s teeth, but he forced himself to look away. Whatever it was, he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know any more about it than he already did.

“And where is that?” Ebbie asked with a gulp. “Where have you come from, Corny? And what does that have to do with you bursting into flames? And what does it all have to do with me?” Ebbie asked his questions all in a quiver. He was shivering because he wasn’t sure why he’d asked that final question at all. And he wasn’t sure why he’d asked the question because he was pretty sure he wouldn’t like the answer.

Barley’s smile widened even more. His jawbones crackled and popped. Little spurts of dust exploded from his ears. And without Ebbie seeing a movement at all, the creature was suddenly hovering over him and reaching out with those pale, taloned hands to caress either side of Ebbie’s face with an icy touch, holding him in place. Squeezing him in place. Barley leaned forward until his face was inches from Ebbie’s, and Ebbie closed his eyes against the stench of dusty rot, all the while wishing the beast would take those clammy cold hands from his skin.

If only he could have blocked it all out. Touch, smell, sound. Especially sound. For Barley’s answer was not to his liking at all. Nor was the chuckle Barley emitted while speaking it.

“I think you know the answer to your question already, dear Ebbie. And even if you don’t, you’ll find out soon enough.” No, Ebbie didn’t like the sound of that. He didn’t like the sound of that at all. And he didn’t like the question he was about to ask either. He knew that already as well.

“Will I?” he quailed.

Barley made a great show of sniffing at the wasted dust of filth that had once been a rose tucked into his lapel. “Oh my, yes, kind sir. Word has it they’ve ordered extra cauldrons just for you.”

“Th-they?” Ebbie stammered. “Who is they? And cauldrons for what?”

Barley giggled gaily, still leaning down with his horrible, floury face mere inches from Ebbie’s own. “Why, the big man himself, don’t you know. The head honcho. The grand Chairman of the Board. And the cauldrons are to heat the air. Among other things,” the ghost added ominously.

Ebbie’s eyes went wide with fright. (If you want to know, they looked for all the world like two fried eggs glued to his face.) “What other things?” he forced himself to ask, although he really didn’t want to know. “And d-d-d-does he have a n-name, this man of whom you speak?”

Barley released Ebbie’s face and held out first one hand, then the other, studying those horrible long claws that protruded from the ends of his fingers, rather like a salon customer examining a freshly done manicure.

“Oh, you know his name, Ebbie love.” He leaned in once again, focusing his attention back on Ebbie, cupping his wasted mouth with those disgusting clawed hands to whisper in Ebbie’s ear. “I’m sure you remember it from Sunday school when you were a mere slip of a boy. Lucifer, it is, as you damn well know, my dear. His name is Lucifer.”

“Lu-lu-lu—”

Barley’s horrible pale mouth spread wide in a rapturous grin, once again causing wee puffs of dust to spurt from his ears. “Good grief, son. What the hell is lululu?”

Ebbie finally managed to speak the word. “Lu-Lucifer!”

Barley studied his face with a gleam of delight. “Oh, well now, Ebbie, old boy. No need to be so frightened. You’ll grow used to him after a while. We all do, you know.”

“Do you?”

Barley grunted. “Well, no. But that’s what he expects us to say.”

Ebbie gulped down a massive swallow of fear and barely escaped choking on it. “Oh. Umm, and what do you mean when you say I’ll get used to him after a while. Am I—oh dear God—am I going to meet him?”

At that Barley once more howled with laughter. He laughed so long and loud that the glass in the windowpanes rattled, which sent chills up and down Ebbie’s arms and made him wonder again if he was going to pass out.

But aside from that horrific burst of laughter, Barley refused to answer. He turned away and drifted across the room to seat himself in the armchair in the corner. As he settled into the seat, making himself comfortable, a burst of dust and fog and filth littered the air around him.

Ebbie stared in horror until the dust settled. Only then did he find his voice.

“Why are you invading my dreams like this, Barley?”

The ghost tittered. “Good lord, son, you don’t still think this is a dream, do you?”

“Y-yes. At least I hope it is.”

“Tsk. Tsk. I expected more from you, Ebbie. Ordinarily you’re a conniving little shit, but put a little fear into you and you morph into Heidi of the Alps, all trembly and jumpy and swooning like an old-maid aunt. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am about that. You really are a coward, aren’t you?”

Somehow being spoken to in such a manner caused a bit of Ebbie’s backbone to return. He heaved himself up off the floor and tried to don a stern and fearless attitude, which is actually rather hard to pull off when one is wearing red silk pajamas and shaking like a leaf.

“What the hell do you want, Barley? Why are you here and why have you come on Christmas Eve of all nights? What is it you want with me, dammit? Spit it out!”

Barley listened to this speech with an ever-growing simper lighting his mummified face. When Ebbie finished, Barley let out a grunt of good humor—expelling another gout of dust and filth—and casually slapped out a finger of flame that suddenly erupted on his trouser leg.

When the flame was out to his satisfaction, Barley raised his eyes to study Ebbie, still standing across the room, gazing at him in horror.

“I honestly thought you loved me, you know,” the ghost muttered. “I honestly thought you cared about me. But you didn’t. Not for a minute.”

Ebbie felt an old familiar ache settle in his chest. He had felt this ache before. He had felt it in the weeks following Barley’s death. What frightened Ebbie at the time, and what frightened him now, was the fact that Barley was absolutely right. It was not until Cornelius Barley’s death that Ebbie faced the truth of his love affair with the older man. He had sidled up to his boss for the money. Nothing else. God help him, the overriding emotion he had felt upon Barley’s death was relief.

He had suffered guilt about that in the beginning, after Barley was first laid in the ground, but he had pushed it from his mind. Just as he had pushed Barley from his mind. If there had been one small reason to hope, it was that Ebbie was certain Barley had gone to the grave not knowing Ebbie’s feelings for him were not quite what he thought they were when he was alive.

But apparently that wasn’t the case at all.

The ghost of Cornelius Barley stared intently at Ebbie’s face, almost as if he could interpret the thoughts tumbling around in Ebbie’s brain. And for all Ebbie knew, maybe he could.

Barley gave his wasted head a shake, causing sprinkles of floury dust to settle on the shoulders of the tuxedo he had been buried in three years prior. The tuxedo that was now rotting around him, as his flesh was rotting inside it.

“What a stinker you were,” the ghost said. Surprisingly, the words were spoken as if in praise. “Do you remember the first time you came to me, Ebbie, my dear? The first time you laid your mouth on me? I remember it. I remember every heartbeat of it. You stood over me at my desk downstairs. The desk you now call your own. You were showing me numbers on a graph I had asked you to type. You were standing at my shoulder. I looked up to see your face, and you bent down to kiss me. I was an old man then, Ebbie. Old and lonely. You’ll never know what a thrill it was to find my gorgeous young assistant actually taking notice of me. And desiring me, no less. Desiring me.”

Ebbie swallowed hard. “I never hurt you.”

“No,” the ghost replied. “Not in life. You were far too smart for that. You played your hand perfectly. You gave your body to me and pretended to enjoy my own.” The Barley creature sitting in the armchair snickered low in his throat, remembering. “You were so beautiful back then, when you first came to me. Years before my death, of course. Oh, how you must have hated the waiting. Waiting for me to die. Waiting to take over the company, the money, the penthouse, everything. You shared my bed for years, Ebbie, but not once did you share your heart. Not once.” Ebbie closed his eyes against the old familiar guilt, which he thought he had left behind. But no, here it was all over again, come back to haunt him, like this goddamn ghost. If a ghost it truly was. Ebbie still wasn’t entirely convinced on the matter.

“I was there for you,” Ebbie said with a sigh. “Wasn’t that enough? I never once turned you away. I never once spoke ill of you. I never once doubted your love for me.”

Barley gave a sad little shake of his head, causing the bones in his neck to pop. “And you never for a moment grieved for me when I passed.”

Ebbie had to look away at those words. He centered his attention on the floor-to-ceiling windows and the billowing fog still hovering in the sky outside. He bit back sharp remarks because he wasn’t sure what would happen if he angered this creature. Finally he decided the only way to end this was by speaking the truth.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t grieve. I—I was glad to be rid of you.” He squeezed his eyes shut against the words he had spoken aloud for the very first time. And he knew—he knew all too well—that it was the first time he had admitted the truth even to himself.

Barley’s pale eyes narrowed in pain, but no tears came into them. Perhaps there were no tears to be found in that dried-up husk of a body he was now forced to walk around in.

“And the employees you fired today? What about them? Were you glad to be rid of them as well?”

“I was following the tradition established by my benefactor. You. Weed out the chaff. Remember? Those were your words.” Ebbie studied the ghost more closely. “I asked you once why you did your annual firing on Christmas Eve. Do you remember what you told me?”

The ghost harrumphed and groused and finally gave a grudging response. “No. What did I say?”

“You told me it was more fun that way. Do you remember saying that, Corny? Do you?”

Barley paused as if to let the words roll over him. And the memories the words brought. Then he threw his ghostly arms in the air and screamed a piercing wail of grief. “Yes! That was me! That was me! What a cruel master I was. Heartless and cold. Oh God, oh God—”

The ghost wept and wailed for long moments. Swaying in misery. Pulling at his bristling white hair with those horrible taloned hands. Then he slowly dropped his hands to his sides and grew calm seemingly by sheer will. He swept the cloud of filth it had stirred from before his eyes as if to sweep away not only the detritus, but the pain and memories as well. Only then did Barley speak his next words.

“And what about Willie?” Barley asked, causing Ebbie to jump. “What about the boy?”

This time it was hard for Ebbie to fight down the wounded anger he felt at Barley’s words. Yet Ebbie understood where his anger came from. How could he not? And that perhaps was the worst part of all.

“He’s not a boy, Corny. He’s a man.”

“Yes. A man who loves you,” the ghost intoned.

Ebbie sighed. His words were barely audible when he muttered, “I know.”

“But once again your heart is closed. You have closed it to him just as you closed it to me.”

Ebbie lowered himself to the foot of the bed and buried his face in his hands. After a moment, he found the words to speak. “Yes, Corny. I know. I don’t seem able to—”

“To what?” Barley asked. “To love? To let someone in, or to give up a piece of yourself to ease the misery of someone else? Are you selfish with your own feelings or careless with others? Which is it?”

Ebbie exhaled a long, shuddering breath. “I can’t talk about this anymore. Please. Why are you here? Did you come to torment me, or is there a purpose behind this inquisition?”

Barley’s ghost guffawed at that. “You can’t even face your shortcomings with open eyes, can you, dear Ebbie? Fine, then. Yes, I am here for a purpose. I am here to warn you.” Ebbie tried to push away the sadness and show some interest in the proceedings once again, which really wasn’t that hard to do considering a three-year-dead ghost was sitting in his armchair pointing out his shortcomings. Shortcomings Ebbie was all too aware of already, thank you very much. No, interest in the proceedings wasn’t the problem at all. He had interest coming out of his ears.

“Warn me of what, Barley? Speak quickly. I’d like this dream to end, dammit. It’s gone on long enough.”

The chair Barley was sitting on began to quake and rattle against the floor. The ghost’s old eyes, faded with age and death, opened wide. His taloned fingers gripped the chair arms with such force that the upholstery began to tear in his grasp.

“You fool!” the creature roared, causing Ebbie to recoil on the bed. “You bloody fool! Do you still think you are dreaming?”

Barley rose from the chair like a swell of heat and hovered there in midair, arms spread wide. An icy fog once again billowed through the room. Where it came from, Ebbie didn’t know. But he trembled and cringed when it brushed his skin. It was so cold! So horrible to touch! Ebbie’s lungs tightened as if all the oxygen had been instantly sucked from the room. The vertical blinds at the edge of the windows clacked and clattered, stirred by unseen hands. The lights flickered in the wall sconces above the head of the bed, but didn’t go out.

Unable to speak or even think, so frightened was he, Ebbie quaked in terror as the ghost wafted silently and menacingly through the air to loom directly over the spot where Ebbie lay cowering on the bed.

Barley wrapped his cold, grasping arms around Ebbie’s waist, pinning him in place and pulling him close, trapping him in that unearthly embrace until Ebbie’s nostrils were filled with the dusty reek of death and corruption. The creature’s icy lips pressed themselves to Ebbie’s ear and whispered words that tore through Ebbie’s head like knives.

“You’re just like me!” the creature hissed. “Don’t you understand that? Look at me, you fool! Feel me! Smell me! Is this the future you want? Am I what you hope to become?”

Ebbie’s vision blurred with tears. His stomach roiled from the stench of the creature that held him in a viselike clutch. When he found his voice, it burst forth in almost a scream, startling him and causing the ghost to clasp him tighter, as if feeling his pain and hoping to soak some of it up for himself. Devouring it. Understanding it. Craving it.

“I am what I am!” Ebbie cried. “It’s too late to change!”

And at those words the beast surrounding him eased himself away. Just far enough to look upon Scrudge’s face with pity now instead of anger.

“No. You have one last chance to atone. I’ve come to show you the way.”

“The—the way to what?” Ebbie croaked, his voice dry and raspy from the creature’s filth drifting over him.

Barley spread his ghostly arms wide, releasing Ebbie, who fell back on the bed with a whimper. Hovering over Ebbie’s prostrate figure, the ghost raised itself to an upright position, still floating on air, arms raised in supplication. Its pale, ghastly eyes burned into Ebbie’s own until the two were connected as if with wires.

“The way to redemption,” Barley softly whispered. Then the creature laughed a terrifying, ratchety laugh. “You aren’t smart enough to find redemption on your own, so I thought I’d give you one last shot at it.”

“I don’t understand.” Ebbie wept. He had only the strength to gasp the words as he lay trembling on the bed, clutching his pajama top around him and wishing he were anywhere else in the whole wide world than where he was right then.

(And that, more than anything else, shows you what a fool E. B. Scrudge truly was. For only a fool would flee from his last hope of redemption. You might be wise to remember that, dear reader, if redemption is ever offered to you.)

The deathly creature scowled down at Ebbie lying curled on the bed in fear.

“Please, Corny,” Ebbie pleaded, gazing up with horrified eyes. “I don’t understand. Tell me what is happening. Speak plain if you can. My nerves are just about shot.”

At that, the ghost of Ebbie’s lover howled with glee. “Your nerves are shot! What about mine? Don’t you think it was upsetting for me to watch you continually make an ass of yourself, firing people left and right, refusing insurance payments to people who rightly deserved them? Oh, yes. I’ve kept an eye on your business transactions as well. You really are a nasty piece of work Ebbie, my love. A nasty piece of work indeed.”

Scrudge tried to dredge up a splash of outrage. “I’m a businessman, dammit! I can’t be doling out money to every sick pea-brain who pays a premium. You didn’t! If I’m a nasty piece of work, it’s because I’m practicing every trick of the insurance business I learned from you.”

Barley’s remains leaped in agreement. “Yes! And look where it’s got me!”

Ebbie froze in place, staring at this creature who had once been a man. Even if true love had not crept into the picture, this was still a man he had slept with, made love with, mourned as best he could when death tore them apart.

“Look where it got me!” the poor miserable creature cried again.

Barley spread his arms wide once more. His feet lifted off the floor. Floating perfectly still on the air, he let Ebbie study him from top to bottom. He hung like that until, with a grunt of annoyance, he had to slap out another burst of flame, one that erupted from the front of his tuxedo jacket. When the flame was extinguished, he drifted slowly back to earth until his horrible toes were nestled once again into the carpet.

Those unheralded bursts of fire, more than anything, made Ebbie feel sorry for the creature before him. And it also stoked the beginnings of his feeling sorry for himself.

“Is that really why you burn?” Ebbie asked in a hush, his lip trembling, his hands working at the fabric of his pajama shirt as if digging for the truth inside his own chest. “Because you come from—hell?”

Again, Barley’s ghost leaned in close. This time his old dead eyes sparkled with mischief as he twirled an imaginary moustache. “It ain’t the tropics, son. It ain’t the Bahamas. It ain’t fucking Rio!” The creature dropped the silly imaginary moustache-twirling, and his pale bloodless eyes grew sad and woeful. “And it isn’t heaven, Ebbie. Please trust me when I tell you, it isn’t heaven.”

“And—and you’ve come to save me from this place? From this—hell. Is that truly why you’re here?”

Barley leaned in and gently pulled Ebbie’s hands away from the fabric at his chest. With a tut of impatience, those horrible sinewed hands pressed and patted Ebbie’s pajama top smooth. When he had Ebbie looking the way he seemed to think he should, Barley said, “Only if you’ll let me, son. Only if you truly want it.” Ebbie swallowed hard and tried to put on a brave face. (Perhaps he wasn’t such a fool after all, you’re thinking. And perhaps Ebbie was thinking the same thing.)

“What do I have to do?” Ebbie asked softly, bracing himself for whatever was about to come.

The creature smiled. Not a wicked smile either. But a kind, hopeful, and proper smile.

“A few of my friends are going to stop by for a visit.”

What sort of friends could a ghost have?

“I can hear your thoughts, you know,” Barley snapped. “There’s no need to get testy.”

“I’m sorry, I—are they dead too?”

“Yes, dipshit.”

Even aside from the dipshit part, Ebbie didn’t like the sound of that at all. “You said a few friends. What’s a few?”

“Three.”

He didn’t like the sound of that either. “One would be better. Or none.”

Barley glowered. “Three. Or would you rather burn in hell for all eternity?”

“Geez,” Ebbie whined. “Stop threatening me with that!”

“It’s not I who is threatening you, Ebbie. You’ve managed to do that all by yourself. I’m simply here to correct your mistakes.”

Ebbie tried to blink his way to saner thoughts. “So, uh, three of your friends. Will they come together?”

Barley slowly rose to hover again in midair. The creature’s features were softer now. He reached out occasionally to touch Ebbie’s hair, as if remembering its softness from another time. “They will come separately. And they will come tonight. One after the other. On the hour. One, two, three. Trust me. You’ll love them.”

That sounded hopeful. “Will I really?” Ebbie asked, dredging up a wishful smile.

“No,” the ghost replied. “I doubt you’ll love them at all.” Not the answer Ebbie wanted to hear. He sat on his six-thousand-dollar bed in his red silk pajamas and tried not to weep.

“Tell me what I have to do,” he said tonelessly, accepting his fate.

The ghost of Cornelius Barley, ex-lover, ex-mentor, ex-living, briefly stroked Ebbie’s cheek with an icy fingertip.

“Learn,” he said softly.

And a heartbeat later, Ebbie gave a startled little jump.

He was lying in the bedroom alone. There was no one with him at all.





Chapter Four

 

 

HAD BARLEY really left?

Lying on his bed in his red silk pajamas and gaping around in a panic while his heart flapped and fluttered and his hands shook like he was going through withdrawal, Ebbie tried desperately to convince himself he was truly alone. He stared wide-eyed into every corner of the room. Nothing. He dangled himself over the side of the bed and peered underneath. Nothing. Where had Barley’s ghost gone? Or had there ever been a ghost at all?

His head thumped with the beginnings of a headache. Holy crap. How much scotch did I drink? Is that what all this was? A drunken interlude? A hallucination brought on by alcohol and sugarplum fairies and walking, dancing nutcrackers from that moronic ballet?

Still not entirely convinced he had hallucinated at all, or that he was indeed completely alone, he nervously dragged himself off the bed. On legs still rubbery from fright, Ebbie slowly pulled open the bedroom door to peek out into the hall. Every light in the place was burning brightly, but he supposed he might have done that himself. Maybe I really should cut down on the booze.

He saw no fog, nor heard a sound in any of the surrounding rooms. He felt no immediate presence from the netherworld ready to swoop down and ruin his evening again. One instance of that was more than enough, thank you very much.

Poor Ebbie had to work at it, but he finally concluded it had all been a figment of his imagination. And to celebrate that realization, and since his nerves were still a wee bit on the fritz, to put it mildly, he thought he might partake of one more shot of scotch to get him through the rest of the night. He took one step through the bedroom door and made the mistake of glancing down. There at his feet he saw a scattering of dust and ash and a trail of cobwebs smeared across the carpet, obviously deposited there by his ghostly visitor minutes before. Ebbie’s heart plummeted to the very depths of his abdominal cavity (which, medically speaking, is not the best place for a heart to go).

Ebbie swallowed hard, dug the heels of his hands into his eyes to try to clear his vision, and took another gander at the dust and cobwebs at his feet, hoping perhaps he had imagined that too. But of course he hadn’t. Nobody could have that many imaginings in one night!

So Barley was here. The wretched twit. How dare he show up unannounced and scare the pants off me. He might have given me a heart attack, for goodness’ sake. No consideration for others at all. Even for a ghost.

These thoughts rattled around in Scrudge’s noggin for a minute or so, and not once did he allow his mind to get to the crux of the matter. To the reason for Barley’s visit. He was too worried about himself, you see. And how like old E. B. Scrudge that really was! Selfish, egotistical, unfeeling, prideful, narrow-minded, cold, and heartless. And how like E. B. Scrudge not to realize those truths either. Not a single one of them.

 

 

“IMPOSSIBLE MAN.”

Ebbie froze. Had he imagined those two words or had he heard them with his own ears? “Impossible man,” a voice had said. He was almost sure of it. He wouldn’t think such a thought. Not about himself. He didn’t think he was impossible at all. (Most impossible people don’t.)

Mouth hanging open like a sturgeon, and with eyes as big as saucers, he twisted his head to stare up the hallway in the direction of the kitchen. For unless he was hallucinating again, he was almost sure that was the direction from which those two words had come.

The clatter of dishes rattling together made him jump like a toad.

Oh, lordy. Don’t tell me the first of Barley’s “friends” is here already. I don’t want to meet any of Barley’s friends! Who wants to meet the friends of a ghost?

Scrudge swallowed hard at the sound of a second jangling of china. He had taken a single step in that direction when a voice screamed out from the kitchen.

“Earl Bernard Scrudge, get your ass in here! Hop to it. We don’t have all night. And where’s the fucking cake?”

The last time Ebbie had heard anyone use his full name, it was his father, and Ebbie was twelve years old and it had come as the prelude to an ass whooping just like it usually did.

On legs as stiff as stilts, and with his heart sinking even deeper into his lower gastrointestinal tract, Ebbie planted one foot in front of the other and reluctantly headed toward that blaring, beckoning voice. If it was anything like Barley, whoever was standing in his kitchen bellowing about cake would be able to walk through walls anyway. There was no hiding from the thing. Might as well face the music and get it over with.

Ebbie approached the kitchen door with the same enthusiasm as a man climbing a scaffold toward his first (and last) hanging. With a final shuddering breath to brace his nerves, he stepped through the doorway and faced the enemy.

The enemy pulled her head out of the refrigerator and faced him back.

“Took you long enough,” she snapped.

Ebbie opened his mouth, then flapped it shut like a mailbox, three times before he got a single word out. Two words actually.

“No cake.”

The apparition before him, if that’s what she was, grunted in disgust. “What do you mean, ‘no cake’?” She was holding a gallon carton of rocky road ice cream under her arm that she had obviously dug from Ebbie’s freezer. “Who eats ice cream without cake?”

Ebbie was too flustered by the sight of his second visitor of the night to worry about the missing cake. And in truth, he secretly thought, the visitor shouldn’t be worrying about it either. Dead or alive, the last thing she needed was more calories.

Barley’s first promised visitor was a rather unattractive female. She weighed perhaps as much as the refrigerator she was standing in front of, and her hair was cut in a less-than-feminine flattop. There were so many piercings in her ears she all but clanked like a bucket of bolts every time she moved her head. She wore overalls like Mr. Green Jeans on Captain Kangaroo and had a pair of bigass work boots poking out the bottom of her pant legs. Under the shoulder straps of the overalls, which were Carhartt’s (Ebbie checked the label), she wore a plaid lumberjack’s shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. On her right forearm, which was as big around as Ebbie’s leg, she had a tattoo that read Bess, circled by a bright red heart. On her right forearm, she wore what looked like a bicycle chain wrapped from wrist to elbow. A lesbian’s interpretation of accessorizing, Ebbie supposed. (He was mistaken in that presumption, of course. For, judging on an individual basis, not being acquainted with any actual lesbians, how could he know they had as much accessorizing talent, or lack of it, as any other female on the planet?) Indeedy do, his visitor was without a doubt a female of the lesbian persuasion. Ebbie didn’t need to see a strap-on dildo sticking out of her back pocket to figure that out.

The lesbian was still bent over in front of the fridge staring at him. “Well?” she asked.

Ebbie gulped. “Well what?”

“Are you sure there isn’t any cake?”

That was a bit much, even for Ebbie. “Hell yes, I’m sure!” he yelled, rather surprising himself. “It’s my house, isn’t it? I ought to know what’s in the larders!”

If the visitor took offense at his yelling, she didn’t show it. “Damned disappointing,” she pouted between cheeks as rosy and full as Santa Claus’s. “Men never do know how to shop.”

She pulled her head the rest of the way out of the refrigerator, flung open three different drawers before she found the one with the silverware, and plucking out a serving spoon as big as a shovel, she threw her leg over the back of a kitchen chair and plopped her massive ass down while prying off the lid of the gallon of rocky road.

Feeling like a side order of grits nobody had ordered, Ebbie stood in the doorway and watched the woman pry out a humongous spoonful of ice cream and begin chomping it down. She made a face after a couple of bites and said in a gurgly, ice-creamy voice, “Needs more sugar. Where’s the sugar?”

“I don’t have any sugar. I don’t eat it. And who the hell puts sugar on ice cream?”

The lesbian froze with the bigass spoon up to her mouth and stared at him like one might stare at a three-headed chicken at the county fair. “I do. And who, for fuck’s sake, doesn’t keep sugar in the house?”

“Me,” Ebbie said.

“Well, why the hell not?”

“People are too fat. I don’t want to be one of them.”

The lesbian’s eyes narrowed into mean little slits. “Are you calling me fat?”

“Uh, no.” Ebbie’s bravery only went so far.

“Do you have any honey?”

“Yes, there’s honey in the cupboard there. Have all the honey you want.”

“I will!” the lesbian huffed. She heaved herself out of the chair, flung open the cupboard door, and extracted a container of sweet honey, which she proceeded to pour into the ice cream tub, smothering the rocky road. Plopping back down in the chair, she dove in with the bigass serving spoon once again.

She grunted through a gooey mouthful of honey and ice cream and pointed to the chair beside her. “Don’t just stand there. Sit.” Ebbie sat. He nervously gnawed at a fingernail while his visitor worked her way through the entire gallon of rocky road ice cream and nigh onto a quart of honey.

Seeing him studying her, she had the good grace to appear embarrassed. “What are you staring at? I was craving sugar. The only time I get it is when I’m on one of these little fact-finding expeditions.”

“Is that what this is?” Ebbie asked. “A fact-finding expedition?”

That doesn’t sound so bad. Does it?

The lesbian gave an amused grunt. “Don’t look so relieved. I doubt you’ll like it very much.”

Ebbie sighed. He was afraid of that. He watched her scrape the bottom of the ice cream tub, gathering up every last drop of ice cream and honey she could, and as he watched he decided if this was truly a spirit like Barley had been, maybe it would be in his own favor to act a little nicer.

“What’s your name?”

The lesbian dropped the serving spoon in the empty ice cream tub and barked out a laugh. “Never fails. This is the part where you think you’ll schmooze up to me thinking that will make me treat you like an equal. Says so right in the handbook. The Schmooze Period, it’s called.”

“There’s a handbook?”

The lesbian ignored the question. She pushed the tub out of her way and splayed her fat hands on the tabletop as she leaned forward and shoved her face in Ebbie’s puss to get his attention.

It worked. She got Ebbie’s attention. Ebbie had never been more attentive in his life.

“If you must know, my name is Bill,” the lesbian said, licking a blob of honey from the back of her hand. “Short for Belinda.”

“Oh. Are you—are you…?”

Bill rolled her eyes. “This is textbook behavior too. You’re about to ask me if I’m dead.”

“Y-yes. Are you?”

“I’ve been dead for 300 years, give or take a generation or two.” Her face got meaner and she pointed a fat sticky finger directly between his eyes. “And I haven’t been laid in all that time, so don’t mess with me. I’m not in the mood.”

“Aren’t there any other dead lesbians around who you can…?”

“Oh, do shut up, Earl. You’re annoying the shit out of me already. I told you not to do that.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Well, I’m telling you now. So! Are you ready to do some traveling?”

“Traveling?”

“Look, shitwad, if I have to repeat everything I tell you twelve times this is going to take forever, and unless I’m mistaken, Barley promised you two more visitors before the night is over. Is that right?”

“Y-yes.”

Then she wagged her finger back and forth in front of Ebbie’s face. She even tsked a couple of times. “You broke his heart, you know. Never visiting his grave. What kind of an asshole doesn’t visit his ex-lover’s grave?”

Ebbie could feel his blood pressure rising even as he sat there. He was getting mad. “It’s complicated, and it’s none of your business, Bill. If we have traveling to do, let’s get it over with. I’d like to be out of your company as quickly as possible.”

Bill slapped a fat hand to her gargantuan left breast and made a perfect sad O with her ice-cream-speckled mouth. “I’m crushed,” she said. “Truly.”

Then she threw her head back and howled with laughter until tears squirted out of her eyes.

While she was busy laughing at him, Ebbie thought he would throw in another question, since matters couldn’t get much worse anyway.

“If you’re dead like Barley, how come you’re not all rotted like he is? You look—uh—fresh.”

Her laughter died in a heartbeat. Her face sobered and the happy tears mysteriously disappeared from her fat, rosy cheeks.

“I’m not in hell like poor Cornelius Barley. I’m more of a worker bee. Cleaning up other people’s messes. Like you. You’re a mess. You’re Barley’s mess. So come on. Let’s get this over with.”

She grasped Ebbie’s hand, and before he could speak a word or even fully understand what was happening, she pulled him into the air and together they drifted toward the kitchen window. He desperately groped around for something to hold onto besides a lesbian, but there was nothing near. He didn’t like the feeling of being afloat in midair at all, at all. It was most unnerving.

Then it got even more unnerving.

“No!” Ebbie screamed, seeing where they were headed. But it was too late. With a crash of glass and a tear and rattle of his new Levolor blinds, which had cost a fucking fortune, Ebbie was pulled through his penthouse window and into the foggy night—sixteen floors up. His scream and the tinkle of broken glass drifting down toward the street followed him outside.

“Don’t drop me! Don’t drop me!” Ebbie begged.

“Oh, hush up,” Bill grumped, rolling her eyes. Still clutching his hand, she dragged him through the foggy night air like a biplane towing a sign that read Eat At Joe’s. Ebbie felt the wind flapping his pajamas but the cold never reached his skin. The air was damp in the fog bank they were sailing through, but it didn’t seem to bother him much. It was the altitude that terrified him. At first he thought he was going to puke, and then he thought he was going to faint, and finally he decided he’d better not risk pissing off Bill by doing either one.

Gathering enough courage to open his eyes, he squinted into the fog. His eyes immediately filled with tears from the wind. He heard laughter, and braving a look sidewise, he saw Bill, overalls flapping and bicycle chain clanking, happily soaring through the night with Ebbie in tow. The only part of her that didn’t move in the wind was her flattopped hair, which must have been butch waxed to within an inch of its life.

The streets and Christmas lights, still fog enshrouded and mysteriously beautiful, were almost lost in the haze, for the city was far below them now. Ebbie realized they were climbing higher into the sky, which wasn’t a pleasant realization at all. Soon the Christmas lights below blinked out altogether.

And suddenly Ebbie had never felt so alone. Up here, the icy, foggy air did not bother him much. What bothered him were the glimpses of other beings he spotted now and then, zooming past him in the fog. Bill didn’t seem to take notice of the creatures, but each time one came close to Ebbie, he had to bite his tongue to keep from wailing in fright.

Suddenly in a rush of gossamer fabric and a swirl of long, snow-white hair, one of the beasts sailed through the fog directly into Ebbie’s line of sight. With sunken cheeks and skin as pale and colorless as Barley’s had been, the creature reached out for Ebbie with groping, desperate hands, as if it too was afraid to find itself so high above the earth without even a lesbian to hold onto and receive comfort from. Although it must be said, Bill didn’t offer much comfort. Ebbie doubted if she ever had, even three hundred years ago when she was still among the living.

Another swooping ghostie, again in pale robes of white, flung itself at him from up above, scaring him mightily. Ebbie clutched harder at Bill’s strong, firm hand. He thought he had never felt a more comforting hand in all his born days. Oh God, please don’t let her drop me.

“What are those things?” he finally pleaded. “Oh lord, Bill, what are these pitiful creatures surrounding us?”

Bill gave a bored, humorless chuckle. “Oh, don’t mind them, Earl. Those are the souls that haven’t decided where to go yet. They’re lost, see. They’ve lost their way.”

“You mean—like—up or down? Heaven, or, you know. Where Barley went.”

Bill grunted. “You got it. Nervous little bastards, aren’t they?”

“They are—so sad. They break my heart a little bit. They look so pathetic.”

Bill craned her head around to study Ebbie’s face. “Maybe you’re not such an asswipe after all.”

Scrudge wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not. Didn’t quite sound like one. “Uh, thanks. I think.”

“Grab onto my shirtsleeve,” Bill said.

“What?”

“Grab onto my shirtsleeve. I need both hands.”

Snatching at her shirtsleeve in sheer panic, Ebbie watched in amazement as Bill pulled a tiny notebook from her overall pocket. She then drew a pen from another pocket, and while flying through the sky, apparently on autopilot since she didn’t bother looking either left or right or up or down, she squinted into the wind and jotted down a note. After a moment of concentration, she jotted down another.

Then she stuffed the pen and notepad back into her overall pockets and grabbed Ebbie’s hand once more.

“What was that?” Ebbie asked. “What were you doing?”

“Writing a note for the boss.”

“The b-boss? You mean—?”

“God. Yes.”

“Was the note about me?”

Bill gave him a little jerk, like she might a recalcitrant child. “Oh, do hush up.” With her free hand, she pointed up ahead. “Look! We’re almost there.”

Ebbie tried to see what she was pointing at. Then he did see. If his eyes had been the size of saucers before, now they were the size of dinner plates.

“Oh no,” he muttered into the icy wind. When his stomach went light, he cried out louder, “Oh no!” But it was hopeless.

Inexorably, Bill dragged him downward toward the earth once more.

And into the horrors of his past. A place and time he had hoped to never see again.

Still clutching hands, Bill and Ebbie settled to the ground as gently as two feathers wafting off the wind. In the darkness, over ground still familiar to his feet, he reluctantly let her pull him toward a lighted window framed in familiar flowered curtains. The window was in a rambling unpainted farmhouse, surrounded by Rose-of-Sharon bushes and a great sweeping lawn now sere with winter. Ebbie knew all these things, even if, in the darkness, his eyes could not see them.

He knew, because he had grown up here, and he would have recognized it anywhere. Ebbie hung back, which forced Bill to tug at him and grumble in exasperation until she at last hauled him up to the window, where she peered inside at a lighted room.

“Look there, human,” she said softly. “Is that child not you?”

Ebbie squeezed his eyes shut, refusing to look. Because he knew, he already knew, what waited for him on the other side of that glass and through those flowered curtains. He knew by the snow on the ground at his feet and the smell of the coal smoke leaking into the sky from the chimney overhead. He knew by the morning stars shining bright in the crystal sky and by the winter moon hanging low on the western horizon. He knew simply because it was the last moment of his life he would ever want to see again, so he knew, he just knew, this was where Bill had brought him.

And without looking, he knew Bill had spoken the truth, as she already damn well knew. “Yes,” he said, a lump of dread burning in his throat. “The child is me.”

“But why are you crying?” Bill asked. “And what kind of a ratty-ass Christmas tree is that?”

“It was the best my father could manage, I guess.” But Ebbie knew those words weren’t true. His father simply hadn’t cared about a Christmas tree for his two sons. He hadn’t cared much for the two sons either, Ebbie always suspected.

Since there was nothing else to be done, Ebbie opened his eyes and peered into the past. To see it all again as he had seen it then. To once again remember what he had blocked out long ago.

Christmas morning. That long ago Christmas morning….

“Must I?” Ebbie meekly asked, trying to turn away, hoping against hope he could forgo all this and return to the skies, where even the floating dead were less frightening. “Please, Bill, don’t make me do this.”

For the first time, Bill reached out with a gentle hand and brushed Ebbie’s cheek. “You must,” she said softly. “It’s demanded of you.” Ebbie nodded, once, in supplication, and sidling up to Bill, their cheeks almost touching, he peered through the old farmhouse window with her.

Ebbie had to admit, now that he saw it through eyes that had absorbed at least a little of life’s wisdom during the last four decades, that it was a ratty-ass Christmas tree indeed. But then, the whole living room was ratty.

Oh, how the memories came flooding in. And when he simply could not bear to let one more memory in, he stepped through the glass into the worst day of his life.

 

 

HIS THIRTEENTH Christmas! He couldn’t believe it!

He stood at the head of the staircase that led down from the attic where he and his older brother slept side by side in a pair of ancient brass beds, the posts of which were rusted and stained with verdigris. Breathing in the delicious scent of coffee and bacon drifting up the stairs, he tugged his pajamas into a semblance of order. His hair was sleep-tossed, and his eyes were puffy from lying awake for hours waiting for this moment to come. His body, thin and gangly from the recent ravages of puberty, had begun to show signs of the tall, well-constructed man he would become. Only Ebbie’s face still held the innocence of childhood.

He had spent the night trying not to toss and turn on his squeaky bed because Wayne hated it when he tossed and turned. Wayne was sixteen and growing into a strong man with a rattlesnake’s temperament and a mean expression, like their father. Ebbie spent most of his thirteenth year trying not to piss him off.

But this was Christmas morning! Surely all animosities could be put on hold for this one special day.

Toward dawn, which was still an hour or so away, judging by the dark pane of glass in the attic window, Ebbie had awakened to find that Wayne was already up and gone. He leaped from bed as excited as he had ever been in his life. There were presents to be opened! Tangerines and walnuts to be eaten! His father’s spinster sister, Aunt Amy, was coming to visit later, and she always brought a box of Whitman’s chocolates from the drugstore where she worked in town. That was a treat for the Scrudge boys. Their father didn’t waste money on frivolities like candy, and in truth, Ebbie understood this. Lord knows there was little enough money to go around as it was. His father barely made enough on their sixty-acre farm to feed them and the livestock. Anything left over went to taxes and the bank. If you really wanted to piss off the elder Mr. Scrudge, all you had to do was mention taxes or the bank and he’d be off and running.

When he was good and mad, nobody could cuss like Ebbie’s dad. Or hit.

But not today. With the hopeful panorama of a long, happy Christmas Day staring him in the face, with a minimum of chores and hopefully a minimum of fuss, Ebbie shook the last drop of sleep from his system and flew down the staircase to the living room. He glanced first at the Christmas tree in the corner. A sad affair, he supposed, what with the chipped and bedraggled ornaments and no colorful electric lights. (The lights had burned out the year before, and his father refused to waste money replacing them.)

But it wasn’t the tree Ebbie Scrudge was excited to see on this Christmas morning of his thirteenth year. Oh, no. It was the presents underneath. And this year, for the very first time ever, there was even a present for him from Wayne.

When Ebbie first saw it there over a week ago, nestled under the lower branches of the meager spruce, already looking dead and dried up a week before Christmas, he couldn’t believe it. A present from his brother! He had gotten Wayne nothing, of course. There was little enough cash floating around the Scrudge household, and certainly none of it filtered down to the youngest son.

His mother had died two years earlier after a short and hopeless battle with cancer. Ebbie had seen her wither away before his eyes, going from a healthy, smiling farmwife to little more than a pile of bones and misery in a matter of weeks. Ebbie had been there the day she died, twisted with suffering, eyeing each of them with a plea for help none could answer.

With her passing, the Scrudge family’s lives had seemed to wither away as well. At least the parts of it that dealt with happiness and light. His mother had always been the one smiling face, the one hymn being hummed, the one cook who made the best angel food cakes ever, and Ebbie had loved her dearly. She could even, upon occasion, tease her husband into a smile. A dour one, perhaps, but still a smile.

After she was gone, the smiles no longer came. And Ebbie’s father got even meaner.

The elder Mr. Scrudge was a big man, with a hand as hard as granite when it came to disciplining his two sons. Wearied by toil and beaten down by poverty, he was like every other farmer Ebbie knew in their rural neck of Indiana. It was in his temperament that he stepped away from the other farmers and became his own man—just shy of cruel, forever unsmiling, and with a totally unromantic and unrepentant eye upon the world.

Ebbie had never seen his father wear anything but bib overalls. He had worn them to his wife’s funeral, for there were no other clothes inside the farmhouse for him to wear. He wore them now on this Christmas morning.

Tearing his eyes from the tree, Ebbie raced into the kitchen as he heard the familiar sound of a spoon clattering into the sink. When he presented himself at the kitchen door, two faces, each resembling the other, stared coolly back at him. His father and Wayne were slurping at black coffee in heavy porcelain cups. They had pushed their dirty breakfast dishes away, waiting for Ebbie to come along and gather them up because that was his job. Cleanup.

Ebbie’s father gazed back at him without much interest. But while Ebbie fished a couple of strips of bacon out of the grease in the bottom of a cast-iron skillet on the stove, his brother’s eyes followed every move he made.

Wayne looked a little sleep-tossed too. And happy, in a mean, conniving sort of way. Since he looked that way most mornings, Ebbie didn’t think much about it. When Wayne caught Ebbie’s eye, Ebbie was initially taken aback by the cold glint in his brother’s stare, but since it was Christmas morning, he thought he would give his brother the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he had a tummy ache or something. He supposed everyone couldn’t be happy, even on Christmas morning. Could they?

“When you finish that bacon, wash up these dishes,” his father said between sips of coffee. “Your aunt’s coming later, and I don’t want her to think we live like pigs.”

“She won’t notice,” Wayne said. “She’s practically senile.” To which his father didn’t reply.

“Think she’ll bring chocolates again?” Ebbie asked hopefully.

His father grunted as if the matter posed very little interest to him. “She does every damn year. Don’t know why this year would be any different. Do the dishes,” he said again.

“Shouldn’t we open our presents first?” Ebbie asked, practically trembling like a tuning fork.

Wayne slapped his hand down on the kitchen table and cried, “Hell yes, let’s open our presents first. I wouldn’t miss it for the world! Come on, Pop. Bring your coffee into the living room. Let’s open our gifts.”

Their father grumbled something under his breath about “fucking kids,” but let Wayne lead him by the hand. The boy situated his father on the couch in front of the tree. Ebbie followed along, chomping on the last of his bacon and trembling in excitement.

Wayne had two presents under the tree. Ebbie had three. Their father, none.

Wayne tore into his two gifts and grumbled a grudging thanks to his dad when he came up with socks in one and underwear in the other.

He tossed those items aside. Then all eyes turned to Ebbie.

Ebbie Scrudge’s first two gifts were poorly wrapped, but he didn’t care. Frankly, he was surprised his father took the trouble to wrap them at all. He got those out of the way first because he knew what was in them before he ever looked. And he was right. Socks and underwear. Just like Wayne had received.

He handled his third and last present with considerably more care. He even took the trouble to wipe the bacon grease from his fingers onto his pajama leg before he picked it up. It was light, this one. Lighter than the socks and underwear. When he shook it, the box whispered of fabric. Maybe it was a new shirt. That would be nice. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a shirt that wasn’t a hand-me-down.

“Open it,” his brother urged, perched on the edge of the sofa beside their father, his eyes never once leaving Ebbie’s face. He was enjoying this, and Ebbie felt an unfamiliar stab of love for Wayne, which was a new experience to say the least. Usually they were at full-blown war with each other. But not today. Today Wayne seemed truly thrilled by the excitement on his younger brother’s face.

Ebbie carefully tugged the paper free from around the box. There was no ribbon to fight with because there was no ribbon in the Scrudge household to salvage for prettying up a Christmas gift, if any of the Scrudges ever dreamed of doing such a thing to begin with. Which they didn’t.

Ebbie chewed on the inside of his cheek, eyes wide and happy. He peeled the lid from the ratty old box—a box he had seen lying for years on a shelf in an upstairs closet, forgotten and limp with age, which gave the boy his first glimmer of unease.

As nervous and excited as a cat, Ebbie peered inside.

The wondrous expression on Ebbie’s face shifted in an instant to confusion. Then horror. Behind him his brother howled with laughter as Ebbie lifted a dress from the box. A girl’s dress. With lace and ribbons and a flowered hem at the bottom. He had never seen the dress before, but maybe it had been one of his mother’s when she was a child.

Tears began to burn Ebbie’s eyes as he peered into the now-empty box and saw the piece of paper lying there. On the paper, his brother had scrawled a word in his awkward handwriting. A single, cruel word.

Queer.

Ebbie’s eyes filled with hot tears as he turned to face his brother and father. Both were staring at him as if they had never seen him before in their lives. Wayne was ecstatic, bouncing around on the couch and hooting with laughter. His father looked merely confused, as Ebbie had looked earlier.

But his father’s confusion turned to horror, as Ebbie’s had done, when Wayne pulled a stack of magazines out from under the couch and flung them in Ebbie’s face where he sat at the foot of the tree with the young girl’s dress in his lap.

“What the—” his father said, snatching up one of the magazines and staring at the half-naked man on the cover.

Wayne trembled with indignation and pointed an accusing finger at Ebbie’s face. “He’s a queer, Papa. I found those books in the barn. He goes out there and plays with himself while he looks at ’em. Hell, the pages are all sticky with jism. He’s a queer, Papa. And I’m not sleeping with him one more night! Not ever again.”

His father, coffee cup forgotten in his hand, looked from one son to the other. The magazine slid from his fingers. Then his eyes fell on the other magazines Wayne had flung at Ebbie. Each and every one of them had a naked or half-naked man on the cover. The pictures inside were even worse. Erections. Men touching each other. Kissing.

Even through his tears, Ebbie saw the dawning light of realization in his father’s eyes. Hell, the evidence was right there. Scattered all over the living room floor. Ebbie hiccupped a sob. Shame filling his heart, his head. He looked away and buried his face in his hands.

Wayne stood trembling, still pointing that horrible accusing finger at his brother’s stricken face.

“Fags are freaks of nature! They should all just explode! Explode and disappear! I’ll never call this freak my brother again. As far as I’m concerned, he’s dead from this day on! Dead and buried!”

Ebbie opened his eyes and stared back at his brother as if he’d been slapped. He could not defend himself because Wayne was right. He was a fag. He’d known it forever. But he thought he could keep it a secret. He thought no one would ever know.

A rush of shame tore through him again as he stared at the dress and the pictures of naked men splayed around him. He bit back another sob when his father pulled himself to his feet. Ebbie was staring right at him when his father tore his eyes from Ebbie’s face and shook his head.

“Jesus,” his father said.

And while Wayne stood trembling in outrage, with victory burning self-righteously in his wicked eyes, Ebbie watched his father turn and walk away.

“Faggot!” Wayne spat one last time, before he too turned away and followed his father into the kitchen.

Ebbie slumped into a heap and wept. A thirteen-year-old boy, ashamed and alone.

He hid in his room the rest of the day. No one came for him, even when Aunt Amy arrived with her customary box of chocolates and her tinkly, spinstery laugh. Later, when hunger drove Ebbie downstairs, the box of chocolates was empty. Wayne had eaten every piece.

And when Ebbie showed his face at the foot of the stairs, his father turned and went into his bedroom, closing the door behind him.

 

 

“PLEASE, BILL,” Ebbie pleaded, standing outside the farmhouse window in his red silk pajamas, his feet buried in six inches of snow that didn’t feel cold at all against his bare skin. “Take me away from this place. I can’t stand it anymore.”

Bill slipped her hand over his. To comfort, perhaps. To give strength. Or maybe just to keep him from running away as fast as his feet could carry him.

“Your family sucks,” she said softly. “No wonder you’re a dick. You were bred to it.” Ebbie studied her standing there beside him, with her flattop and her overalls and her bigass work boots, and tried to dredge up a smile. “Thanks,” he said. “That makes me feel a whole lot better.”

She reached out and chipped a frozen tear from his cheek, after which she stood there gazing at it between her fingertips like she might a diamond she had picked up off the street.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry you had to experience that day.”

The sadness in Ebbie’s face was slowly morphing into anger. “Are you? Are you really sorry? Then why did you bring me here? Why did you show it to me? Don’t you think I’ve seen it flashing through my mind often enough for the last thirty years? Hell, I’ve spent my whole life trying to forget this Christmas Day, and here you are, throwing it in my face once again.”

Bill straightened and stared back at him, stolid, unrepentant, unmoved. “This is part of who you are, Earl Bernard Scrudge. This is the beginning of why you became who you became. For you to find redemption, you have to first understand why you do the things you do. Why you became the man, the shitheel, you turned out to be.”

Ebbie tried to swallow his anger, which he managed well enough. All-encompassing dread for what else was to come on this horrible night terrified him. He was so frightened, in fact, that the insult Bill had thrown at him barely pierced the armor he had spent his whole life constructing around himself.

“So now what?” he asked, his voice wearied and raw. “Where will you take me now?”

“Now we’ll go to the second worst day of your life.”

Ebbie tried to gather his courage around him like a cloak. He brushed a spattering of snowflakes from his shoulders and crisped the collars on his pajama shirt. With a trembling hand, he swept the hair off his forehead and tried to look resolute.

“Best get it over with, then,” he sighed, as Bill pulled him into the sky once more. Ebbie knew where he was headed before his feet left the ground.





Chapter Five

 

 

EBBIE CLOSED his eyes against the battering winter wind. At this high altitude, the sky was clear of fog but was sprinkled with ice crystals. Sleet peppered sharply against their skin, but both he and Bill ignored it. The creatures that inhabited this tier of the nighttime sky were still here, sailing past on either side. Wailing in sorrow. Their tattered robes and shrouds trailing behind them through the haze and sleet. Lost. Weeping for the absence of life and love—the loss of everything they had ever known. But Ebbie did not fear them now. He knew who they were. What scared him was knowing that someday he might be one of them.

That thought terrified him mightily.

“Your brother left home,” Bill said gently. “Soon you would never see him again.”

Her words prodded to life another spate of memories Ebbie had spent a lifetime trying to forget. But he was beginning to understand a basic truth of life. Unhappiness is never forgotten. It never dies away. It merely lies in wait for the most inopportune time to flood back in and break your heart anew.

“He left not long after that last Christmas,” Ebbie admitted. “As soon as he turned seventeen, he got a job in a coal mine. The mine was in Illinois. Wayne never came back. Even for our father’s funeral. No, I never saw him again.”

“And you never tried to contact him.”

“No,” Ebbie said quietly. “I never did.” He turned to the spirit beside him. “Is he alive? Is my brother still—living?”

“That is not for me to know,” Bill said, brushing aside the question as she might have brushed a fly from a bowl of potato salad. A sly gleam burned in her eyes. “But what of Gordon Kirk? A farm boy on a neighboring farm, wasn’t he? You had a crush on him, I think. Do you remember him?”

Bill’s hand crushed his fingers, holding him aloft. Ebbie’s vision dimmed as he thought of the boy Bill had mentioned. This was what he had feared. This was where he knew she would take him. To this day. To this moment.

“No,” he pleaded. “Don’t carry me there. Please.”

“I’m sorry,” Bill said. “It’s not up to me. These choices have already been made. I merely obey.”

With that they swooped through the driving ice and snow toward a country road far from the lights of any farmhouse. It was suddenly springtime. The maples and oaks in the Indiana countryside were vibrant and green. Great, sprawling fields of newly planted crops were neatly laid out like patches on a quilt. Flowering weeds filled the ditches at the side of the gravel road, the air filled with the whine of insects, the trees laden with the song of night birds and the scurryings of small animals. There, amid all this life, on a blanket, redolent with the sweet scent of a surrounding copse of sassafras trees, two young men, little more than boys, lay sprawled in the moonlight atop a blanket drinking beer.

“No,” Ebbie pleaded again, taking in the scene below. Knowing exactly where it would lead. “Not this.”

“I want to see,” Bill said, never relinquishing her grip on his hand for a moment. Dragging him closer. Ever closer.

“I don’t,” Ebbie whispered. “I don’t want to be here. Please.”

Bill clucked her tongue like an impatient schoolmarm. “But you need to know. You need to learn.” She laid an arm across his shoulder and leaned into his ear. “Don’t worry. They can’t see us. We’re moonlit shadows to them. Now go. Go and relive what happened on this night.”

And when Ebbie opened his eyes, with Bill’s words still ringing in his head, he was seventeen years old, and he could smell the sweet scent of the sassafras trees.

Buried within the beauty of that, he could feel the heat of the boy lying on the blanket beside him.

 

 

EBBIE’S ’55 Chevy coupe, which he’d bought with the pay from his afterschool job at the IGA in town, was parked next to the trees, hidden from the road. Ebbie remembered this spot from long ago, for one day when he was small, his mother had brought him here to help her dig sassafras roots for tea.

The tea, he remembered, had tasted far more delicious than the beer he now drank, but he was on the cusp of manhood, and he knew it. Drinking beer was a rite of passage. He dutifully choked it down, as he suspected Gordon was doing. A friend of Gordon’s had bought the beer for the boys in town.

Both boys were seventeen, soon to be eighteen. They were celebrating, for the next day they would graduate from high school. Ebbie Scrudge could still not quite understand how a friendship had grown between them. Wayne’s big mouth, employed freely during that last year of high school before he quit to work in the mine, had outed Ebbie to the entire school. Needless to say, Ebbie was not the most popular of students after that.

Rural Indiana was, and is, an unfortunate place to be proclaimed gay. Whether the proclamation is true or not.

Still, Gordon Kirk had sought him out. Not at school, but afterward. They drove around the country roads and talked, sharing their dreams, bitching about school. Discussing the same things every kid in the world discusses when they are on the verge of adulthood and ready to set out for their own horizons.

Gordon Kirk was dark-haired, wiry, and taller than Ebbie. He had lovely strong arms, brushed with dark hair, which Ebbie stared at constantly. Secretly, of course. Or so he thought.

Still, Ebbie wasn’t a fool. Not having many friends, he knew he was letting Gordon’s friendship become more than what he suspected Gordon was offering. Ebbie never once let his true feelings, his desires, slip out, for he knew what the consequences would be if he did. The thoughts and longings tearing through Ebbie’s young mind and body, were hell and gone from the thoughts inhabiting Gordon’s. He was almost sure of it. And he was content with that. Just having someone to talk to was wonderful enough.

Neither boy was accustomed to drinking. They had only consumed a couple of beers each from the six-pack they’d brought, but already they were giggling and acting silly.

At least until Gordon reached across the blanket and laid a hand on Ebbie’s arm.

The touch sent a fever through Ebbie’s whole body. And the beer probably didn’t help.

“Do you feel it?” Gordon asked.

Ebbie thought he meant the touch of Gordon’s hand on his arm. But then he realized that wasn’t what Gordon meant at all. He was talking about the beer. Ebbie had to take a moment to absorb the beauty of Gordon’s snowy teeth gleaming in the moonlight as he lay there on the blanket beside him, his hand still resting on Ebbie’s arm.

“I think I’m drunk,” Ebbie said, biting back a giggle. “You?”

“Drunk as a skunk.” Gordon grinned.

The boy suddenly sat up beside Ebbie and peeled away his shirt, throwing it at his feet.

“It’s hot out here. Don’t you think it’s hot?”

Ebbie sat up beside him, trying not to stare at Gordon’s chest, at the lines across his lean stomach as he sat there. His shoes and socks were already off. He had removed them earlier. Now, clad only in a faded pair of blue jeans, Gordon was the most beautiful thing Ebbie had ever seen in his life.

He began to tremble.

“Take your shirt off,” Gordon urged. “The night air feels great.”

So Ebbie pulled his T-shirt over his head and laid it beside him. Gordon immediately grabbed it up, rolled it into a ball, and tucked it under his head as he lay on his back with an exquisite groan not two inches from where Ebbie sat.

Ebbie looked down at the boy in the moonlight. His jeans tugged low, his belly button a drop of shadow in the darkness, like a licorice jelly bean resting on his tummy.

“Feel this,” Gordon said, gazing up into Ebbie’s face.

“Feel what?” Ebbie asked nervously.

“This,” Gordon said. And reaching out he took Ebbie’s hand and laid it atop his chest, directly between the two neat nipples that looked like pennies in the bluish light. He moved Ebbie’s hand across his chest slowly, letting Ebbie’s fingertips explore his skin. “I’m getting hair there. On my chest. Can you feel it?”

Ebbie swallowed. He closed his eyes as Gordon continued to control Ebbie’s fingers, to slide them over his skin. When Ebbie opened his eyes, he saw Gordon smiling up at him.

“Here too,” Gordon said in a ragged whisper. And sliding Ebbie’s hand downward, he coaxed it onto the expanse of skin between the top of Gordon’s jeans and the ripples of his lean stomach.

The heat there was intense. Ebbie could feel the brush of pubic hair at the very edge of his thumb where it had slid beneath the edge of the denim.

“Feel it?” Gordon asked. “Do you feel the hair?”

Ebbie spread his fingers to cover more of Gordon’s heated flesh. “Yes,” he said, his voice more ragged than Gordon’s had been. “The hair is trailing up to your belly button. I-I guess in a couple of years, you’ll be hairy all over. From your neck to your nuts.”

Gordon laughed. “You want to feel them?”

“Feel what?” Ebbie asked, his pulse hammering so loudly inside his head he couldn’t seem to hear the insects anymore, or the night birds. In fact, it seemed there was nothing in the universe at all but the gentle timbre of Gordon’s voice and the delicious feel of Gordon’s skin against his fingertips.

Before Ebbie could answer, Gordon slid his other hand down to unsnap the button at the top of his jeans. With Ebbie’s hand still pressed to his stomach, Gordon awkwardly slid the zipper down until it splayed open. With a heave of his hips and a snap of his legs, Gordon kicked the blue jeans away completely until he was lying at Ebbie’s side completely naked.

Ebbie froze. He tried to pull his hand away from Gordon’s stomach, but Gordon held it in place. He smiled up at Ebbie and said, “Don’t be afraid.”

And with a gentle nudge of his hand, Gordon slid Ebbie’s hand down over the stump of his dick, already lengthening with desire, and laid Ebbie’s hand over his warm balls.

Again Ebbie closed his eyes. As if with a mind of their own, Ebbie’s fingers moved to lift the balls into his hand and cradle them there.

Gordon groaned and arched his hips to meet Ebbie’s touch. Still controlling Ebbie’s hand, Gordon slid it upward until it rested atop his hard cock, fully erect now and moving gently with the rhythmic beating of Gordon’s heart.

Gordon lifted his hand away from Ebbie’s and left the boy to his own devices.

Ebbie oh so carefully slid his fingers around the hard rope of flesh and stroked it once, as he had so often stroked himself. Again, Gordon raised his hips to meet the touch.

“Oh God,” the boy whispered. And lifting his arm, he slid his hand along Ebbie’s back until his hand came to rest at the nape of Ebbie’s neck. With a gentle pressure, he coaxed Ebbie down to him until Ebbie’s face lay snug against the heat of Gordon’s belly. Again Gordon shifted his hips, and for the first time in his life, Ebbie felt the heat and weight of a man’s cock pressed to his face. A drop of moisture exuded from the tip to paint Ebbie’s cheek.

“Suck it, Ebbie. Put it in your mouth.”

“No,” Ebbie muttered, trembling now with a need he had never before known, never before understood. Even on those nights when he had lain alone in his attic bed and touched himself with thoughts of Gordon in his head. “You’ll tell.”

“Never,” Gordon said. “We’re friends. I won’t tell a soul. I swear.” The boy reached down and lifted his cock to stand it upright and press it against Ebbie’s face. “Put it in your mouth,” he said again.

And this time Ebbie obeyed.

With his own cock achingly hard inside his blue jeans, Ebbie opened his mouth wide and slid his lips over the bulbous head of Gordon’s young cock. He tasted the salty sweet moisture that had dribbled across the head of it, and he closed his eyes, delirious at the taste. As he shifted the warm mounds of Gordon’s balls with his fingertips, he slid the cock deeper into his mouth, relishing the feel of it now. The taste. Loving the heat, the drops of precome on his tongue, the way Gordon’s breath quickened the moment Ebbie’s mouth encircled him.

When Gordon’s hands came up to hold Ebbie’s head in place, Ebbie didn’t mind. When Gordon’s hips rose and fell, slowly at first and more quickly after, Ebbie smiled around that hard, delicious shaft of flesh. And when a cry and groan of sheer bliss erupted from Gordon’s throat and Gordon’s body arched as if taken by a seizure, Ebbie closed his eyes and began to relish the sensations shuddering through him. The taste of seeping liquids. The tactile feel of hardened flesh. The control. The sense of power he felt simply in knowing what he was doing, pleasing this boy, this friend.

And when, with a cry that came from both boys, a great flood of hot semen poured into Ebbie’s mouth, he finally tried to pull his mouth away, but Gordon wouldn’t let him.

Holding him in place roughly, but not so roughly, either, Gordon secured Ebbie’s mouth over him until he’d unleashed every gout of come into Ebbie’s throat.

And Ebbie didn’t mind. Not at all. Even as the gushing ceased and the hard shaft of flesh began to soften, Ebbie continued to stroke it with his lips, caress it with his tongue. Savor the taste of Gordon’s juices, which had spilled down his throat like sweet cream.

When Gordon’s softened cock finally slid from Ebbie’s lips, Ebbie dropped his head to Gordon’s still-heaving stomach and said, “Thank you.”

Gordon took one long moment to caress Ebbie’s hair before sitting up and reaching for his blue jeans, bundled at his feet.

It was only later, as Ebbie lay in his attic bed with his brother’s empty bed silently berating him from the darkness and filling him yet again with shame, that Ebbie touched himself and brought about his own release.

His come puddled on his stomach, and he dipped his fingers in it to taste the nectar once again.

Gordon’s was sweeter, he thought, comparing the two. Gordon’s had been so much sweeter.

Ebbie closed his eyes, burrowing his head wearily into his pillow. With the unfamiliar smell of beer on his breath and his mind so filled with thoughts of sex he couldn’t quite keep them all straight, he let the darkness in the old farmhouse carry him to sleep.

 

 

AND THE moment he opened his eyes to find Bill beside him on a darkened sidewalk, in a totally new location, he knew instinctively where she had brought him. He bit back a sob as she pulled him through the gymnasium door.

 

It was the next day. Ebbie’s classmates were standing in a line, preparing to march onto the basketball court and begin the ceremony. Ebbie saw himself there in his blue cap and gown, nervous, but that was nothing new. Ebbie was always nervous at school.

In the bleachers to his left, he could see his father, the only man there wearing bib overalls. The single concession he’d made to the pomp and circumstance of a graduation ceremony was the fact that he held his John Deere cap in his lap rather than leaving it perched on his head. Like that of farmers everywhere, his father’s forehead was fish-belly white compared to the rest of his face, baked by the sun as he tilled his fields and tended his animals. Wayne had been gone for two years now, and Ebbie had never once heard his father mention his brother’s name. And when Ebbie was gone, Ebbie had little doubt he would never mention his name again either.

As Ebbie and the rest of the students waited for Principal Owens to usher them onto the floor, Ebbie’s father did not once look in Ebbie’s direction.

A tittering of laughter erupted behind Ebbie, and he turned to see what was happening. The first face he saw, looking happy and handsome in his crisp cap and gown with the tassel hanging at the side of his handsome young face, was Gordon Kirk’s. When he saw Ebbie’s eyes on him, he grinned impishly and raised a hand, giving Ebbie a finger wiggle of greeting, causing another titter of laughter to explode among the students.

Still not sure what was happening, Ebbie turned back to the front as the music from the school band swelled and the cue came for the new graduates to file into the auditorium and take their seats for the ceremony.

And an adult Ebbie in red silk pajamas, with a large woman wearing bib overalls standing at his side on the top tier of the auditorium, watched as the students below filed forward.

They heard the swell of laughter extend outward from the graduating class into the first rows of spectators. Then rippling upward until the sound of laughter rang among the rafters.

Below, in the line of graduates, Ebbie’s younger self, more nervous now, still didn’t understand what the laughter was about but was beginning to fear the worst. When the line of students turned up the aisle to take their seats, Ebbie and Bill could both see the hand-printed sign taped to the back of Ebbie’s graduation gown. Faggot! the sign read in bold black letters. Later, as Ebbie tore the piece of paper from his back and stared at it through horrified, tear-filled eyes, he would recognize the handwriting. That one awful, taunting word had been scrawled by Gordon’s hand.

Gordon. The boy with the moonlit smile who only the night before had led Ebbie into understanding, once and for all, who he really was.

And who, twenty-four hours later, would be the boy in the auditorium who laughed the loudest when he shared that knowledge with the rest of the world.

Bill tugged at Ebbie’s sleeve to pull him away from this night. This terrible, terrible night. To steer him toward the gymnasium door to return him to the more welcoming company of a sky filled with wandering lost souls. For that was his future. And even that was preferable to this. A future with the dead was better than this past with the living.

Thanking God he was invisible, Ebbie let Bill tug him outside into the night. Thirty years after the fact, his neck burned hot from the laughter and the shame of this one particular moment in his life. This one particular moment he had never been able to forget. Not for a minute.

At the door, before Bill tugged him out into the darkness and lifted him toward the sky, Ebbie turned one last time to see his father in the crowd. To see his father’s reaction to what had happened. To see his father’s face. His father’s shame.

But Mr. Scrudge was no longer there. He had already slunk away.

 

 

“YOU NEVER spoke to your father again,” Bill said, as she lifted him into the cold, leaden sky. There was sadness in her voice, and Ebbie was surprised to hear it there.

Almost instantly, tears froze into hard little beads on Ebbie’s cheeks. He didn’t try to fool himself into thinking his tears had spilled because of the frigid, pummeling wind. He knew better. This time Bill did not pluck them away, so Ebbie brushed them aside with his hand. They dropped through the nighttime sky like glittering specks of hail, plummeting silently toward the earth, toward a past Ebbie sincerely hoped he would never see again.

“Better to say he never spoke to me,” Ebbie answered wearily, once he’d found his voice, once he was certain the past was far behind him. “I left the next morning while he was working in the fields.”

“He never tried to find you?” Bill asked.

“Why would he?” Ebbie asked in return, and no further mention was made by either of them of Ebbie’s father.

Once again, shrouded creatures closed in from either side, swooping and darting through the haze, buffeted by the wind, their pale faces anguished, their cold hands grasping, always grasping. Horrible voices shrieked in pain. Seeking solace. Seeking comfort. Bill impatiently shooed them away with a flip of her fingers. Neither she nor Ebbie had any solace to give.

“Gordon died, you know,” Bill said, her voice barely carrying above the wind.

Ebbie stared at her.

“Lung cancer,” she said. “Five years ago. He smoked too much. He thought of you during his last moments of life.”

“Did he?” Ebbie said.

Bill reached out in flight to lay a comforting hand on Ebbie’s back. “His thoughts were not unkind.”

Ebbie let that soak in, waiting for a sadness that never came. “Weren’t they?” he said, and nothing more.

Ebbie saw city lights approaching from the west. A familiar skyline. They were headed home.

“You joined the Navy,” Bill said, leaving Ebbie’s high school years behind like a battered suitcase. A suitcase one is not particularly sorry to lose. “That’s what you did when you left the farm.”

“Yes.”

Bill dragged him closer and their shoulders touched. Her voice softened. Became… conspiratorial. “In the Navy you learned to wield your body to get what you wanted. Instead of men using you, you taught yourself to use them.”

Ebbie paused for a moment before answering. “Did I?”

A tiny smile played at the corners of Bill’s mouth. She ran a hand over her flattop as if to reassure herself it was still there. “Yes. You know you did. You lost your shame and steeled your heart against any more pain getting in.”

Ebbie turned to her, his eyes fierce. “And why shouldn’t I? I’d been hurt enough.”

Bill stared back, her eyes sad. “You became cold.”

“No,” Ebbie snapped. “I became self-sufficient.”

“Call it what you will,” Bill droned under her breath. She swooped downward, dragging Ebbie along beside her. They were in San Diego now, back on familiar city streets, zooming over city blocks, brushing past store windows, peering through darkened panes of glass. The streets were empty of traffic and life, the hour too late, the air too raw, the holiday too near for people to be abroad. Even the homeless were tucked into their pathetic nests, far from the sight of decent souls.

They detoured away from Broadway and sailed past a forty-foot Christmas tree standing tall in a shopping center plaza, decorated with golden toys and silver bells.

“Great,” Ebbie groaned, eyeing the tree. “We’re back to Christmas.”

Bill barked out a laugh. “Humbug to you too.”

Ebbie ignored the sarcasm as she pulled him straight up into the air, past the glittering star at the top of the tree and over the line of store roofs until they were back on Broadway once again.

“What the hell are you looking for?” Ebbie cried after Bill almost plowed them into a light pole. “What the hell are you doing?”

Bill harrumphed and tightened her grip on Ebbie’s hand. “I need sweets. I’m hungry.”

“You’re too fat now.” Ebbie laughed.

Bill turned to him with hurt in her eyes. “You also became cruel,” she said. Her hand loosened its grip on his. Purposely. A threat.

Ebbie groped through the darkness to grab her arm. He felt a fingernail break on the bicycle chain she wore wrapped around her wrist. He didn’t care. Plummeting to the sidewalk below would be infinitely worse than a sore finger. He began to see the drawbacks involved in insulting the only person standing between you and a crash landing.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You’re sorrier than you know,” Bill snapped back. “Let me try to illustrate that, if you don’t mind.”

Ebbie did mind. He minded a great deal. But since Bill didn’t ask again, he didn’t have much chance to say so.

“Where are we going?” he asked. “Where are you taking me now?”

“To the most heartless moment of your illustriously heartless past.”

Grudgingly, he snapped right back, “Whatever it is, I don’t want to see it.”

“Let’s watch anyway,” Bill said blithely, her face emotionless. Then, taking Ebbie by surprise, she posed a question he did not expect. “How old are you now?”

They had settled to the street beneath an archway leading into a hotel. The fog lying over the city was still dense. The hotel lobby, which they could see through frosted closed doors, was empty, for the hour was late. Not even a clerk was in evidence behind the front desk.

“I am forty-four,” Ebbie answered.

“And you’ve never loved,” Bill replied, her lips tight, her words as cool and unfriendly as the fog around them.

“There was Corny,” Ebbie said, but he knew it was a lie the moment the words left his lips.

Bill frowned. She obviously knew a lie when she heard one too. “We both know that wasn’t love.”

Ebbie realized at that moment where Bill was taking him next. “No…,” he said, the word a mere exhalation of breath that barely stirred the fog before him. “No.”

But Bill took his hand and tugged him skyward. High above the street where they hovered, a windowpane dissolved before them.

Slipping through it, they left the night once more.





Chapter Six

 

 

“LOOK HOW young you are,” Bill tittered, her anger at him forgotten in a heartbeat. Although the sarcasm was still there. “You look almost innocent.”

She and Ebbie stood inside the windowpane they had sailed through a moment before, Bill in her butch overalls and Ebbie still in his red silk pajamas. The young man before them, hunched over paperwork on his desk, had not noticed their entry. Nor did he notice them now when Bill spoke.

Ebbie remembered Bill’s words from earlier and realized they were not invisible exactly. The vision they were seeing was simply more shadow than reality. They were staring into another time. And to Ebbie’s way of thinking—another life. For it truly seemed so long ago.

With his bare feet now firmly planted on a solid substance (office carpeting, to be exact), Ebbie eased his hand from Bill’s grasp and worked the kinks out of his fingers. Holding on for dear life to a flying lesbian was a wearying venture.

“You may be young, but you don’t look happy,” Bill commented, eyeing the hunched figure, who was painstakingly applying Wite-Out to a document.

Ebbie sighed, remembering. “It was a difficult job. Long hours. Not a kind word to be had from the boss, no matter how hard I worked.”

“Ah.” Bill chuckled. “Perhaps you just hadn’t yet figured how to please him.”

Ebbie stared at his young self, sitting there before him in a sweater-vest he remembered fondly, with his shirtsleeves rolled up out of the way. His hair was darker then. The gray had not yet reached his temples. His face was less lined.

“Perhaps I hadn’t,” Ebbie agreed. “But I think this is the day that changed all that.”

“Yes, indeed it is,” Bill smirked, rubbing her hands together in mock glee. “Let’s watch the young whippersnapper in action, shall we?”

“Don’t be condescending!” Ebbie snapped. “I was fighting for my life! I was tired of being poor. I was tired of slogging through my days hoping for something better. I was tired of being a fool.”

“Were you?” she asked. “And is this the day you stopped being a fool?”

“It’s the day I learned to fight for what I wanted.”

Bill grunted an affirmation. “Using every weapon in your arsenal.”

And at that Ebbie offered up a tiny smile. “Yes. Every weapon I possessed.”

“Such as youth?” Bill asked. “Was that one of your weapons?”

Ebbie’s smile had not gone away. “It was the only one I needed, Bill.”

 

 

THE DEMANDS for Ebbie’s attention were coming so frequently over the intercom on his desk that the boss’s young secretary could barely get his work done. Cornelius Barley was a cruel taskmaster, and young Ebbie Scrudge had felt his boss’s verbal whip more than once in the three months he had been employed at the Barley Insurance Company.

Mr. Barley was in his late sixties. Ebbie thought he might have once been a handsome man, but he had no way to prove it. Barley’s body was still lean and hard. His hands were still steady, his voice still thunderous. No photos of a younger Barley graced his desk or hung on his office walls to compare with the older man. In fact, there were no personal touches in Barley’s office on the fifteenth floor of the Barley Insurance Company building at all.

At the time Ebbie began working for Mr. Barley, he was twenty-five years old. And in his case, he truly was a handsome young man. It was odd the amount of baked goods he received on a daily basis from the girls in the steno pool down on twelve. Perhaps they thought he was prime husband material, or perhaps they were intrigued by his lean physique or the lines of his cleanly sculpted face. Ebbie was pretty sure they would have stopped being so enthralled with the young secretary up on fifteen if they knew he threw most of their baked gifts to the pigeons on the street. He had no intention of getting fat to please them. He had no intention of getting fat at all.

For young E. B. Scrudge had begun to plot a way out of his poverty and lowly workstation, and his lithe young body would play a major role in the execution of those plans.

The plan began to form when he realized Mr. Barley was ringing the goddamn intercom, demanding his attention, considerably more than was truly necessary. But that merely instigated Ebbie’s plot to salvage himself and his fortunes (or lack thereof). What really set the plan in motion was the looks Mr. Barley cast over Ebbie’s body every time he entered the older man’s office. At the best of times, Barley’s eyes displayed a cool, smoldering appraisal of the people around him. But when those cold eyes fell on Ebbie, they invariably softened. The smolder became a different kind of flame. A warmer heat. A wanting heat.

Ebbie understood those looks completely. He had spent his young adulthood wanting. Want was a concept he was totally familiar with. The difference was that now Ebbie had decided to reach out for what he hungered for. And he would use his youthful body to get it. Gordon Kirk may have been the first man he tasted, back in that copse of sassafras trees on the eve of his high school graduation. But he had certainly not been the last. As Ebbie’s years rolled inexorably forward, he had learned a few things. About himself as well as the world around him.

Now, at twenty-five, Ebbie truly did wield his body like a weapon. At last he was about to assess its true worth beyond all doubt. For while he felt no physical desire whatsoever for the man in the other office, the man who signed his paychecks, he most assuredly desired the wealth attached to the man. And the power.

He had not planned in advance that today would be the day. But now as Ebbie heard the infernal intercom bleep for his attention for the twentieth time that morning, he slammed the document on the desk, grabbed his pad and pen in case the old fart wanted to dictate something, and straightened his clothes as best he could before stepping into the inner chamber where his future sat waiting for him. For a prize such as this, he would cast all shame to the wind and do whatever was needed.

After all, the mean old fucker couldn’t live forever. If Ebbie played his cards right, a little of what Barley couldn’t take with him might be left in the capable hands of you-know-who.

With that thought whirring in his brain, young Ebbie’s cock was half-hard before he ever walked through the office door.

The bulge in his crotch was the first thing Barley noticed. Seeing the old man’s eyes open wide, and seeing that sudden familiar softening in the lines of his boss’s face, the tensing of Barley’s spine as he sat at his great desk, a wave of ebullience surged through Ebbie Scrudge. He felt almost… indestructible.

He strode across Barley’s office and stood beside Barley’s chair. Closer than he should have. Far closer.

“Yes, sir?” Ebbie said, gazing down on the older man who sat gripping the arms of his office chair and staring up at him with what quickly turned from surprise to intrigue.

A moment later the intrigue turned to an emotion Ebbie could only describe as fear.

That fear was what gave Ebbie the courage to do what he did next. With his pen and steno pad in one hand, he used his other hand to reach out and gently brush a piece of lint from Mr. Barley’s shoulder. Satisfied, he then let his fingers drift over the fly of his own trousers as if attempting to make a subtle adjustment of whatever resided inside. The motion was not overt. Nor was it vulgar. But it certainly grabbed Barley’s attention.

The old man looked down at his shoulder where Ebbie’s fingers had just been, and then his eyes trailed upward to Ebbie’s face as he stood gazing down, his face molded into a gentle, friendly smile.

“Th-thank you,” Barley said.

Ebbie’s smile widened, but he didn’t speak. He merely continued to stand too close to his seated boss. He let his heat and scent trail over the man. He brushed his pant leg against the arm of the chair in which Barley sat breathless, as if waiting for what would happen next.

They both remained unmoving for almost a full sixty seconds. Ebbie was about to conclude that he had made a dreadful mistake when, without warning, Barley raised his hand and laid it on Ebbie’s stomach. He hesitantly manipulated the fabric of Ebbie’s sweater-vest as if fascinated by the fabric’s feel, the fabric’s blend. But when Barley applied a little pressure, Ebbie knew it wasn’t his sweater the man was feeling at all. It was the sturdiness of the flesh beneath the man was exploring. At first Ebbie’s stomach, and then as Barley’s hand, still hesitant but perhaps unstoppable now, slid higher, the iron firmness of Ebbie’s sternum.

As Barley splayed his fingers wide over Ebbie’s chest, he let his eyes drift closed, as if memorizing the moment for all time.

When Ebbie eased himself a little closer and pressed his leg to Barley’s knee, the old man laid his other hand on Ebbie’s hip. Ebbie wondered if Barley was stopping his progression forward, or savoring the progress he had already made.

Barley studied Ebbie’s face hovering over him. “What are you doing?” he asked, but his voice was weak, as if infused with a hope he didn’t quite dare to believe in. The susceptibility in Barley’s eyes at that moment in time stirred Ebbie’s resolve. It also gave a considerable boost to his courage.

This time when he laid a hand to his own crotch, the movement was less subtle. Even a tree could have guessed the young man’s intentions now.

“I’m doing what I’ve wanted to do for a long time,” Ebbie said. Then, with a knowing smile teasing his lips, he asked, “Would you like me to stop?”

Looking back later, Ebbie would never remember if it took two hours or two seconds for Barley to answer. But he would forever remember what the answer was.

“No,” Barley said. “I don’t want you to stop.”

When Ebbie heard those words, he tossed the pen and pad on Barley’s desk and slowly pulled the sweater-vest over his head. With fingers slightly atremble with a sudden unfathomable hunger, Ebbie unbuttoned his shirt and peeled it away from his slacks.

This time when Barley laid his fingers on Ebbie’s chest, they fell on living flesh instead of fabric. For the first time ever, Ebbie saw a gentle smile mold the old man’s face. His other hand snuck up to stroke Ebbie’s chest as well.

“You’re so beautiful,” Barley muttered as a mist of tears blurred his eyes. “It’s been so long since I’ve done… this. So long.”

Ebbie, in a businesslike manner, unbuckled his belt and unsnapped the top button at the waistband of his trousers.

“You don’t have to wait any longer,” Ebbie said, smiling down. He took one of the hands on his chest and slid it downward to his crotch. As Barley’s fingers explored the bulge that had risen there, Ebbie had to close his eyes. Oddly, he couldn’t remember the last time he had been this turned on.

When Barley snagged the tab of his zipper and pulled it downward, Ebbie trembled. When Barley eased Ebbie’s trousers down from his hips, bunching up and sliding away the boxers underneath at the same time, Ebbie held his breath.

And the moment his cock sprang out and he heard an intake of breath from the man before him, he felt his knees begin to buckle. My God, what was happening to him?

Barley was smiling now. And smiling, Ebbie thought, the man was almost handsome.

With a touch far gentler than Ebbie ever thought the man capable of, Barley cradled Ebbie’s balls in one hand. He laid his other hand to the back of Ebbie’s thigh and urged him closer.

Ebbie obeyed, closing his eyes when a warm mouth suddenly consumed him from below. The velvet heat of the old man’s mouth encircled him, and Ebbie cried out from the sensation.

Barley did not touch himself as he continued to pleasure Ebbie, nor did Ebbie do the touching for him. The only touching Ebbie did was to rest his fingers in the old man’s hair, not controlling the movements of Barley’s mouth, merely shepherding them in the direction and at the speed Ebbie chose.

As Barley’s warm mouth worshiped him and brought him closer and closer to release, Ebbie was amazed by Barley’s skill. He was amazed too by his own frantic acceptance of everything Barley was doing to him. He wanted to give Barley what he so obviously wanted. He needed to give Barley what Barley most needed.

He knew too he had Barley exactly where he wanted him. Jubilation swelled inside him as he laid his hands on either side of Barley’s face and buried his cock ever deeper between those marvelous, worshiping lips.

“Oh God,” Ebbie gasped, as a familiar shudder coursed through him.

“Yes,” Barley mumbled, releasing the young man’s plunging iron cock long enough to speak the word.

And the moment that one word was spoken, Ebbie rose up on tiptoe, gave a grunt of ecstasy, and with an explosive shudder, spilled a spray of pearly fire over Barley’s face. Barley, his eyes alive with passion, perhaps for the first time in years, cried out at the very same moment. Before the second surge of come shot forth, Barley tucked the juice-spattered cock back between his lips and took it in as far as it would go. There, in that well of delicious moist heat, Ebbie released the rest of his sperm, jet after searing jet of it.

As Ebbie bucked and gasped and emptied himself out completely, Barley never once pulled away, never once tried to touch himself, never once pretended to be consumed with anything but the needs of the young man who had bestowed upon him this wonderful gift.

What Ebbie so freely offered, Barley consumed with glee.

And, more importantly, with gratitude.

As Barley sat before him, still relishing every further drop of juice Ebbie could spill, his old arms held Ebbie in an unshakable embrace. Barley held Ebbie safe and upright in his warm embrace as Ebbie’s heart slowed and his body ceased to tremble.

When Ebbie fully relaxed in Barley’s arms, Barley released Ebbie’s softening cock from between his lips and gazed up with wonder in his eyes.

“Thank you,” Barley said. “Thank you.”

Ebbie smiled, savoring the look of stunned surprise on Barley’s face when he reached for the old man’s fly.

 

 

LATER, BARLEY, naked but for the dress shirt he refused to remove, led a totally naked Ebbie into the private elevator at the back of his office. Still holding Ebbie’s hand, Barley pressed a button and the elevator slid one floor higher to stop on 16.

Before leading Ebbie from the car, Barley said, “I live here.”

“I know,” Ebbie replied, his head resting on Barley’s shoulder, his voice feigning sleepiness. Feigning contentment. “Everybody knows you live up here, but I don’t know anyone who’s seen it.”

“I don’t have many guests.”

“No,” Ebbie said. “I don’t suppose you do.”

Almost shyly now, Barley took Ebbie’s hand and led him into the suite of rooms he called home. He led Ebbie across the plush carpet to a window looking out on the street below. The sun was setting, and the sky was a fiery orange, smeared with streaks of pink. It was a beautiful sunset.

The two men stood in the penthouse suite with only the ambient light from the dying day lighting their bodies as they watched the colors of the sunset shift and fade and finally die to darkness.

As the last blink of sunset’s fire left the sky, Barley said softly without turning from the window, “Stay with me tonight, Ebbie. Please.”

When Ebbie turned to give his answer, he saw the old man’s face had blushed to crimson.

“I’ll stay as long as you’d like,” he said equally softly, his heart giving a jubilant lurch inside his chest.

In his reflection in the glass, Ebbie watched his younger self smile a victorious smile as Barley’s fingers tightened over his. He edged closer and once again rested his head on Barley’s shoulder. Ebbie’s smile widened as Barley dropped to his knees and gathered Ebbie’s strong bare legs into his arms.

“Again,” Barley breathed the word sensuously, his lips moving hungrily over the flesh of Ebbie’s thigh, Ebbie’s leg hair bristling against his face. “Please, Ebbie. Once more.”

“All right,” Ebbie said. It was all he needed to say.

 

 

BILL WAS less than enamored of the scene they were witnessing.

“It’s like a fairy tale with real fairies,” she said. “Except one of them’s a fucking, lying troll. I’m pretty sure you know which is which.”

“Very funny.” Ebbie sighed, continuing to watch the shadows of an old, lonely man pleasuring a young thief.

A thief of hearts, as Bill put it to herself. For that was what he had been back then. A thief of hearts. And he had known it too. Still, it did not shame him. Not yet.

“I’m sorry if you don’t approve, Bill, but I’d spent years giving just enough to get by. Now I decided to give it all and see what I could gain in return.”

“But did you really give anything at all?” Bill asked. “Or did you simply take?”

Ebbie shrugged. “I gave what the old man wanted. It seemed to be enough to keep him happy.”

“And what about you?” Bill asked, studying Ebbie’s face, hoping for at least a modicum of guilt to show up there. “Did it make you happy too?”

“I never again needed to worry about money. At the time, that to me was the purest definition of happiness.”

“It’s a sad definition,” Bill responded, turning her eyes back to the old man on his knees, who was, at that moment, drawing Ebbie’s erect cock into his mouth again. Apparently, Ebbie’s recuperative powers were in far better shape than his ability to feel regret. Not that she cared about that. To Bill, watching two men have sex was like watching an un-iced cake, bland and tasteless, growing stale on a countertop. Where was the beauty of the creation? Where was the gentle swirl of creamy icing? The rise and fall of curving texture? Men were such hard creatures, no beauty to them at all. Where was the sweet tasty softness of a woman? Where was the creamy filling that spilled out lazily on the tongue? Even men’s ejaculations were harsh and abrupt. Without a woman, where was the art of it all?

“I never meant to hurt him,” Ebbie said.

“Didn’t you?” Bill asked, one eyebrow arched so high it almost nudged her flattop. “Didn’t you really?”

 

 

WITH A swipe of her hand through the air like a schoolteacher erasing a blackboard, Bill blotted out the scene before them. The lighting changed. It was early morning now. The air smelled different. Suddenly they were back in Barley’s office, where a workday had just begun. But there were now two desks in the room. One for Barley and one for Ebbie, his new partner. The sign outside the building had been changed to Scrudge & Barley, Inc. Time had passed.

Outside the office window, which was frosted with condensation, smears and spatters of gaily colored lights ranged up and down the boulevard below. It was Christmastime again, and Ebbie knew without a doubt which day of his past Bill would now force him to relive.

As with all the others he had been forced to endure, it was not a day he would have asked to witness. From the look of smug satisfaction on Bill’s face, she knew that perfectly well. The bitch. Ebbie’s face hardened as he prepared for what was about to come. He would have turned away, but Bill had his forearm in her hamlike fist, holding him in place as if she knew exactly what he was thinking. Which she probably did, being a fucking spook and all.

So Ebbie, having no choice in the matter, simply ignored the nervous pounding of his heart and let the memory unfold in its own sweet time. He avoided Bill’s eyes, as they continually swept from the panorama before them to Ebbie’s face as if to gauge his reaction to all that was happening.

The office was bleak. It was a cloudy December day outside. Rainwater ran in the gutters of the streets below, dampening the feet of Christmas shoppers as they scurried about on their last-minute errands.

While Barley spared no expense to keep his young protégé happy, he hardly spent a dime on himself. Or on the building where he worked. The overhead lights were turned off. No heat blew through the vents at the base of the walls. Workers on all fourteen floors below them were wrapped in sweaters and coats, morosely serving Barley’s needs while no doubt hating him—and Ebbie too—with every ounce of their beings. Ebbie stared with disgust at the ugly brown carpet he remembered so well from those years. The carpet that wouldn’t be replaced until three days after Barley’s death. Which was going to occur in about three minutes.

Silently fuming, Ebbie watched it all unfold. This day. This one day. The day that truly changed his life for all time.

 

 

CORNELIUS BARLEY’S sex life had improved substantially since five years earlier when, for the first time, his brash young secretary laid a hand to his shoulder to brush away a piece of lint. Ebbie had reached in to thaw Barley’s frozen heart in that instant too, and Barley had appeared to accept that fact. Still, old man Barley’s good humor had not been restored simply because love had come into his life. Not at all. He could still be a chilling, miserable soul. Especially where matters of business were concerned.

This particular point in time was a pretty good example of that.

Barley slammed a fist down onto the antique desk from which he ruled his empire, jointly now since he had made Ebbie a full-blown partner (no pun intended). With the familiar jarring of the pencils in Barley’s pencil box, Ebbie, sitting at the opposite desk, knew exactly what was coming.

The Woozles.

“She’s done it again!” Barley barked. “She’s filed another claim!”

“Has she, now?” Ebbie asked, sighing heavily and turning his attention to the man who could still, if things didn’t go his way, strip Ebbie of the future Ebbie had abased himself in a million different ways to lay claim to. “What should we do, Corny? What can be done? She pays her premiums on time. Her checks never bounce. She’s a loyal customer.”

Barley harrumphed. “She’s a loyal customer who’s draining the coffers even as we speak. Now she’s shit out a new brat, adding another leech to her brood of unfortunate offspring. The oldest child, the sickly one, is only six years old and has already racked up a king’s ransom in doctor bills. Sniveling, whining little beast.”

Ebbie barked out a laugh, and Corny dipped his head in stern reproach. “You won’t be laughing when the little cunny soaks up the last of your retirement fund to keep her tag team of doctors in Lamborghinis.”

“Oh, now, I don’t think it’s quite that—”

Cornelius Barley slammed his hand down onto his desk again, this time so hard the pencil box went rolling off the edge, scattering pencils and scissors and paper clips everywhere.

“Don’t contradict me!” Barley screamed, turning on Ebbie like a rabid dog.

And suddenly, rabid was exactly how the old man looked. His eyes popped open wide as he stood staring at Ebbie across the room. Bubbles of froth stirred at the corners of his mouth. His wrinkled hand came up to clutch his suit coat just over the place where a human heart is found.

A human heart that sometimes ceases to function as it should.

Ebbie watched as Barley’s face spasmed into a grimace. He gasped out a phrase Ebbie never thought he would hear coming from those cold lips that only warmed when they turned to pleasures of the flesh. Ebbie’s flesh. The only flesh the old man craved.

“Oh please God, not now!” Barley cried. He had turned from Ebbie to cry the words to the heavens outside, but the rainy December sky merely stared back, silent and unheeding. A flash of lightning blinked high in the clouds. A stutter of thunder sounded, almost like a teasing bark of laughter.

Ebbie stood frozen as he watched the old man fight to keep from slumping forward, still clutching his chest. With wide, frightened eyes, Barley continued to stare at the gray sodden sky outside the office window, perhaps beseeching aid from the invisible being who resided there, the only one who could save him from what was about to happen.

And Barley knew what that was. Acceptance of it was clear in the old man’s eyes. On the old man’s face.

Ebbie took a step toward him, and with his movement, Barley shifted his gaze from the unyielding sky outside to Ebbie’s face.

“Ebbie,” he said, his voice as weak and frightened as it had been angry before. While the wrenching ball of muscle and sinew spasmed inside his chest, about to give out for all time, the look in Barley’s eyes softened as he stared into Ebbie’s face. Then even that light dimmed, and he slumped down onto his desk, knocking the phone to the floor, sending a sheaf of insurance papers sliding out onto the carpet.

Barley reached out his hand. His body was twisted, his back arched as if it took all of his remaining strength to warp himself into position to see Ebbie standing before him.

“Come down here,” Barley said, the words little more than a distant groan. “Give me your hand.”

Ebbie reluctantly dropped to his knees at the edge of Barley’s desk and took the old man’s hand.

“I’m here,” he said. “I’m here, Corny.”

Barley’s face distorted in pain, but then his features eased even as a rain of tears spilled down his cheeks.

“Ebbie. Ebbie. I asked you to stay with me and you stayed. You had your meals with me. You slept in my bed. You let me do as I would with your body, and sometimes you even stooped to pleasing me, although I know you hated doing it.”

“No,” Ebbie lied. He tried to pull his hand from Barley’s grasp. “Let me call the paramedics. Let me get you some help.”

“No,” Barley moaned. “It’s too late.”

Ebbie let himself be pulled back to Barley’s side. Repulsed by the spittle sliding across the old man’s face, he tried to keep his gaze focused on Barley’s eyes. And all the while, he tried to quell the surge of triumph rising in his own chest. He had prevailed! The old man was dying!

Barley’s knuckles were white where they clutched at the pain in his chest. His other hand trembled in Ebbie’s grasp. His eyes never once left Ebbie’s face as the younger man knelt over him. As Ebbie knelt over him—feigning concern.

“You’re a cold one, Ebbie,” Barley said around a horrid smile. “Even now you feel nothing.”

“No,” Ebbie said, but he had to look away to say it. Only after the word was spoken did he allow his eyes to slide back to Barley’s face.

“It will all be yours. You know that, Ebbie.”

“Yes. You told me that the day they put my name on the sign outside.”

“And I’ve loved you. You know that too.”

“Yes,” Ebbie said, and this time he didn’t turn away to say it. He knew Corny loved him. That was the one thing Ebbie had never doubted.

Barley squeezed his rheumy eyes shut as another spasm of pain tore through him. When he opened them again, he clutched Ebbie’s hand harder.

“Please, Ebbie. Tell me you love me back. Even if it’s a lie. Say the words just once. I’ve never heard them from a human mouth in all the years of my adult life. Not a single time. Please don’t let me leave this life having never heard them. Tell me you love me, Ebbie. Please.”

As if his own body could do naught but betray him, Ebbie felt himself pull away from the man before him. His face cooled. His fingers wrenched away from Barley’s grasp as if of their own volition. And once he was free of the touch of the man, Ebbie rose to his feet and stared down at that horrid, pale face. It was a creature’s face now. A creature’s face twisted with need and despair and fear.

A boom of thunder rolled across the sky, and for a heartbeat of time, Ebbie turned to see the sky roiling with storm. A sheet of rain splashed hard against the glass. The sound of wind and more thunder filled the air around him. A flash of lightning made him blink.

And remembering where he was, Ebbie turned back to the man who had given him the one thing he had always wanted. Security.

He opened his mouth to speak the untruth the old man wanted to hear, but at the last moment, he couldn’t do it.

Barley saw the decision in Ebbie’s eyes. And he understood.

Severing his sight from the world, Barley drifted down into cold darkness. A smile softened his still face at the moment of death as if he had received exactly what he had expected to receive from the man he had helped so much.

Nothing.

In the distance, amid the rumble of the storm, a Christmas carol played from the loudspeakers affixed to the streetlights on the boulevard. After all, it was Christmas Eve, he reminded himself.

And with a smile that would have appalled him had he seen it on his own living face, Ebbie reached for the phone.

 

 

EBBIE DID see the smile. He and Bill both saw it. But only one of them sobbed at the sight.

“Take me away from this place,” Ebbie finally said. “I can’t take it anymore.”

“Very well,” Bill said softly, and taking Ebbie’s hand, she pulled him through the window into a sky no longer storming. It was the foggy night of the real world. The present world. The world he had known before Bill came to tear him away from it all.

Ebbie closed his eyes against the memory of Corny lying dead before him, and when he opened them, he was back in his penthouse. But he was not yet alone. Bill was still at his side.

Ebbie dropped to the wingback chair by the cold fireplace in the den and laid his face in his hands. He had never felt such shame in his life.

“Regrets?” Bill asked. Her voice was cool. She was obviously displeased by all she’d seen.

“Willie,” Ebbie said, trying to swallow the ball of misery that had settled in his throat. “He—he gave me a gift tonight. I should have thanked him. I should have said a few kind words.”

“Yes,” Bill droned. “And you should have opened the gift. Why were you being such a dick? He loves you, you know.”

Ebbie lifted his eyes and stared at the spirit as if he had never seen her before.

“Don’t act surprised. You know it’s true,” Bill said, one dimple showing in her chubby cheek. But it wasn’t a happy dimple. It was a dimple of disbelief. She was mocking him. “Men are such fools, Earl Bernard Scrudge. And you are the biggest fool of all.”

Ebbie opened his mouth to speak, but Bill cut him off. “And before you start comparing Willie to yourself when you were his age, playing the same game with you as you did with Barley, let me just say one thing. Don’t.”

“Wh-why?”

Bill grunted in exasperation and flapped a hand at him in disgust. She whirled and stormed off toward the kitchen. Once there, she flung open the refrigerator door and leaned inside to peer around. As she surveyed the contents, looking for something sweet, she roared her answer into the other room, where Ebbie sat cowering, still considering what she had said before about Willie loving him.

“The difference between you and Willie is this! You bled Barley for everything he owned. But all Willie wants is you. He doesn’t care about the money, Scrudge! He doesn’t give two fucks and a blowjob about your net value. All he cares about is you!”

Ebbie sat huddled in the wingback chair, shivering. The room was cold. He longed for a fire in the fireplace, but he was too weary to set about building one. He flexed his hands before his eyes as he thought of Willie coming to him hours earlier. Giving of himself. Pleasing Ebbie. The feel of his flesh. The tenderness of his touch. The hunger in his sex. And the hurt in his eyes when Ebbie pushed him away at the end.

“I’m sorry,” Ebbie sobbed, leaning forward and burying his face in his hands again. He cried as if his heart would break. It seemed to go on for hours. When out of sheer exhaustion he finally lifted his head to gaze about the room, he realized he was alone.

Bill was gone.

Ebbie watched in amazement, as the refrigerator door slowly swung shut, as if Bill had just popped out of existence in the midst of snagging a cold chicken leg.

After the door clicked closed and the whirr of the refrigerator fan stilled, Ebbie’s penthouse fell silent around him.

But that didn’t last for long.





Chapter Seven

 

 

A THUD, a grunt, and a heavy clank of metal made Ebbie’s body, from his toes to the tips of his ears, suddenly go on point like an Irish setter.

“Oh, crap,” he mumbled under his breath. “Not another one. Not yet.”

Ebbie wasn’t ready for this so soon. After the ordeal he’d just gone through, he wanted a drink. Maybe two or three. But another thud, another grunt, and another clank of metal, this one even louder than the first, brought Ebbie’s mind to a dead standstill. His thought processes simply petered out altogether. He stood there with his head as empty as an unworn shoe.

Off in the distance—down the hall and around the corner from the den—he heard a booming male voice humming in a deep, bottomless baritone. The voice was humming the opening bars to the William Tell Overture.

“Great! It’s the Lone fucking Ranger!” Ebbie groused to the clock on the wall, which had just that moment clicked its way to 2:00 a.m. Warily, Ebbie set off down the hall toward the room from which he knew the sounds were coming. They were coming from his gym, a room filled with thousands of dollars’ worth of exercise equipment, and a room whose only visitor of late had been the maid who popped in twice a month to dust and clean the penthouse. Ebbie had been far too busy being a miser and a dickhead to think about exercising, as most misers and dickheads usually are.

Before rounding the corner at the end of the hall, he poked his head around the bookcase, which was filled with books that, like the exercise equipment, Ebbie had not partaken of lately either. (Being a miserly dickhead really is a time-consuming enterprise, requiring reams and reams of self-indulgence and little else. If my reader spots a glimmer of self-recognition in that statement, perhaps he or she should be rethinking his or her own lifestyle choices. But back to the story.) Ebbie cocked his head to the side, listening. He heard it again. The thudding, the grunting, the rattle and clank of metal. Everything except the humming. Perhaps the grunting was interfering with his visitor’s ability to hum.

Ebbie had just wiggled his bare big toe around the bookcase to investigate further (in increments, which is the best way to investigate anything when one is scared shitless) when a merrily raucous voice cried out, filling Ebbie’s empty head with jolly sound and scaring the holy bejesus out of him at the very same time.

“Scrudge! You peckerhead! Get in here. Stop lurking in the hallway like a pervert.” Ebbie didn’t much care to be called a pervert in his own home, so in a fit of outrage (still tempered with fear, don’t think it wasn’t) he straightened his spine, tucked in his chin, and stepped forward.

He peered through the door leading into the gym and was properly astounded by what he found there. (Trust me, dear reader, you would have been astounded too. Hell, anybody would.)

For standing before the floor-length mirror screwed to the wall, where Ebbie could watch his workouts proceed if he had ever actually worked out to begin with, he saw a mountain of a man eyeing his own reflection like he had never before seen anything so grand in all his life.

And Ebbie could hardly blame him.

The man standing on Ebbie’s yoga mat, hoisting Ebbie’s heaviest set of barbells, stood close to seven feet tall. He had muscles on top of muscles hooked to every bone in his body, and he was covered with a lovely light pelt of black hair from his neck to the top of his feet. The only garments he wore were a leather bandoleer of the S-and-M variety that crossed his chest, and a codpiece, also made of shiny black leather, covering his bulging genitals. A pair of straps trailed from the codpiece to his bubble-butt backside, where they dipped rather alarmingly into the crack of his ass. And what an ass it was! Ebbie knew this when the man turned his back and bent forward to lower the barbells to the floor, exposing far more of said ass, or any ass for that matter, than Ebbie ever expected to see outside of a porno film.

“Is that… is that…?” Scrudge couldn’t quite get the words out. He was too busy squinting at the apparatus strapped to the man’s butt.

Still bent over double, with the top of his head brushing the floor, the mountain of a man peered between his own muscular calves to eye Ebbie standing in the doorway upside down behind him.

“Is that what, Scrudge? Spit it out.”

“Is that… a butt plug?”

The mountain of muscles and hair and acres and acres of delectable flesh grinned slyly and stood upright with a laugh. “Yep. And a big one too! Six inches, fat, and heavenly.”

“Doesn’t it, doesn’t it…?”

“Dammit, Scrudge, stop stammering. And in answer to the question you couldn’t quite wrap your lips around, the answer is no. It doesn’t hurt. In fact, if you tried it I think you’d like it. Butt plugs are in, you know.”

“In you at any rate,” Ebbie mumbled.

The handsome face perched atop the mountainous hunk of bulging muscles lit up like a searchlight and he boomed out a great rolling laugh. “Good one, Scrudge! The butt plug’s in me! Ha-ha! How droll! And you’d have one in you if you weren’t such a tightass. That wasn’t a compliment, in case you’re wondering. Clever wordplay, though, don’t you think?”

His visitor’s face immediately sobered into a look of concern. “I can pop into the cosmic PornoMart to grab one for you if you like. They have a vast array of colors and sizes and textures to choose from. I’ll even insert it for you myself, to help you out. Might be fun.” The man batted long black eyelashes and blessed Ebbie with a lecherous grin. “What do you say? You game? Ready to open yourself up to people for a change? Ready to straddle life and go for a spin? That was a metaphor, dammit, man. Smile! Smile!”

A leer shone in the huge man’s eyes that scared the crap out of Ebbie, although if he had been honest with himself he might have had to admit he was a bit intrigued as well. Or maybe not. He wasn’t sure. It’s hard to analyze your feelings when your blood pressure has just spiked to 180 over 110.

“Not today,” Ebbie said, feeling his cheeks burn. Then he ventured, “Who are you? Are you… a spirit?”

Before he could answer, the mountainous man squeezed his eyes shut, swiveled his hips around—apparently to adjust the dildoesque cone of silicone stimulating his colon—and gave a tremulous grunt of pleasure that made the blood rush up the back of Ebbie’s neck, then work its way around to the front to darken his cheeks even more. If he’d been truly honest with himself, he’d have to admit a bit of that blood had surged into his crotch as well, but he was determined not to let his visitor in on that little secret. Frankly, Ebbie didn’t want to think where that bit of knowledge might lead.

“Stop that, you!” Ebbie barked, as appalled by his own tiny surge of desire as he was by his visitor’s wanton behavior.

After a final shimmy and shake, a delicious sexual shudder, and a couple of “oohs” thrown in for good measure (it really must have been a wonderful butt plug), the visitor turned back to the mirror and flexed his muscles for his own benefit. Bending here, stretching there, extending outward somewhere else, and exposing every square inch of his marvelous body to the puny human still standing in the doorway with his eyes popped wide.

Ebbie had to admit the man was gorgeous. And he apparently knew it.

“What is your name?” Ebbie asked, trying to tear his eyes from the black, shiny butt plug moving in and out of the hairy shadows of that magnificent cleft of fuzzy flesh. Amazingly, it moved of its own accord with every twist and turn the man made. Ebbie couldn’t tear his eyes away, but he did somehow still manage to ask another question. “And are you who I think you are?”

His visitor stopped what he was doing and turned to face Ebbie, who still stood nervously in the doorway in his red silk pajamas looking totally overdressed compared to the teeny leather outfit his guest was decked out in.

“My name is Howard,” the man said, adjusting his codpiece with a wink. “And if you think I’m the spirit who has been sent here to teach your miserable self the true meaning of Christmas, then yes, I am who you think I am.”

“So, Howard, you are the spirit of Christmas?”

Howard blinked, considering Ebbie’s question. Then his face lit up and his biceps bulged and he raised himself up on tiptoe, all the while giving another shimmer of butt plug delight. “Yes, by golly. I guess I am. The spirit of Christmas. I like the sound of that!” He emitted another exquisite sigh—obviously another butt plug moment. They seemed to be coming fast and furious now, making Ebbie all the more uncomfortable and embarrassed.

Ebbie tendered a feeble complaint. “If you are here to teach me the spirit of Christmas, don’t you think you should remove that thing from your heinie and get down to the business at hand?”

Howard grumped in annoyance. “Just because I’m here to teach you not to be such as ass doesn’t mean my own ass can’t have a little fun while the work’s being done. Now let’s get started. Give me your hand.”

Ebbie frowned. “I won’t.”

“Oh, posh!” Howard snapped with a congenial laugh. “We’ll see about that.”

And see Ebbie did. He gazed down in horror as his feet, one after the other, stepped forward to close the gap between the two. Apparently having a six-inch butt plug up his ass didn’t hinder the spirit’s powers at all. Ebbie rather envied him that.

When Ebbie was close enough to reach, the man stretched out his hand and playfully tweaked Ebbie’s nipple through the fabric of his red silk pajamas.

Ebbie jumped six inches into the air as chills shot through his body. He didn’t want to analyze what sort of chills they were. (I’m sure my discerning reader can figure it out anyway.) “Don’t do that!” he wailed.

Howard giggled.

The next thing Ebbie knew, the all-but-naked man named Howard, who was still “oohing” rather disturbingly thanks to the apparatus poking up his ass, not to mention still giggling at Ebbie’s reaction to having his nipple tweaked, folded Ebbie’s hand into his, and in a blinding flash of light and smoke, Ebbie found himself nowhere near his gym at all. In fact, he didn’t know where the hell he was. All he knew was he and Howard were standing in front of an apartment door situated in a reeking, graffiti-riddled hallway Ebbie had never seen before in his life. The battered tile floor was icy cold beneath his feet, and the air smelled of old cooking grease and urine.

“Where are we?” Ebbie asked, still clutching Howard’s hand because now, unlike before, he was afraid to let go. “Where have you taken me?”

“The poor part of town. Don’t come here much, do you? It’s Christmas morning, by the way. Don’t you feel all Christmasy?”

“No,” Ebbie said, reeling from the stench of urine and old fish sticks. “I feel… disgusted.”

Howard grunted a sardonic laugh. “As well you should since you are disgusting, you miserly poop. Now, then, back to business. This isn’t the safest neighborhood in the world, so it’s a good thing we’re invisible. Come with me.”

“How dare you call me a miserly poop!” Ebbie cried out, but before the sound of his outrage had echoed down the long filthy hallway, he found himself being dragged through the door before him. The closed door. The locked door. The door with the 3F screwed crookedly to its facing.

Oddly, the 3F rang a bell somewhere in the back of Ebbie’s mind.

Ebbie was quickly learning that nothing escaped Howard. Even thoughts.

“Sound familiar, does it?” Howard coyly asked.

Ebbie nodded, although he still couldn’t quite place why 3F was familiar to him.

“Perhaps Wendy will ring a bigger bell,” Howard leaned in to whisper in Ebbie’s ear. And the next thing Ebbie, knew he was standing inside a rundown apartment at the foot of a child’s bed. A spill of blonde hair on the pillow exposed the occupant of the bed to be a girl. Her face hidden in covers, the child was sobbing quietly. Her body was so small and thin as to make almost no hill in the stack of blankets she cowered beneath.

Ebbie stepped closer to the spirit beside him because he needed to feel his heat. Not because he was cold, but because he was frightened. Howard obliged his ward’s fear by folding an arm over Ebbie’s shoulder, pulling him close. Together they stared down at the sobbing child in the bed.

In a corner of the room, almost lost in the shadows, a woman sat sleeping in a kitchen chair. Her head had fallen forward.

“The mother,” Howard whispered in his ear. “She’s keeping watch.”

Ebbie brushed a hand before his eyes as if to clear his vision. “What is she watching for?”

“With a child as sick as this one, you never know,” Howard replied. His words did not sound promising.

Howard turned his eyes back to the child in the bed and listened as the sounds of her weeping filled the room. A moment or a lifetime later, Ebbie asked the question that was foremost in his mind. Although somewhere deep inside he feared he already knew the answer.

“Who is she, this poor child?” Ebbie asked in a hushed voice.

“Stop whispering,” Howard grumbled. “The living can’t hear you. And you know as well as I do who this poor suffering child is. Hell, I just told you. Weren’t you listening?”

Ebbie reached down to brush his fingers over the threadbare blanket covering the child. He was glad there were other blankets beneath it because the one on top, the one he was touching, was too worn and thin to keep even a healthy person warm. “Wendy Woozle.” Ebbie breathed his word into the air like a surge of frost. “It’s her, isn’t it? I just, I just….”

Howard grunted in exasperation. “You just cancelled the insurance policy protecting this girl and her family. Is that what you’re trying to say?”

“Y-yes.”

“And on Christmas Eve! You did it on Christmas Eve!” There was such heartfelt rebuke in Howard’s words that Ebbie cringed away from them as if they had been a fist flung in his direction.

Ebbie eased around to the side of the bed and touched a strand of the blonde hair splayed across the pillow. The child did not react to his touch. She was too lost in her suffering to notice. Or perhaps, Ebbie suddenly realized, she couldn’t feel his touch at all.

“She’s truly sick, then,” Ebbie said, his heart a ball of lead inside his chest.

“What does that matter?” Howard boomed, flailing his arms around to take in the room, the shabby curtains, the unpainted walls, the reek of poverty. The poor exhausted mother slumped in the rickety chair by the window. “You can’t be doling out money to every sick pea-brain who pays a premium to Scrudge & Barley, Inc. Isn’t that what you said, Scrudge? Weren’t those your exact words?”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts here but you, Scrudge. You’re a butt. And you damn well know it!”

The tiny human lying buried beneath the mound of blankets shifted in the bed. A wee arm was exposed, at the end of which lay a small, pale hand. The blankets slid away, exposing a bloodless face with wan cheeks and a film of sweat dappling a furrowed forehead. Long eyelashes fluttered and eyelids opened to expose two bright blue orbs of color that burned dim, wearied by a long war with pain. There was little life left in those azure eyes. The only thing still glimmering there was the torturous acceptance of the fate doled out to her. Of hope, there was none. Not a spark.

“What’s wrong with her?” Ebbie asked, dropping to his knees at the side of the bed and taking the girl’s pale hand into one of his own. “Is there any chance of a cure? Can she be healed? Please, sir, tell me. Will she live?”

“Not without the proper care,” Howard sighed. “Not without the proper insurance.” He stood all but naked at the foot of the child’s bed and gazed sadly down upon her. Howard’s ridiculous leather outfit no longer bothered Ebbie. It seemed somehow to suit the man. Even his beautiful, strong body barely registered on Ebbie’s senses any longer. He was too lost in the misery lying silently before him. The misery he himself and his own heartless actions had assured could have but one conclusion.

Death. It was all that waited for the child.

Ebbie lifted the girl’s tiny hand to his face and brushed the back of it across his cheek. The hand was cold, as if life were already on the way out. A tear spilled from Ebbie’s cheek as he kissed the child’s cool palm and raised his eyes to the spirit looking down on him.

“Tell me I can make this right,” Ebbie pleaded. “Tell me it’s not too late.”

“Those outcomes are not of my making,” Howard intoned. “I merely view life. I cannot change it. And none of us, spirit or human alike, can change what has already occurred. We can only try to resurrect the goodness from the evil we’ve inflicted. Sometimes even then it is too late.”

“Please, Spirit,” Ebbie pleaded. “Give me one small word of comfort for this child.”

Howard gazed down on Ebbie kneeling by the side of the bed. “Sometimes, Scrudge, death is the only comfort there is.”

“No—”

“Now come,” Howard said. “We have others to see. The night is passing, and my time with you is not infinite. We must hurry.”

“But the child!” Ebbie wept, tears suddenly spilling from his eyes. “What about the child?”

Howard reached down and lifted the girl’s pale hand from Ebbie’s grasp, tucking it under the covers to warm it. Through all this the child had lain with eyes open, staring at the stained ceiling above her head and making no indication she saw the two men hovering over her at all. Her only company was her misery, and it filled her every moment, every thought.

When the child’s hand was safely tucked away, Howard tapped a finger to Ebbie’s cheek and gathered up a teardrop. He carried it close to his eyes and studied it as if he had never seen one before. Ebbie watched in amazement as Howard touched his fingertip to his mouth and laid the teardrop on his tongue. Howard closed his eyes briefly as if savoring the taste. When he opened his eyes, his expression was sad. He gazed down on Ebbie with pity.

“The child is no longer our concern, Scrudge. She is in the hands of the fates now. They will see to her needs, whatever those needs may be.”

With that, Howard wove his fingers through Ebbie’s and pulled him to his feet. Once again Ebbie’s world was swallowed by a blinding burst of light. In less time than it takes the human heart to beat a single beat, the child, the bed, and the threadbare blanket were gone. The stench of poverty dissipated on the air, and the surroundings morphed to another apartment—this one cleaner and better cared for. There was a scent to the place that was familiar to Ebbie. He closed his eyes and breathed it in, almost smiling at the memories it brought.

Memories of Willie. For the scent he smelled was that of his young secretary. He would know it anywhere.

Ebbie opened his eyes, his fingers still woven between Howard’s. Although he had never been in this place before in his life, Ebbie knew where he was. He knew where he had to be.

“This is Willie’s apartment,” he whispered. He turned to Howard. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Howard stated. “This is Willie’s home, on Christmas Eve.”

And only then did Ebbie notice the miniscule Christmas tree perched atop the end table, with two lonely presents lying beneath it. He moved to it as if drawn there by a magnet. He peered closely at the two wrapped presents tucked beneath the lowest branches.

Neither was for Willie.

“I should have bought him something,” Ebbie sighed, an ache of sorrow digging at his heart. “I should have given him a gift.”

“No,” Howard said. “The gift Willie wants from you cannot be wrapped. It will not fit beneath an evergreen bough. It cannot be tucked inside a box. It cannot be opened on Christmas morning.”

Ebbie stared at the spirit. He reached out and laid a hand to the furry warmth of the spirit’s chest. His fingers brushed the cool leather of the bandoleer. No surge of desire ensued. Nor did he enjoy the heat of the flesh beneath his touch. He thought only of Willie.

“What gift does Willie want, then?” he asked. “What could I have done for him? I don’t understand.”

Howard dipped his chin and gave Ebbie a soulful look. Pity was in his eyes. Pity and weary acceptance. “I know you don’t, Scrudge. And it’s that blindness that makes you the empty person you are.”

Again, Ebbie felt a tear hover on the tip of his eyelash, waiting to fall. “Am I… empty, sir?”

But Howard turned away at the sound of a voice coming from another room. It was Willie’s voice. Ebbie recognized it in an instant. Then he heard another voice. A woman’s voice. Soft and gentle and as loving as Ebbie wasn’t. It reminded Ebbie of his own mother, lost to him so many years ago, back when he was still a child no older than the girl in the bed they had just left. In an instant of self-realization, Ebbie asked himself if that perhaps was not the beginning of Ebbie’s fall. The loss of his mother. The loss of the only person who had ever truly loved him.

On feet that seemed to act on their own, Ebbie followed the voices to a doorway leading into a bedroom where he found Willie helping an old woman find her way to bed.

“You’ll sleep better now,” Willie was saying, tucking the old lady under the covers and bending down to kiss her forehead.

The old woman trapped her son’s hand in a palsied grasp and smiled up at him before he could step away from the bed.

“You should tell him you love him,” she said.

Ebbie realized he had entered upon a conversation being continued from another time. Perhaps over dinner. Or as the son prepared his ailing mother for bed.

“He won’t care,” Willie gently said, stroking his mother’s gray hair away from her forehead and planting another kiss there. “I don’t think he feels love, Mother. I don’t think he knows how.”

Her old hand came up to stroke the smooth cheek of her handsome son. “Everyone feels love,” she cooed. Her lips bent into a smile. Her thumb brushed his temple as her eyes buried themselves in his.

All the hope to be seen in the mother’s eyes was counterbalanced by the near despair staring back into hers.

“No,” Willie said. “Not everyone. Now go to sleep. Tomorrow is Christmas, and you have presents under the tree to open.”

“Presents?” she asked, as if all memory of Christmas had slipped away.

“Yes, Mama. Presents. Now go to sleep. The quicker you dream, the quicker you’ll wake.”

Willie’s mother gave a tinkling laugh, as if a forgotten memory had suddenly flooded in to take her breath away. “That’s what I used to tell you when you were too excited to go to sleep on Christmas Eve. Do you remember, Willie?”

Willie found a smile to give her back. “I know. I stole the line from you. Now sleep. Close your eyes.” With that he tucked the blanket under her old chin and patted the covers smooth around her. She removed her hand from his cheek and tucked it under the blanket at her breast. When her eyes were truly closed and her face had relaxed into a semblance of sleep, Willie reached over and switched off the lamp on the end table, hurling the room into darkness.

“Sleep,” he whispered one last time, then quietly moved through the shadows to the bedroom door, which he pulled closed behind him. In the apartment hallway, Willie stood silent. His smile had died as quickly as it came. Sadness flooded his features, enveloping him like a wave of sound.

“Everyone doesn’t feel love, Mama.” He spoke the words in a hush, closing his eyes and heaving a sigh. “At least not for me.”

And for the second time that night, Ebbie clutched a fistful of silk at his chest and felt the ache of regret rage through his body like a wildfire. He tried to turn away at the same moment Howard laid an insistent hand to his shoulder, preventing Ebbie from doing any such thing.

“Don’t turn your head,” Howard gently commanded. “Watch.”

Ebbie took a great shuddering breath, and with Howard still holding him in place, he watched Willie walk to the kitchen and sit down at the table there. Placing his elbows on the table, Willie laid his face in his hands and began to weep. Ebbie reached out to soothe him, but his fingers merely slid through Willie’s shoulder like a bird through a cloud.

“You cannot touch,” Howard whispered at his side. “You are but a shadow.”

“Does he truly weep for me?” Ebbie asked. “Am I really so much of a sadness to him?”

“You break his heart every day of his life,” Howard said. “His only moments of peace come when he touches your flesh. He loves you more than he loves himself, Scrudge, and that is a weary load to carry. Especially when one carries it alone.”

“I didn’t know,” Ebbie said.

Howard made a tsking sound. “You can lie to him, Scrudge. You can even lie to yourself. But never think you can lie to me. I see what’s in your heart.”

Ebbie turned to study Howard’s face. “And what do you see in my heart?” he asked. “Tell me. I want to know.”

Without pause, Howard pointed a finger at the weeping man before them. “I see more sadness in you than I see in him. But I see less hope in him than I see in you.”

Ebbie blinked in confusion, trying to understand the words. “I don’t know what that means. Speak more plainly. Please.”

“Then watch,” Howard demanded again. “Watch and you’ll understand.”

A fist rattled the table before them, causing Ebbie to jump. He stared down at the young man who was now furiously wiping the tears from his face.

Willie took a deep breath, clearly berating himself for acting like a fool.

“I can’t live like this,” Willie muttered to the empty room. He muttered to himself. “I have responsibilities. My mother needs me. She’s the only person in the world who does.”

“No,” Ebbie sobbed, reaching out to the man before him. “I need you too. I do.” Ebbie ached with the sudden inconsolable need to once again feel Willie’s flesh beneath his fingertips. To taste Willie’s skin on his lips. Aching too with the need to atone for the indifference he had shown, the blind dismissal of Willie’s feelings for him. And if the truth were known, the blind dismissal of the feelings he shared for Willie as well. The feelings he had been too damned stupid to admit even to himself.

“I have to leave him,” Willie said, his words clipped but certain, his mind appearing clear at last. “It’s the only way I’ll survive.”

“Don’t,” Ebbie said, reaching out, knowing full well that in Willie’s eyes, he wasn’t there. He didn’t exist. “I’ll do better. I swear I will. I can’t, I can’t let you go.”

Howard wrapped a warm strong arm over Ebbie’s shoulder. “Perhaps you already did,” he whispered. Ebbie understood the truth of the words the moment they were spoken. He stared at Willie, his face still ravaged by pain, but determined now. Willie knew what he had to do. Ebbie could see the resolve in his eyes, in the tilt of his chin.

Ebbie pressed his face into Howard’s shoulder, and while Willie’s tears began to dry, Ebbie’s tears began to flow.

“I’ve lost him,” he sobbed, his mouth to Howard’s chest. “Haven’t I, Spirit? Haven’t I?”

Howard gave him a perfunctory pat on the back, grumbling, “You’d depress a hyena, Scrudge. You’re the blindest human I’ve ever known. And when you finally have to face the truth of it all, you fall apart. Just fall apart.”

Howard pushed him to arm’s length and gave himself a massive shake, as if shedding snow. “After spending time with you, Scrudge, I think I need a bigger butt plug to cheer myself up.”





Chapter Eight

 

 

EBBIE OPENED his eyes to see if the spirit was joking. But Howard was no longer there. Nor was Willie. Nor the gentle breathing of Willie’s mother in the other room, softly snuffling herself to sleep with visions of Christmas angels no doubt dancing through her confused head.

He gratefully took in his new surroundings like a starving man surveys a well-stocked larder. He was home. Thank heavens he was home!

Ebbie reached down to touch his legs, his chest, the top of his head. He flapped his hands in front of his face to test his eyes, then snapped his fingers to see if his ears were still working. He poked a finger in that one ticklish spot below his rib cage, and when he jumped and barked out a tiny laugh, he figured he was no longer a shadow. He was real again. At least he felt real. He gazed around to find himself huddled on his bedroom floor, clutching the leg of his four-poster bed like a drowning man clutching a stick to stay afloat. The blankets had been stripped from the bed as if flung to the floor in the throes of a nightmare. They were twisted about his neck. His face was wet with tears. One final sob shuddered to silence as Ebbie blinked his tears away to study the lighted bedroom, the late-night feel in the air, the black starless sky outside his bedroom windows, and the city still buried in banks of fog.

The world. The real world.

His gratitude to be home was short-lived. His heart hurt like a toothache. The pain of it was all-encompassing. And the ache in his legs from cowering on the floor for heaven knows how long wasn’t any better. Then his mind cleared, and he tore his thoughts from himself for a change.

“Willie!” he gasped, remembering the vision he had just been shown. “I have to call Willie!” He tore through the minutia in his brain to see if he had Willie’s telephone number stored there, but he didn’t. Surely there was a record of it somewhere. Downstairs in his office, perhaps.

Frantically untangling himself from the strangling blankets, he dragged himself to his feet, all the while trying to ignore the ache of a hundred unused muscles. Trying to ignore too the wrench of guilt in his gut. The wrench of—yes, he admitted it—fear! Fear that Willie would leave him. Fear that Ebbie would never see him again. Never touch or taste the young man again. Never again see those beautiful blue eyes centered on him. Never see the light of passion burning in their depths. Or the kindness and need that lived there too. Then he remembered the sight of those perfect blue eyes afloat in tears, tears brought about by Ebbie’s own callous actions, and that memory tore through his heart like a knife.

Oh God! Ebbie took a fistful of his own hair, just to have something to hold onto. He had to make things right! How long had he been lying here? What the hell time was it anyway?

Before he could turn to the clock on the nightstand, he heard the unmistakable tapping of high-heel shoes, prissily clickety-clacketing down the hallway toward his bedroom door. He heard what sounded like the swish of taffeta, and the ticking sound of long fingernails tapping a merry rhythm on the hallway wall as they skimmed along. Ticking, clacking, swishing—all growing closer and louder by the second.

“No!” Ebbie cried, his words echoing from room to room but aimed primarily at the approaching demon or angel or whatever the hell it might turn out to be closing in on him at that very second. “I don’t have time for this! I have to call Willie! I have to explain. I have to beg him not to quit his job. What would I do without him? Who, who would love me then?”

Those last words, uttered from his own lips, stopped him short. They were the truest words he had ever spoken in his life, and he knew it. He could not let Willie get away. He could not! Ebbie released his hair and tried to compose his face. He was determined now. But even that determination was chased away in a surge of dread when he saw his bedroom door ease open. Before his last two visitors had wreaked havoc on his life, the sight of a bedroom door opening up when there should have been no one else present would have scared the bejesus out of him. Now he just wanted whatever was about to happen to be over as quickly as possible. He had more important matters to worry about than another fucking spook come to get all judgmental on his sorry ass. (Which shows, my dear reader, how the night’s festivities were beginning to take a toll on our ridiculous Mr. Scrudge and alter his own opinion of himself. And for the better, it must be said. Definitely for the better.)

As his bedroom door swung silently open, there was no fog to waft across the floor this time. No cobwebs to make him shudder with distaste. No eerie, ghostly entrance of a creature Ebbie couldn’t immediately identify as human. No, this time he identified the creature perfectly.

It was a drag queen, pure and simple. (That “pure and simple” assessment he would alter later. Yes, indeed, he would.)

The drag queen poked her head around the edge of the door. Her hair was a waterfall of long, flowing platinum tresses that framed a face too heavy and angular to be female. Still, her makeup was exquisite, without the usual female impersonator’s bee-stung lips and trowel-applied concealer. Nor did she wear two round globs of rouge on her cheeks as other drag queens tended to do. No, this drag queen looked almost like a real woman, or would have had it not been for the blatantly masculine architecture of her facial bones. The most shocking aspect of her face was the abnormally pale skin. Geisha-like. Ghostly. Bloodless.

And she was gigantic!

She stood about seven feet tall, had shoulders that stretched from one side of the door to the other, and her hands were as big as skillets. At the end of those enormous, flat hands, fingernails protruded that were half a foot long if they were an inch. Deadly, vicious-looking things that made Ebbie shudder the moment he spotted them. The nails were painted a sparkly, shimmering white, and as she worked those gigantic fingers, the long lethal nails would click together with a sound reminiscent of crabs tapping their claws on a beach. If one could close one’s eyes and ignore the talons, that gentle ticking and tapping might have been considered a delicate sound. A friendly sound.

But that’s as far as the friendliness went, for this new spirit scared the hell out of Ebbie. In the depths of her forest-green eyes, almost hooded by long, sweeping, glittering lashes, our Ebbie now and then caught a spark of fire that could only be described as dangerous. He was so startled by his first glimpse of that perilous fire burning from the heart of a pale, bloodless face, he almost forgot about Willie. Almost.

Since the drag queen was smiling, albeit rather coldly, Ebbie decided to put his terror on a back burner until he could find out what the beast really wanted. And the beast didn’t make him wait long to find out.

“My name is of no importance,” the drag queen said, cutting Ebbie off before he ever made a sound, “but if you have to call me something, call me Mary. I’m here to show you the future. Your future, and the future of those who are unlucky enough to know you. We have many roads to travel together, you and I. How do you feel about that?” Ebbie opened his mouth to answer, but she swept a skillet-sized hand through the air and cut him off before he could utter a single word.

“Oh, do hush. I hate men who rattle on. Magpies. All of them.”

She stepped completely into the room after that last absurd statement, and Ebbie bit back his anger at being spoken to so. Still, his visitor made such a formidable impression when he scoped her out from head to toe for the very first time he almost forgot his anger entirely.

Mary was awash in white. Her gown was a lacy creation of layered taffeta that swirled around her like a fluffy cumulous cloud. It was so poufed out around her legs, Ebbie thought she must be wearing a dozen petticoats underneath. And if so, perhaps that was the swishing sound he heard, for she did indeed rustle like a tree of autumn leaves every time she moved. The gown poured down her long frame until it reached the tips of her shoes, which were also white and barely peaked out from beneath the hem of her dress. She wore tinkling silver bracelets on her wrists and a white stone the size of a robin’s egg dangling at her décolletage. Tiny chandeliers of rhinestones dangled and swayed from her earlobes, catching the light like teeny bursts of fire at either side of her face. A broad sweeping shawl of white lace lay over her shoulders and trailed along behind her as she walked.

She eyed the furnishings in the bedroom as if she didn’t care for them much. Kicking at the tangle of bedclothes still scattered across the bedroom floor, she made a path for herself and headed straight for the floor-to-ceiling mirror on the closet door. Once there, she stepped back to take in her reflection, moving delicately in one direction, then the other, until her blousy white skirt swayed gracefully around her. Then leaning closer, she twisted her head back and forth to catch the reflection of her face from every direction imaginable.

“Hmm,” she said, smiling. “I’m lovely.”

Then she leaned in again and studied her face once more. Immediately she turned those dangerous eyes in Ebbie’s direction and cried out, “This lash-lengthening mascara sucks! Do my lashes look lengthened to you?”

Again Ebbie opened his mouth to answer, and again she flapped him to silence. “Oh, what do you know!”

His visitor tucked her massive fists into the folds of her skirt, losing them entirely among the pleats and layers of white, satiny fabric. And standing like that, with one white toe peeking out beneath the hem of her skirt and tapping impatiently against the floor, she studied Ebbie.

Under the glare of those piercing green eyes, Ebbie found himself trying to make a slightly better appearance than he suspected he did. He attempted to straighten his rumpled pajamas, and when he had accomplished that with as much success as he thought possible, he ran a hand through his hair to make it lie down atop his head rather than stick out in a hundred different directions.

When he was finished, Mary said, “Nope. You still look terrible. Handsome, I’ll admit. But terrible. Remember your old buddy Cornelius? Remember the meanness in his eyes that never really went away? Take a look in the mirror, Earl. Looks to me like you’re getting a fair set of meany-ass eyes as well. What do you think?”

When Ebbie didn’t move from where he stood, she leaned in and bellowed, “Do it! Do it! Do it!” Her voice was so loud Ebbie’s hair blew back like he’d just stuck his head out a car window. He all but fainted from fear.

But he did what he was commanded. On rubber legs, he stepped to the mirror and gazed at his own reflection. He sucked in a tiny gasp of air as he gaped at his terrified reflection, which gaped back. She was right! He remembered Corny’s cruel eyes all too well, although they were rarely pointed with evil intent at him. But God help the unfortunate employee who failed to please. And that cruel glint, that evil hidden leer he could never quite blink away, was evident in Ebbie’s eyes now. He could see it there, staring back at him. Cold. Calculating. Heartless. And irrevocably unforgiving.

The spirit leaned over his shoulder and stared at his reflection right alongside him. Her voice was as soft now as it had been booming seconds earlier. Still there was a cruel twist to her painted lips. And when she leaned in even closer, Ebbie caught the merest hint of a foul odor mixed in amid the perfume she wore. It was the reek of something horrid—a poor dead beast perhaps, rotting in the underbrush on a summer’s day, liquefying into the earth in a cloud of maggoty stench.

She smelled of… death. And looking closer, Ebbie realized her gown was no longer white, but had turned to gray, as if soot had drifted over it. Her makeup too was less perfectly applied. There were barely discernable cracks in the powder on her forehead. The rouge on her cheeks had smeared. Her lipstick bled from the corner of her mouth, giving her the look of a slavering animal that has feasted on fresh blood.

While her voice was soft, it did not sound the same as it had earlier. There was no longer laughter hiding in the cruelty, for now the cruelty had taken command. Every word she uttered was steeped in it.

“You become what you are,” she hissed, breathing her foul breath on Ebbie’s ear. “A face shows the heart. It always does. There is coldness in you, Earl. Can you see it there, shining in your eyes? I can.” She suddenly released a haggish cackle. “Gives me the heebie-jeebies, it does! You’re bound for hell, man! Just like Barley! Just like Barley! Just like Barley!”

She repeated the same three words over and over in his ear, and every time she repeated them, the words grew louder, her voice more strident, until at last she was screeching like a banshee.

“Barley, Barley, Barley.”

Scrudge clapped his hands over his ears and cowered away from her, which only made her scream louder. Not until Ebbie had huddled into a corner, hiding his face, covering his ears, and trembling as if the fear would never again leave him, did the spirit pull away and resume studying her own reflection in the mirror as if nothing untoward had happened.

At long last, when Ebbie had gathered control of himself once more, he asked a timid question. “Is my future set, harsh spirit? Am I doomed to burn like Barley?”

“How the hell should I know?” Mary laughed. Her voice was affectedly breathless, as a drag queen’s often is, but that couldn’t disguise the masculine timbre of the true voice beneath. Her expression was gay and innocent once again, but that made the masculine undercarriage of bones and sinews more blatantly duplicitous. As if to prove nothing about this creature was truly as it seemed, her gown was suddenly white again as well. Apparently the color fluctuated with her mood. But he would never trust her again. Ebbie knew that now.

“Take me where you will,” Ebbie said, and he held out his hand to let the creature steer his course.

When she reached out and buried his hand in hers, Ebbie shivered at the coldness of her touch. He cringed when the long painted talons, as sharp as stilettos, scraped his wrist, his forearm.

With a grand sweeping gesture, she flung her shawl through the air and buried them both beneath a swirling mass of lace.

A moment later Ebbie was breathing in the sour fume of urine and yesterday’s cooking grease and staring at an empty bed. It was the bed that once belonged to Wendy Woozle.

 

 

EBBIE REACHED out to the bed to brace himself from the shock. “Where, where is she?” he stammered. “What has happened to her? Is this still today? When is this?”

The spirit in the white flowing gown was no longer standing beside him. She had found her way unerringly to the only mirror in the room—a small pedestal mirror sitting atop a scarred and wobbly dresser. She was combing her hair with her six-inch talons, too obviously admiring her beauty while she did.

She barely paid attention to Ebbie at all, but she did deign to give him a tidbit of information since there was really no graceful way to get out of it.

“This is not the day I came to enlighten your pathetic ass, Earl. And this is not the day after that. This is a Christmas Eve the world has not yet seen. Whether it is one year in the future or a thousand, I cannot tell, and what does it matter anyway? The world goes on. People suffer and die. All the better for people who deal in the business of health insurance, don’t you think? No more claims. No more payments. You should be gay as a goose to find one of your policy holders has kicked the proverbial bucket.” She gave Ebbie a nasty leer that managed to infuriate him even in the midst of his fear of the creature. “Well?” she snapped. “Aren’t you happy to see this empty bed?”

Ebbie swallowed hard as his eyes trailed around the shabby room, seeking a sign of life. Any life. The empty chair in the corner where the mother once sat especially distressed him. “But the child,” he pleaded. “Is she… gone?”

Mary straightened her lace shawl around her broad shoulders. “If by gone you mean dead, then, yes. The child’s mother will no longer be registering claims to Barley & Scrudge, Inc., for medical procedures to keep her alive. Does that please you? Does your bottom line get all gooshy and swoony at the idea of stamping Deceased on the poor child’s insurance papers? You’ll save some money now, Earl. Yessiree! A tsunami of elation must be rolling through you even as we speak. Your wallet must be trembling with glee.”

“Stop saying that!” Ebbie bellowed. Again he let his eyes fall on the empty bed. The threadbare blankets neatly folded there. The stained mattress exposed beneath. He turned to the empty chair in the corner where only moments before, it seemed, a weary mother had sat sentinel over her suffering child.

Ebbie turned his eyes to the spirit once again, and biting back a sob, he dropped to his knees before her. He clutched at her gown, but she stepped back to elude his touch. She gazed down at him as if she had never seen a sorrier specimen of humanity in all the long years of her death.

“What is it?” she snapped. “What are you doing?”

“Tell me, M-Mary. I beg you. The first spirit tonight showed me my past. The second, my present. Is this the future you show me now?”

Mary harrumphed as if she was giving up a state secret, but she gave it up anyway. “It is.”

Ebbie nodded, trying to understand. “And is this the future that will be or the future that may be?”

The spirit was holding her long painted talons up to the light, as if checking her manicure. Obviously the heartfelt questions spilling from Ebbie’s mouth meant little or nothing to her, but she answered if only because it was her job. As if the overseeing power behind it all demanded it of her.

“No deed is set in stone until the deed is done.”

At those words, Ebbie’s sob escaped. But it was a happy sob. “Thank God.”

Mary leaned down from her great height and stuck her face in Ebbie’s where he still knelt pitifully before her. When her eyes were drilled into his and Ebbie was expending every ounce of courage he possessed not to draw away, she lifted her lip in a sneer.

“Earl Bernard Scrudge is thanking God? You’ve never thanked him before.”

Her words dripped with sarcasm, but Ebbie didn’t care. He had only one question to ask. “Does he hear me when I do?”

And coldly, the spirit replied, “You? Why should he listen to you? What have you ever done in this life that would make God receptive to your pleadings? What have you ever done that has benefited anyone other than yourself? Tell me! Give me one example!”

“But I can change,” Ebbie cried. “I can!” He impatiently brushed at a scatter of tears slipping down his cheeks. The tears were in his voice as well. He could hear them ripping at his throat, burning on his tongue, infusing every word with anguish.

The spirit appeared less than impressed by Ebbie’s remorse. “Can you? Can you really change?”

“Yes!” Ebbie wailed. “Please, Spirit, please, I—”

The creature named Mary laid a sharp talon to Ebbie’s lips and commanded, “Be still. We have more to do tonight. Your false guilt is pissing me off.”

“It isn’t false,” Ebbie wept. “I swear to you—”

But his voice fell silent when, with a sinking heart, he saw the spirit clutch the tails of her lace shawl and once again fling it over them, blocking out the seedy bedroom, the empty bed, the motherless chair.

“Hush,” she said, “and get off your knees. I’m looking forward to this one. Don’t ruin it for me by being so damned fawning.”

“I’m not fawning, I’m—”

Ebbie blinked and realized they were in a different location. They were on the street in front of the Scrudge & Barley, Inc., office building, where a crowd of people had gathered. Gazing from face to face, Ebbie saw they were all familiar. They were people he knew. Of course! They were his employees. Every single soul gathered before the building’s doors worked for him. Every one.

Scrudge had never seen such smiling faces on his employees before. They were smiling at the heavens, and smiling at each other, and many were laughing outright. Great merry peals of laughter that seemed to roll through the crowd like happy thunder.

The laughter was infectious, and soon Ebbie was smiling too.

“What’s happened?” he asked of the towering spirit beside him. “They seem to be celebrating. What are they celebrating?”

“To Scrudge!” a voice boomed from the crowd. Soon other voices chimed in. “To Scrudge! To Scrudge!”

Ebbie stared at the happy faces of the people around him, and since happiness is infectious, after a while he felt his own jaws begin to ache from all the smiling he was doing.

The crowd was swaying now, and at the distant ding of the elevator door inside the lobby of the building, all heads turned to the building’s entrance.

Ebbie gazed up at Mary’s face, expecting to find her smiling as well. Instead, her gown was sooted again, her makeup frighteningly smeared. Her cruel eyes were centered on him alone. He continued to stare at her, wondering why she was the only soul on this street corner not laughing and smiling. Impatiently, it seemed, the spirit reached out and clasped those long talons around the top of Ebbie’s head and twisted his face toward the door where everyone else was looking.

Two cheerful insurance workers reached out to hold open the doors while a pair of paramedics exited the building, pushing and pulling a gurney between them. Atop the gurney, inside a slick black plastic bag, lay what appeared to be a human body.

A riotous cheer broke out in the crowd. Hands were raised in imaginary toasts. One brave soul sprang forward and planted a merry kiss on the head end of the black bag, much to the enjoyment of all his fellow workmates looking on. People howled with laughter at his nerve, slapping him on the back and tousling his hair as if it was the cleverest thing they had seen in all their born days.

Ebbie finally tore his eyes from the raucous crowd and focused his attention on the gurney, which had just that moment bumped off the edge of a curb, alarmingly jarring the body inside the black bag. With a communal grunt, the two paramedics lifted the gurney into the back of an ambulance, and the moment the wheels folded up, they slid it forward out of sight and banged the doors closed behind it.

Ebbie continued to watch as the paramedics climbed into the cab and spent the next three minutes filling out paperwork before starting up the ambulance’s engine. Obviously they were in no hurry to get anywhere. Their cargo was as dead as a ham sandwich. Why should they hurry?

At long last the ambulance silently pulled away, sans siren for their load was lifeless and apt to remain so for the rest of eternity. A siren would have been totally unnecessary, even downright rude, one might argue. Why in the world should they frighten and discombobulate all the other drivers on the street for the sake of one dead human? The corpse was certainly in no rush to get anywhere, so why should they be?

The moment the ambulance pulled away from the curb, the crowd around the Scrudge & Barley office building broke into a final, rousing cheer of celebration.

Ebbie’s troubled face turned from the laughing, cheering crowd to the retreating ambulance disappearing in the noontime traffic. He looked up to see palm trees standing listless, watching it all with that haughty, stoic silence they always showed in matters of the world beneath them.

With an uneasy heart, Ebbie closed his ears to the happy, clamoring crowd and turned to the spirit beside him. She, in turn, looked down at him with a cruel smile twisting her lips.

Before he could speak, before he could ask who the man on the gurney was, although he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know, the spirit once again lifted her cape and dragged it theatrically over their heads, blocking out the palm trees, the sunlit California sky, and hurling them into shadow.

But not before Ebbie caught a glimpse of a face peering through a window fifteen floors up. It was Willie. His hands were pressed to the glass at either side of him as he stared down into the street. At the crowd. At the retreating ambulance.

In a lonely display of grief, Willie’s eyes were the only ones in all the crowd to shed a tear.





Chapter Nine

 

 

WILLIE’S FACE faded, and Ebbie stood in a sudden wash of moonlight, trembling. He didn’t know where he was, but he supposed he’d find out sooner or later. Popping up in a variety of times and places beneath the shawl of a none-too-friendly drag queen was infinitely better than being pulled through kitchen windows and dragged a mile high through the foggy heavens by an overall-clad lesbian with a flattop, but it was still damnably irritating. He would have liked a little heads-up before being tossed headfirst through the future, but apparently spooks weren’t big on handing out warning chits.

Ebbie squeezed his eyes shut, trying to obliterate that last sight of Willie weeping in the fifteenth-floor window while hundreds cheered in glee below. He didn’t want to think about what that meant. The possibilities tore at him too much. So instead of trying to analyze what he had seen, he took the coward’s way out and contemplated the big picture instead, although that wasn’t exactly a rose-strewn garden path of delights either.

This entire evening, from Barley’s visit onward, had turned out to be a heart-wrenching exercise in misery. Nerve-wracking is what it was. But of the three eras Ebbie had been thrust into—past, present, and future—it was this one, the future, which was the most unnerving.

Something about the future made Scrudge feel… crusty. Physically crusty. Lines of dirt had formed in his knuckles. His eyes were filled with gritty tears. But it wasn’t actual filth that brought those gritty tears to his eyes. It was the sense of hopelessness that lay on the air here. It was as if the dark premonitions he was being forced to witness spread a soiled film over his soul—over his very thoughts and hopes and imaginations. A Dust Bowl of lost dreams. That’s what the future was. And Ebbie didn’t like it one little bit.

His guide wasn’t making matters any better. Her gown had slipped to gray again, and now Ebbie noticed rents in the grimy skirt and smears of filth along the hemline. Her makeup had deteriorated even more, giving her the appearance of a cruel harridan, a hag better fit for some monstrous children’s story than a tour of the future on Christmas Eve, which Ebbie had been led to believe was being orchestrated for his betterment. But how can one improve oneself under the auspices of an ugly-ass witch with six-inch talons for fingernails who’s about as friendly as a case of typhoid—and who really wasn’t a witch anyway because she was actually a fucking dead drag queen.

These thoughts dribbled through Ebbie’s head like pebbles tumbling from a ledge as he opened his eyes to see where the bitch had brought him this time. He should have been surprised, he supposed, but he wasn’t. It was pretty much what he expected. (Which is not to imply that he was happy about it.)

They were standing in the middle of a graveyard. He had to admit it was a cheerful graveyard, what with so many graves having been decorated with poinsettias and bedecked with ribbons and bows of evergreen. But it was still a graveyard, Christmastime or not.

For the first time since his ghostly tours began, going all the way back to Bill the lesbian (who looked like a peach compared to the creature he was with now), Ebbie felt the earthly cold of the world chilling him to his bones. An icy wind blew off the San Diego Bay and whipped up the hill to where this graveyard was located, flapping his pajamas around his trembling frame and causing his bare feet, buried in unmown grass, damp with dew, to feel like a couple of Popsicles poking out the bottom of his red silk pajama legs.

Ebbie swallowed hard, producing an audible gulp. Again, he remembered Willie’s face high up behind the facade of the downtown office building. Gazing down in tears. Ebbie turned toward the towering gray being at his side and asked humbly, “Tell me, Spirit, was that death truly mourned by only one?”

The spirit, apparently feeling no need to speak yet, merely nodded.

Ebbie tore his mind from the memory of his young secretary’s tear-filled eyes and took in the place he now stood. “And whose future brings us to such a place as this, Spirit? Is it the child?” he asked hopefully, for even a child’s grave was better than what he suspected the truth to be.

His companion stared down at him, shaming him for the thought. But she did not seem surprised by Ebbie’s callous pondering. Merely disappointed.

As Mary’s exterior had deteriorated, so too had her voice. Her words, pumped out through lips bleeding red lipstick at the corners, recalled the sound of metal canisters tumbling down a hillside. A scraping, rattling sound that welled up into the air, freezing Ebbie’s blood as thoroughly as his outsides were frozen by the icy wind whipping off the bay. Mary’s wig had gone crazy too, the blonde tresses bled to gray, the smooth, flowing locks exploded into a horrifying, insane halo of ragged fluff that sprang from Mary’s head like a nest of vipers weaving maliciously in the wind.

“The child is there,” Mary said, pointing to the distant water. “Cremated ashes are cheaper to dispose of than flesh. She floats in the bay where her family gently laid her.”

Ebbie followed where she pointed, imagining the child, silent in death, burning in the flames of a crematorium. Burning. Her life reduced to an urn of ashes. A single tear welled over one lower eyelash and trembled there for a moment before sliding down his cheek. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I… could have prevented it. Couldn’t I, Spirit?”

Mary leaned over him, blocking out the sky, casting him in shadow. Her stench was so strong, now, Ebbie had to blink back the force of it. She smelled of death. Death and corruption.

“Yes!” she bellowed, her voice a cry of fury, a wail of outrage. Ebbie cowered beneath the blast of it and dropped to his knees in the wet grass. He lifted his arm to shield his face as if expecting a blow to fall. But none came. When he opened his eyes to dare gaze upon the creature again, he saw she had drifted several rows over to a new set of graves. She stood silently there, looking down at a rectangle of torn earth, freshly dug and carelessly refilled. Ebbie lifted himself from the ground and went to her. Standing meekly at her side, he gazed down at the scar of a newly filled grave. The upturned soil was so fresh the earthworms had not yet retreated back into the shadow, but writhed and crawled over the surface, seeking a way in. A dirty spade still lay in the grass, apparently forgotten, a few feet away.

There was no marker on the grave. Not even a temporary one. Ebbie had to swallow his fear before his words could be uttered. “Who is buried here, Spirit? Who lies in this unmarked grave?”

Mary turned to him, her eyes cold, her talons clacking. The wind from the bay stirred her gown around her, and periodically rents of grayed fabric would slough away and be carried off on a gust of wind like ash from a fire.

“One who will not be missed,” the spirit said with a sullen glower.

Ebbie hugged himself against the cold, against the fear of his companion, against her steely eyes, and against the glare of an uncaring moon shining high above his head, forever looking down. Silent. Judgmental. He stared at the forlorn rectangle of ravaged earth at his feet, fearing it even more than he feared the creature beside him. Hesitantly he asked, “Will there be a stone one day to mark this grave?”

The creature smiled a wicked leer. “No. For who would wish to remember an unloved soul? The best that can be hoped is they are forgotten as quickly as possible. It’s all they deserve. Only those who are loved are meant to be remembered. Better to be laid in the waves where the sea is your monument. Like the child. Like the child you let die. The human lying here in this plot on this lonely hillside was simply placed here for disposal. Like trash. The ground was paid for, so this is where they put him. It was a fitting end.” The spirit bent and dug her long nails into Ebbie’s shoulder, studying his eyes. Gauging his reactions. Seeking his fear. “Don’t you think so, Earl?”

Ebbie cringed beneath the crush of that great hand and those piercing nails. He cowered beneath the judgment in those cruel eyes. Brushing a new rain of tears from his cheeks, he fought to find his voice. Staring down at the rectangle of scarred earth, he imagined the weight of it over his head. The lonely darkness beneath. The worms, endlessly moving. Seeking food. It took every ounce of courage he possessed to ask the question he now asked.

“Who, who is buried here, Spirit? Is it… I?”

But the spirit only howled a piercing laugh and flung her gray tattered shawl over their heads, erasing them from the spot completely.

 

 

AS THE shadow cleared, and the lace shawl, which was little more than rags now, was swept away from above his head, Ebbie once again smelled a familiar scent on the air. A pleasant scent that filled his heart with hope as quickly as it filled his nose.

They were back in Willie’s apartment, standing in the living room just inside the front door as if they had entered the conventional way, which was about as far from the truth as you could get. Ebbie looked around. The room was empty. The only jarring note was the absence of the tiny Christmas tree that had once stood on the end table by the couch. Ebbie remembered then that this was the future. And being the future, this was a different Christmas. A Christmas that had not yet seen the light of morning.

But why had Willie chosen not to celebrate it?

His ghostly companion shuffled into the room to stand before a mirror hanging on the wall above an entryway table. Her movements, Ebbie noticed, were uncertain, halting, as if she were aging before his eyes. She silently studied her reflection, turning first this way, then that. As she moved, tatters of smudged fabric drifted to the floor at her feet. She reached up and slid her six-inch talons through the explosion of hair on her head—the hair that had once been a river of platinum locks, but which had now paled to a sickly, grizzled gray—and when she pulled her fingers away, long wispy strands of hair came with it. Everything about her was slowly disintegrating. From her gown, to her wig, to the nails on her hands. Already as she stood before the mirror, a sifting of ash and unspeakable filth had collected about her feet. A moan escaped her wasted throat, as if the last of her hopes were falling away like the final leaves of autumn. Ebbie took a step forward—to do what? To commiserate? To offer assistance? He wasn’t sure. But that one step he took was as far as he got.

For immediately the spirit whirled away from the mirror and lifted her arm to point a long trembling finger at Ebbie’s face. Her appendages were thin and sinewy, the skin sloughing away quickly now to expose patches of bone beneath the flaking flesh. As she stood weaving before him as if buffeted by a great wind, she disintegrated further. The long talons turned to glittery dust and drifted to the floor. Patches of skin peeled away and joined the falling remnants of her gown, which was no longer white or even gray, but in the last few moments had turned a muddy black. Clumps of gray hair had tumbled to her shoulders, no longer attached. Her head was almost bald. Misshapen, cruel, deformed.

Her face was ravaged. The cheeks sunken. The lips drawn back to expose yellowed teeth, crooked and cruel. For the first time, Ebbie saw fear in the creature’s eyes. Her anger was gone, replaced by terror. She gazed down at the wreck of herself, and two tiny rivulets of sand spilled from her eyes. In the mirror beside her, Ebbie could see the reflection of her back, where the tatters of her gown had fallen away completely. Knobs of bone that had once been a strong supple spine were now ugly welts of stone, puncturing their way through the surface of her flesh, erupting angrily into the light.

The creature twisted in agony as her bones tore at her skin, seeking release, refusing to be penned in a moment longer by simple walls of flesh.

“What is happening to you?” Ebbie cried, as deeply frightened now as the creature appeared to be. He clutched his heart, appalled by what he was seeing.

“Death,” the spirit spoke in a tortured whisper. “Don’t you recognize it when you see it?”

Before Ebbie could respond, the creature that had once been Mary swiveled her head one last time to gaze upon the ruined reflection of herself in the entryway mirror. Bony, clacking fingers tried desperately to pat the ashes of her face back into place, but still they sifted away to fall at her feet. She emitted a long, sad sigh, and with one final pleading glance in Ebbie’s direction, as if praying for help she knew would never come, the creature tumbled in upon itself in a rushing cloud of waste.

Ebbie gasped in horror.

He stood frozen by the door as the dust slowly settled, and when it did, he saw there was nothing left of the spirit at all. Not so much as a smudge of ash on Willie’s apartment floor. Ebbie blinked in surprise. His first thought was to wonder how he would get back to the present. His second thought was to wonder why he felt no sympathy for the creature. Was his heart truly as cold as she had professed it to be?

With a quickening pulse, his third thought came. Why do I smell rancid flesh again?

Then a hand dropped onto his shoulder, and he spun so fast in terror he almost fell. Stumbling away from that unexpected touch, he hit the wall hard, jarring the mirror, causing it to fall. It shattered into a dozen pieces at his feet. And in the sharp reflections of those many shards of shimmering glass, Ebbie saw the spirit once again. She was whole. Pristinely white.

When Ebbie finally managed to tear his eyes from the broken mirror shards, he saw her there. Standing by the apartment door as if the last few minutes had not happened at all. Her only concession to death was that she still reeked of it, as she had the first time he saw her.

“Y-you,” Ebbie stuttered.

Mary smiled at him, but it was not a friendly smile. She may have resurrected herself, but that apparently did not mean she would be any nicer.

“You understand death now,” she said. “You see what it does to the flesh.”

Ebbie scrambled out of the way as she moved toward him. But she wasn’t coming for him. She was returning to the mirror hanging on the foyer wall. The newly unbroken mirror!

Confused, Ebbie’s mouth fell open. He gazed at the carpet at the spirit’s feet. The shards of glass were gone as if the mirror had never broken at all. Mary’s gown was whole. Her flesh unmarred. Her blond wig lay in smooth waves across the lace shawl at her shoulders. Her seven-foot frame stood tall and proud. She commanded the room by the sheer immensity of her presence.

“Close your mouth,” the spirit demanded, studying him in the mirror, and Ebbie flipped his mouth shut like a doggie door.

She continued to speak. At first Ebbie thought she was offering words of comfort; then he understood that was not her intent at all.

“Now you understand what death does to the body. But it is still not the end, Scrudge. Your friend Barley is proof of that. Now you must understand what it does to the people you leave behind.”

Ebbie found himself trembling. Not with the cold this time, for the apartment was well heated. He trembled in fear. In fact, he had never felt such fear in his life.

“Does Corny truly burn in hell, Spirit? Has that really become his fate?”

Mary tore her eyes from the mirror and aimed her heavy masculine face, only nominally softened by feminine makeup, in Ebbie’s direction. For the first time ever, Ebbie thought he glimpsed compassion in her eyes as she tossed a wave of platinum hair from her face to gaze more clearly at him. Or was that compassion an illusion? Was this creature even capable of such a gentle emotion?

“He suffers the fate he deserves,” the spirit said. “Death found him before he could mend the evils he did in life. Dying alone is not the worst of fates, Scrudge. Dying unredeemed is what the living should fear most.”

Ebbie clasped his hands beneath his chin and dropped to his knees before the creature. She did not smile to see him there. She did not offer hope at all. She merely stood waiting for him to speak.

Fat tears rolled from Ebbie’s eyes. “Then I wish to atone, Spirit. I wish to make things right. I don’t want death to find me as I am. As Barley was. Please tell me how I can make things right. Please lift these burdens from my shoulders. Please, Spirit. Release me from the fate I fear awaits me.”

Mary stepped forward. Her billowing skirts, crisp and whole once more, swayed around her. None too gently, she took Ebbie’s hand in one of her own and pulled him to his feet.

Ebbie closed his eyes against the smell of death that flowed from her. Then he opened them to find her pointing to a doorway leading farther into the apartment.

“To be forgiven, Scrudge, you must first know what damages you’ve inflicted. You must understand the harms your actions have caused to others. To those who love you, Scrudge. To those who love you. For it is in their pain that your greatest faults are made clear. Unforgiven, unavenged, they mean nothing, yet you will be punished for them forever.”

With that, the spirit gripped his shoulders and slowly twisted him around until he faced the other way—until he faced a door leading away from the room they were in.

To Willie’s bedroom, perhaps?

Once again the silence in the apartment lay over Ebbie like a pall. Where was Willie? What was happening? Where was Willie’s mother?

And then he heard it. A gentle sob. Coming from the other room.

“You cannot be seen,” the spirit reminded him softly. “You cannot be heard. Go. Confront yourself through the eyes of another. Through the eyes of the one who loves you.”

“L-loves me?”

“Don’t play the innocent fool with me, Scrudge. Go.” She redirected Ebbie’s attention to the bedroom door. “Go,” the creature said again. “Go.”

Ebbie clutched the tails of his pajama shirt to dry the sweat from his palms. He took a hesitant step forward. Then another. He sensed the towering spirit, the worst fucking drag queen ever, hovering over his shoulder, matching him step for step.

At the door, both creatures—one living, one dead—peered inside.

But it wasn’t Willie’s bedroom they gazed into now. It belonged to Willie’s mother. The tiny Christmas tree Scrudge had missed in the living room, he now discovered on a dresser in the corner. And by that fact alone, Ebbie understood Willie’s mother was now bedbound.

Willie had been forced to bring Christmas to her.

With a thundering heart, Ebbie watched the scene unfold before him. And while he watched, he tried to ignore the stench of the creature who gripped his shoulders, holding him in place.

 

 

WILLIE SAT on the edge of his mother’s bed, holding her two hands high, gathering them together in his and clutching them to his chest. His body trembled with the effort it took to appear calm. But still his tears fell. He could not stop them.

“Who are you?” his mother asked again, feebly trying to pull from his grasp. “Why are you inside my house?”

Willie leaned in close to whisper in his mother’s ear. “I’m your son. I’m Willie. Please don’t forget me. Please don’t leave me behind yet. Not you too. You’re all I have now. Please don’t drift away.”

She gave him an incredulous grin, as if she could see the world through her rheumy old eyes better than any young, handsome stranger could see through his. Her fingers moved as if signaling her understanding, but the confusion in her eyes told another story.

“My son?” she asked, her voice a mere wisp of sound. “I don’t remember.”

Willie kissed her fingertips one by one, forcing a smile to his lips. He took a long shuddering breath, trying to quell the sobs threatening to spill out. “I know you don’t, Mama. But don’t worry. Your memory will come back. It always does. Here. Have a sip of water.”

He grabbed a glass from the nightstand and cupped the back of her head in his hand. Lifting her high enough from the bed to position the glass to her lips, he smiled as she took a sip. Then another.

She twisted her head away to signal she’d had enough, and when her gaze fell once again on him, her old eyes lit up, as Willie had prayed they would.

He found a smile among his tears to offer her in return. “You’re back,” he said.

His mother blinked, and he laid her head gently on the pillow. “Have I been away?” she asked.

Willie twisted his mother’s wedding ring on her finger as he used to do when he was a child. It always reassured him she was really there. “Just for a minute,” he said kindly. Then he forced a laugh. “You slipped a cog, is all. Now you’re back and all is right with the world.”

“Is it?” she asked.

“Yes, Mama. As right as rain.”

As always, in these moments of closeness, Willie’s mother seemed to dig through her confused thoughts to unearth truths Willie thought she would never see again. But see them she did. Every time.

“What has happened?” she asked. “Why have you been crying?”

“I’ve been worried about you.”

She pouted with disbelief. “It’s not nice to try to fool an old woman. Tell me the truth. What’s wrong?”

Willie’s tears were almost spent. Or so he thought. But the moment he formed the words in his throat, they came again. He couldn’t stop them. He clutched his mother’s hand as he tried to explain.

“He passed away today, Mama. Mr. Scrudge. He’s gone.”

“No!”

“The last thing he did before he died was send for me to deliver the Christmas pink slips. He did it as he had done every year I’ve been there. He looked me dead in the eye and told me to get them to the recipients before the workday ended. I had turned to do as he asked when he rose up from his desk as if he saw a bright light in the sky. He looked so surprised, Mama. Then he just… fell. A heart attack, the paramedics said. He was gone before he could utter a word.”

Willie’s mother gathered him into her arms, and lying back on the bed, she pulled Willie down, pressing his head to her breast. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m sorry. You loved him so.”

Willie nodded. “Since the first day I saw him. He was so beautiful and strong, Mama. Everybody else at the company said he was cruel, but I saw the softer side of him. He, he didn’t know how to be anything other than what he was. But every once in a while, when the two of us were alone, he would let his goodness seep through into the light. It was those moments, Mama, that truly made me love him.”

His mother stroked his hair, and he managed to quell his sobs. But on the heels of sorrow came horror. He gazed up at her, and what he felt inside must have been written on his features because his mother bit back a gasp.

“What?” she asked. “What is it?”

After a struggle, Willie found his voice. “They laughed at him. They laughed at him in the street. They cheered when the paramedics hauled his body away. The people who worked for him. They patted each other on the back and cheered because he was dead….”

Willie let his words trail away. Then he gazed into his mother’s worried eyes. “But now I understand their laughter, Mama.”

“You loved him, Willie. How could you understand? They were just being cruel. They were—”

“No, Mama. They were right. They were right to laugh.”

“What do you mean?”

“I found it later, Mama.”

“Found what?”

Tears poured from Willie’s eyes. His heart ached so he could barely catch his breath.

“The letter,” he gasped, tasting his own tears on his lips.

“What letter, Willie? What are you talking about?”

Willie closed his eyes against the rush of misery that threatened to sweep him away completely. Finally, with trembling fingers, he pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket. It was business-size, and there was a Merry Christmas sticker on the front of it. The sticker was situated above Willie’s name, which had been written by hand in a familiar spidery scrawl.

Willie sat at the edge of his mother’s bed and stared at the envelope in his hand. He tried to ignore the ache in his chest. He tried to ignore the hurt he felt. But he did not try to understand the why of it. He had long since given up on that.

He crumpled the envelope and stuffed it back in his pocket because he couldn’t bear to look at it another minute. Lifting his head from his mother’s breast, he laid a hand on her papery cheek and tried to smile.

“My name was in the pile,” Willie said. “At the very bottom. He let me go, Mama. He fired me.”

And then the tears flowed again, as if they might never stop.

Willie sobbed and sobbed, breathing in the smell of the woman who he loved more than any other in the world. He sobbed because the man he had loved more than any other had turned out to be just as bad as everyone always said he was.

Now he was gone. And Willie could not even grieve.

“He let me go,” Willie said again, his words muffled by his mother’s arms. “The last thing he did in life was… let me go.”

 

 

“NO,” EBBIE wailed. “No! I couldn’t have!”

The reeking spirit pulled her lacy shawl over his grief and buried him in its shadow. This time Ebbie hardly noticed the stench of death engulfing him. He was fixated on the look of stunned horror on Willie’s face that he had been fired so coldly.

“Our deeds define us,” Mary breathed above him. “You are what you do. And every action leads to a result. Life is unforgiving that way, Scrudge. And death is even more unforgiving than life.”

Ebbie wept as if his heart would break. “But why would I do that? Why would I let him go? And the way I did it. So heartless. So cruelly heartless!”

He grabbed a fistful of his pajama shirt and tore it from his body. Buttons popped and flew through the air. He drove a fist into his bare chest, over and over again. Flailing. Trying to understand. “Why did I hurt Willie like that? Why would I do such a thing? Please, Spirit, don’t let this be my future! Why would I do such a thing?” he wailed again, pulling at his hair. “Why? Why?”

The spirit still hovered over and around him, penning Scrudge within his well of grief as if she might never let him escape. When she spoke, her words were fumed with corruption and rang viciously in his ear. There was no comfort to be found in them (as indeed she intended there not to be). They were almost gleeful in their hurtful wickedness.

“Who knows why you would do such a thing? An imaginary slight, perhaps. Or maybe he asked for more money to help care for his ailing mother. Both perfectly good reasons to let him go. You had a business to run. At least you did until you keeled over dead. Why should the fate of one lowly peon be of any consequence to someone as important as you, even if that lowly peon was in love with you? You did what you had to do, Scrudge. I’m almost sure of it.” Mary spit up a spiteful giggle. “Anyway, it’s too late to worry about it now.”

“No,” Ebbie cried. “It can’t be too late! You told me you brought me here to redeem my life. You told me this was for my own good. Well, let me make amends. I beg you. Send me back now, Spirit. Let me face the faults I’ve bared and make amends for each and every one of them. I will! I swear I will!” Ebbie dropped to his knees and gathered Mary’s skirted legs into his arms, hugging them close, his tears dampening the cloth. His voice was a raw wind blowing over stones and scree, pleading, pleading.

“I beg of you, Spirit, don’t let my last act in life be to break that boy’s heart. I love him too. I do! I was just too blind and stupid to know it. Send me back and let me make things right. Not only with Willie, but with all of them. I’ll do what you expect me to do. I swear I will. I’ll be a better man, Spirit. I’ll be a good man!”

 

 

AND AT that, Mary pulled back to stare at Ebbie kneeling at her feet, clutching her legs like a drowning man. She noted the tears streaming down his face. She saw the bruises already rising on the flesh of his chest where he had pummeled himself in grief. She saw the truth of the words he had spoken in the earnest heat of his eyes.

For the first time during this long, horrid night, the spirit of Ebbie’s future smiled a true and unwavering smile.

 

 

“A GOOD man, you say.”

Ebbie nodded, jarring another spray of tears from his eyes. “Y-yes,” he managed to utter. “And I’ll make Willie happy, Spirit. I swear I will.”

Mary threw her long arms high and swept her shawl across their heads.

“This I’ve got to see!” She laughed, her dress and nails and hair as snowy white as they had ever been.

Shocked by her laughter, Ebbie squinted against the radiant glare of all the bright white light penned beneath the glowing shawl above his head. And while Ebbie was squinting and wondering at the spirit’s sweet, virginal smile, which was the last thing he’d ever expected to see…

…he tumbled from his bed with a crash.





Chapter Ten

 

 

EBBIE GAVE his head a shake. “Holy crap! What happened?”

Then he gave his head another shake and began to take stock of his situation. He was sprawled across the floor at the foot of his bed with the blankets tangled around him to the point where he could hardly move, and his noggin was thumping where he had banged it on the floor when he fell out of bed.

He remembered the night’s adventures and cocked his head, listening for another spook to make its presence known and go dragging him off through the wild blue yonder again—or worse. But there was nothing. Not a sound. His rooms were stone silent. He could feel the emptiness of them on the air.

At last he was truly alone.

Had he been dreaming? It all had to be a dream, right? He looked down at his pajama shirt, torn, buttonless. He vaguely remembered clawing and pummeling himself in anguish, popping buttons, rending his garment like some biblical soothsayer.

He sat there curled up on his bedroom floor, blankets wrapped around his neck. He stared at his feet. They were filthy. He recalled standing in the grassless yard of the old farmhouse he was raised in, peering in the window on that cruel Christmas morning so long ago—the day he lost all love for his family and they for him.

No. It couldn’t have been a dream. It couldn’t. It must have happened. All of it! His dirty feet pretty well proved it. Didn’t they?

Ebbie turned his aching head toward the bedroom windows and looked out upon a clear, sunlit San Diego morning. A pigeon briefly fluttered across his line of sight, peering in as she passed as if saying hello.

In the distance, somewhere on the streets sixteen floors below, he heard the familiar strains of “Jingle Bells” playing through the loudspeakers placed atop the streetlights. Ebbie felt his face light up with a joy it had not shown for many a long year.

“It’s Christmas morning!” he cried out, disentangling himself from the bedclothes and scuttling excitedly on his hands and knees to the window to gaze out at the city below. As he peered wide-eyed up and down the empty boulevard (it was really too early for people to be up and about), he hummed along to the merry music that drifted up to tickle his ears. His smile stretched wider. A blush of happiness warmed his cheeks. He felt a surge of anticipation such as he hadn’t known since he was a kid.

Christmas morning.

And he was still here! None of the horrible future events Mary the drag queen had paraded before his eyes the night before had come to pass. Not a single one! At least he prayed they hadn’t. Ebbie pulled himself to his feet, splayed his hands against the windowpane. Closing his eyes, he rested his forehead against the cool glass.

“I’ll do the right thing, Mary,” he said softly, his breath fogging the pane and obliterating his view of the city below. “I’ll make amends. I swear I will. Thank you, Howard. Thank you, Bill. Thank you all for showing me how blind I’ve been for so long.” Warm tears spilled down his cheeks. “And thank you, Corny. I’m sorry you’re suffering so. I’m sorry I didn’t give you a happier life.” Ebbie imagined the four spirits hovering about him now as he stood with his eyes squeezed shut, his forehead pressed to the cool, damp glass, his heart gently thumping in anticipation of all he was about to do. Of all he couldn’t wait to do.

“My friends,” he whispered to the faces around him that weren’t really there except inside his head. “My good, dear friends.”

He opened his eyes and stared once more at the sprawling Christmas morning below. The fog of the night before had lifted, and the sun was peeking over the eastern mountains, sending its spray of golden light across the city. Bringing it to life.

Ebbie watched in wonder as the streetlights blinked out and the day truly began. From the loudspeakers he heard the strains of “Silver Bells.” Such a wonderful carol! The tune was so beautiful, the notes so melodious. He laughed out loud, as carefree as he had ever felt in his life.

Suddenly he tensed. His eyes popped open as wide as they would go. He looked down at himself, at his rumpled, torn pj’s, his dirty feet. The reflection of his tousled hair stared back at him from the window glass, and immediately he lifted his arms high and gave a ballerina spin, nelly as hell and not caring a whit. Then he laughed again. Geez, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d acted silly.

He stopped spinning, and standing there in trembling anticipation, he announced to the empty room, “I have to get ready! This is a momentous day! A wondrous day! There are good deeds to be wrought on a day such as this!”

He sobered momentarily and laid a land to his own cheek, as if reassuring himself he was really there. “And a life to be redeemed,” he added quietly, eyes seeking comfort skyward.

But no melancholy could survive on such a beautiful Christmas morning as this, so Ebbie didn’t waste any more time talking to himself. He set about doing what was expected of him.

And he did it with a willing, happy heart.

Singing “Jingle Bells” again, simply because it was the only Christmas carol he actually knew the words to, Ebbie tore off his red silk pajamas, threw them in a corner, bounced into the shower in the master bath, and sudsed himself down. Twice. He shampooed his hair three times. He belted out the lyrics of “Jingle Bells” with his face upturned to the heavens and damn near drowned himself in the shower spray, which made him bellow with laughter all over again.

When he was as clean as he figured he was ever going to get, he dried off, combed his hair, shaved, tapped a concealer stick to a zit that had popped up on his chin overnight (yes, the vagaries of real life intrude even upon moments of epiphany), and then he flew back to the bedroom and rummaged through his closet until he found what he thought to be the perfect outfit to wear on a Christmas morning when one is setting out to change one’s life—his most comfortable pair of blue jeans, tennies, and the loudest and gayest pair of argyle socks he owned. Over his head he pulled a red crew-neck sweater made of the finest cashmere. It was one he hadn’t worn since the day he bought it over three years earlier. He was rather sorry the sweater didn’t have a big fat reindeer appliqued on the front of it—that’s how Christmasy he felt. But he supposed the fact that it was a jolly bright red would have to be enough. To top his ensemble off, he wrapped a gay red, white, and green scarf about his neck, taking a precious moment out of his day to make sure it hung down his back at just the proper jaunty angle.

Satisfied with his appearance at last, he gathered up his keys, his credit cards, and on his way through the kitchen, a bag of breadsticks to nibble on, and out the door of his penthouse he went, crunching and humming and looking happier than he had ever looked since the day he was born some forty-four years earlier.

As he waited for his private elevator to beep open and scoop him into its belly, he pondered the fact that Christmas mornings are marvelous things, really, and what a pity it was he had let so many of them slip by without so much as a grateful nod in their direction.

The elevator doors at last slid apart and Ebbie stepped inside and pressed 15. Two seconds later, the elevator door slid open again. Ebbie danced down the short hallway leading to his office door, which was never locked since no one had access to his private elevator but himself, stepped inside, and immediately stopped short when he spotted the tiny wrapped gift Willie had given him the day before, still sitting on the edge of his antique desk. The gift he had so callously ignored when it was presented to him.

“Forgive me, Willie,” he muttered, clutching at the stab of guilt poking him in the heart. Then he pulled out his desk chair, plopped himself down, and lifted the wee gift box with all manner of humble appreciation. He oh so carefully untied the ribbon holding it closed and reverently lifted the tiny lid to see what lay inside.

The glimmer of gold caught the light. It wasn’t real gold, of course. Ebbie knew that. But still it was a lovely glimmer of fire to catch one’s eye on a Christmas morning. He dipped a finger into the box and hooked it through a cool circle of metal. Curious now, he pulled the item free and stared at it as it dangled from his finger.

It was a key ring. An inexpensive key ring. EBS was etched into the gleaming square of faux gold from which the key ring hung. Ebbie clutched the key ring in his hand and brought it to his lips. “Thank you, Willie,” he muttered into the darkness behind his eyelids. He remembered the ailing mother Willie cared for. The tiny sad Christmas tree he had seen when the spirits carried him to Willie’s apartment. And he remembered other things too. He remembered the tears in Willie’s eyes when he spoke of Ebbie. He remembered Willie’s mother trying to ease his aching heart.

A horrible thought suddenly struck Ebbie. The pink slip! Had he actually fired Willie? No. That was the future. Not even the future, but a possible future, the spirit had said. Ebbie expelled a grateful breath of air. Thank God. Thank God.

Then another horrible thought struck with such force it almost knocked Ebbie out of his chair.

Corny burning forever in that terrible place. Hell. There really is a hell.

He shuddered and took one last loving glance at the inexpensive key ring, as if the sight of it might clear his mind of poor Corny’s fate. Carefully he tucked the key ring into his trouser pocket where he would be sure not to lose it, for there was no more valuable item in all the world. Not to him.

Then, with a vengeance, he went to work.

Correcting wrongs.

 

 

EBBIE SWIVELED in his chair and cranked up the computer on his side desk. He tapped a few keys, and suddenly all manner of information was there to be gleaned. He found the Woozle family’s San Diego address and jotted it down on a slip of paper. He took a brief side trip through the Woozle insurance policy to ascertain the number of children the good woman claimed. Three boys and two girls. Good to know.

With that out of the way, he found the telephone number for Mr. Owens, who owned the Owens Department Store down the street. Owens was an opera acquaintance, not quite a friend, who owed Ebbie a favor due to a past insurance scam Ebbie had deigned to clear up for him.

He made a note in his calendar to send e-mails to the people he had fired the day before, telling them to disregard the pink slips and offering them a humble and most heartfelt apology for ruining their Christmas by scaring them to death. He also offered them a raise, which he hoped would ensure his forgiveness.

Then he typed in a few words, enlarging them to the proper size on the screen, and printed the resulting note out on the printer in bold black letters on bright yellow paper. The sign read:

 

To All Scrudge & Barley, Inc. Employees Returning To Work From Their Christmas Holiday. Turn Around. Go Home. Enjoy Your Families. And When You Return Next Monday, Some Four Days Hence, Please Accept The Bonus Check And Pay Raise You Will Find On Your Desks As My Gift To You And Yours This Wonderful Holiday Season.

 

Your Humble Employer,

Earl Bernard Scrudge

 

That ought to shock the hell out of a few people, he thought, chuckling to himself. Gnawing on another breadstick, Ebbie read the sign three times to assure himself it was what he wanted to say. And every time he read it, his smile grew broader.

Rummaging through his desk, he found a roll of tape and stuffed it in his pocket. There now. That was out of the way.

He plucked his cell phone from a desk drawer and punched in the number for Mr. Owens. When a child answered the phone on the second ring, Ebbie cried out, “Merry Christmas, son! Let me speak to your daddy!”

“Just a moment, sir,” the child said, and Ebbie grinned to himself. What a lovely, bright child. And so polite. Aren’t children wonderful, and why have I never noticed it before?

A moment later, Mr. Owens came on the line. He sounded confused at first, and when E. B. Scrudge spoke his request, he was no longer confused. He was flabbergasted.

“You want me to what?” Mr. Owens gasped.

“You heard me. You owe me a favor, Owens, and this is important. You won’t disappoint an old friend on Christmas morning, will you?”

“An old friend?”

There was a twang of disbelief centered on the word “friend” in the question that Ebbie decided not to dwell on.

“So you’ll do it?” he asked.

“Y-yes. I suppose so.”

“Good,” Ebbie gaily barked. “Thank you, Owens. And Merry Christmas to you and your lovely family.”

Obviously, these were words Mr. Owens had been pretty sure he would go to his grave never hearing from an antisocial grouch like E. B. Scrudge. But he hid his shock well enough to answer, “Uh, you too, Scrudge. Merry Christmas to you and, uh, your—”

Ebbie laughed at that. “You can say ‘you and yours,’ Owens. I won’t be alone this Christmas Day.” At least I hope I won’t, he thought, seeking out the reassuring lump of Willie’s gift in his trouser pocket.

Humming merrily again from sheer exuberance, Ebbie clicked off the cell phone and immediately spun his desk chair in a circle like a top to see how it felt. It was so much fun, he did it again and again and again, until his vision was wiggly and the breadstick was roiling in his stomach, which made him laugh all the louder.

He finally put a hand out to stop the chair from spinning any more since he was about to puke. And as soon as his vision stopped whirling, he once again punched a few keys on the computer and dredged up the files holding all the personal information on his employees.

The moment he found Willie’s name, his laughter faded and his face grew somber. He laid his hand again over his trouser pocket to feel the key chain inside. His gift. His Christmas gift. From the man who loved him.

Ebbie’s eyes misted up at the thought, and then he bowed his head over the desk with a determined renewal of purpose and jotted down Willie Simpson’s home phone number and address.

He gave a shudder remembering the pink slip Willie had pulled from his pocket in Ebbie’s vision the night before. Recalling the shattered look on Willie’s face, Ebbie’s throat tightened. Before tears could burn his eyes at the memory, Ebbie reminded himself that none of it had really happened. Not the visions Mary had shown him, at least. That was the future. And not a future Ebbie would ever allow to come to pass. Not if he had anything to say about it.

Yet there was another vision of Willie that troubled him now, and this vision had not occurred in the future. It had occurred in the present. The second spirit had shown it to him. Howard, the hunky bear with the beautiful body and the ridiculous butt plug. It was the vision of Willie at home, speaking to his mother. The words Willie had spoken haunted Scrudge now—the way Willie spoke the words with absolute conviction, and how sad he looked when he said them.

“I don’t think he feels love, Mother. I don’t think he knows how.” As the words trailed through Ebbie’s head while he sat at his desk on this most amazing Christmas morning, he felt the tears at last begin to flow. He recalled the stunned look of hopelessness on Willie’s face when he uttered those words. The absolute conviction that he spoke the truth.

“You’re wrong, Willie,” Ebbie muttered to his empty office. “You’re wrong, and I’m going to prove it to you.”

Since he couldn’t bear to contemplate that scene a single second longer, Ebbie pushed himself from the desk. He powered down his computer, gathered up his cell phone and the notes he had made, tossed his loosened scarf across his back to anchor it more securely, and headed for his private elevator, giving one last pat to his trouser pocket to reassure himself that Willie’s gift was still there. He suspected it would always be there. From now on. Sort of a good luck charm, if this day turned out the way he hoped it would.

By the time his private elevator was lowering him through the bowels of his very own building, Ebbie’s smile had returned. Almost.

“Oh, Willie,” he muttered yet again. And when the elevator jerked to a stop on the ground floor and the doors slid open before him with a beep, Ebbie felt a sudden absolute conviction that now—at this very moment—his Christmas morning was about to begin.

But more importantly, so was his life.

His heels clapped a lonely rhythm in the empty hallway leading to the building’s front door, but Ebbie determinedly hummed a merry tune—“Jingle Bells” again—to drown it out. At the front door, which was still locked, he positioned the sign he had made so it could be read from the street outside when his employees returned to work the following day. He taped the sign securely in place, wasting a precious moment imagining the looks on the faces of everyone who would read it, then did an about-face and headed for the stairs leading down to the parking lot in the basement.

He cranked his brand-new Caddy town car to life and rolled from the parking lot. Out on the street, he squinted into the morning sun. The day was as golden and bright as the gleaming key ring in his pocket. The fog from the night before had dissipated and the California sky was as blue as Willie’s eyes.

Less than two blocks farther, Ebbie slammed on his brakes and pulled the car to the side of the empty street directly in front of a figure huddled on the sidewalk. It was the young woman from the night before. The woman he had seen on his way home from the ballet.

She still sat forlornly under a battered blue blanket with weary, unhappy eyes peering out at the world. Hopeless. Resigned. It was the same look Ebbie had seen on every homeless face he had ever run across. But today, for the first time, it touched his heart.

He approached the woman quickly, digging through his pockets as he went. He stopped a few inches in front of the poor thing and knelt to bring them face-to-face. The girl’s eyes went leery, then opened up wide and hopeful when she saw what the man in the shiny black car was holding in his hand.

It was money. Everything Ebbie had on him. Not much. Maybe thirty dollars. But to the homeless woman, it was a fortune.

“For me?” she asked.

“For you on Christmas morning,” Ebbie said with a gentle smile. “Get yourself something to eat.” He turned and pointed toward the Scrudge & Barley office building looming at the end of the street. “See that?” he asked the girl. “See that grand tall building? That’s where I have my business. If you come there tomorrow and ring the bell, the man in charge, which is me”—he humbly blushed—“will give you a job and help you get off the street. This is no life for you. Together we’ll make it right. Okay?”

The girl’s eyes grew wider with wonder. She had still not taken the money from Ebbie. He finally had to put it in her hand himself.

“Th-thank you,” she said, studying his face with those gigantic eyes. “I’ll come.”

And Ebbie smiled. “Smart girl. Clever girl. I’m glad. Now go eat. There’s a coffee shop two blocks over in that direction that never closes.”

She nodded. “I know where it is.”

“Good,” Ebbie said again.

He rose to walk away, but before he could, the young woman’s hand came out to tug at his sweater sleeve.

“Yes?” Ebbie asked kindly, turning back.

“Thank you, sir,” the young woman shyly said. “And Merry Christmas.”

Ebbie reached out to lay a hand against the woman’s soft cheek. “Merry Christmas to you too, my dear. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She nodded. “My name is Jane.”

“Jane,” Ebbie said. “What a lovely name. I’ll see you tomorrow, Jane.”

With a final smile shared between the two, Ebbie returned to his car and drove away. He thought he had never felt happier than he did at that very moment. Who knew one simple act of kindness could be such a balm to the soul? Honestly. Who knew?

And that thought carried him to another.

Ebbie remembered the moments he and Willie had shared before the workday ended on Christmas Eve. It seemed so long ago! He felt Willie’s smooth flesh beneath his hands again, tasted Willie’s kiss. He pictured the eager light of passion on Willie’s handsome young face as they danced their little dance of sex in Ebbie’s desk chair.

“I want a lifetime of that,” Ebbie whispered to himself as he steered along the empty streets, Christmas music playing softly on the radio, the Caddy’s engine humming beneath him, carrying him to what he prayed would be a new beginning. He could make Willie happy. He knew he could.

But first things first.

He pulled up in front of Owens Department Store and was pleased to see Mr. Owens himself, standing by the entrance like a doorman. He seemed properly astounded at the sight of E. B. Scrudge hopping gaily from his Cadillac and rushing over to sweep Mr. Owens into his arms like they were old buddies.

(To tell the truth, everything about the moment astounded Mr. Owens. From Scrudge’s laughing face—a rarity of the first magnitude—to the red sweater and jaunty scarf decorating Scrudge’s torso, right down to the jovial back-slapping hug the man gave him as he practically scooped Owens into his arms like a long lost brother.) Owens peeled himself out of Ebbie’s embrace and gasped out a response.

“So, uh, what can I do for you, Scrudge?”

“Gifts, man,” Ebbie sang out. “Tons and tons of gifts.”

Owens blinked in surprise. (And a wee bit of anticipation, if the truth were known. No one liked to turn a profit more than Mr. Owens, and even he wasn’t averse to dragging his ass out of the house on Christmas morning to do it.)

“So what would you like?” he asked, ushering Ebbie inside.

“Everything!” Ebbie laughed. “But let’s start with the toys first.”

“Uh, yes, sir. Toys it is, then.” Owens led Ebbie to the elevator. “Toys are on 4.”

On the short elevator ride, Ebbie hummed “Jingle Bells” again. He couldn’t seem to get the tune out of his head.

Owens eyed Ebbie askance and finally spoke in a rush. “If you don’t mind my asking, Scrudge, umm, has something happened? You seem—changed.”

Ebbie spun on Owens and swooped him into another bone-crushing bear hug. “You noticed!” Ebbie bellowed to the heavens. And the moment he finished bellowing, the elevator beeped and jerked to a stop. The door slid open, exposing aisle upon aisle of the gayest toys imaginable.

Ebbie clapped his hands in glee and dragged Owens out of the elevator by his shirttails.

“Get a dolly, Owens. We’re going to need it.”

Still confused, Owens picked up a doll with long blonde hair and a brush and comb in her hands. “Will this dollie do?” he asked. Ebbie howled with laughter, bending over and slapping his knee. He laughed even harder when Owens shot him an appalled look and almost dropped the doll on its head.

“No, Owens! I mean a dolly cart! The kind we can fill up with gifts and roll them down to the car. And since you mentioned her, that blonde dollie will be a wonderful place to start. I’ll take her!”

Owens shook his head, but he was beginning to look pretty excited. Ebbie had no doubt that had something to do with the likelihood of substantial sales if it was going to take a dolly to hold all of Ebbie’s purchases. Owens toddled off to do Scrudge’s bidding, and while he was gone, Ebbie picked this and that from the shelves, piling his selections in the aisles until he thought he had enough. Trucks, kites, more dollies, a wonderful little make-believe oven, horses and clowns and a spaceship with real lights that blinked on and off, and a bicycle or two and a trike and a little red wagon, which he filled with candy from another display he ran across.

By the time Owens returned with the dolly, the real dolly, Ebbie had gathered a proper heap. The two men worked and sweated loading it all up, and then they worked and sweated trundling it down the freight elevator—it wouldn’t fit in the regular elevator—and carting it out to the Caddy at the curb. By the time they finished loading up the car, there were dolls and cowboys and bike wheels and this and that protruding from the windows and the trunk, and still Ebbie hadn’t finished shopping.

“Just a few more things,” Ebbie said with a grin. Owens was grinning too. Probably because this was turning out to be one of his biggest sales ever. Merry Christmas indeed! Merry Christmas all over the place!

This time Owens tugged Ebbie through the department store’s front door.

“Clothes,” Ebbie said as Owens stood with his finger poised over the elevator’s buttons. “Men’s first, then women’s. Then treats. Christmasy treats.”

“Clothes and treats it is,” a beaming Mr. Owens spouted, and up through the building Ebbie and Owens shot, both grinning from ear to ear (for different reasons, obviously, but both undeniably stuffed with Christmas spirit. One with the giving spirit, one with the taking. Yessiree.)

By the time Ebbie finished picking out armloads of clothing for gifts he intended to bestow, and Owens’s arms were filled with boxes of chocolates and nuts and caramels and chewy little wormy things the kids seem to like nowadays, the two men were laughing and sharing jokes like they had been best friends forever.

As E. B. Scrudge took off toward the freeway in his shiny black Caddy, which was stuffed to the gills with a large part of Owens’s Department Store’s inventory, Mr. Owens stood at the front door, flushed with happiness.

“Merry Christmas, Scrudge! Merry Christmas!” he called.

And much to his children’s delight, Mr. Owens would be smiling the rest of the day.





Chapter Eleven

 

 

WHILE THE local radio station blasted Christmas carols in his ears (and everyone else’s in a two-block radius since Ebbie had the car windows down and the radio was cranked up as loud as it would go), Ebbie fished around in his pocket and found the address for Mrs. Woozle and her five fatherless children.

He wound his way through one upscale part of town after another until the neighborhoods began to change. And not for the better. Soon he found himself in the poorest part of San Diego. All about him were faded houses, chain link fences, bars on windows and doors, and dead lawns. Every dog he saw looked like a surly pit bull, and every person he passed looked wearied by the constant battle to keep themselves afloat in a world that obviously didn’t care if they sank like a rock.

On these potholed streets, Ebbie’s black Cadillac town car stood out like a rose in a field of weeds. He couldn’t have been more conspicuous if he had cranked his radio up louder, laid on his horn, and thrown candy out the window like a Shriner on a parade float.

Periodically checking the slip of paper in his hand, he at long last found the building he was looking for. It was a rundown apartment house with not so much as a blade of grass in sight. It sat on a dusty street with an old service station that had been renovated to become a makeshift florist shop on one side, and a tin can recycling center on the other.

Ebbie double-parked since there wasn’t any traffic anyway, and gathering up as many toys as he could, tucking them under his arms and under his chin and hanging them down his back, he trundled his way to the front stoop, stepped inside through an unlocked front door, and hauled his load up three flights of stairs to the apartment with the number he had jotted down on his little slip of paper.

At the apartment door, he had a sudden sense of déjà vu. He had been here before, hadn’t he? Then he remembered. Both Harold and Mary had brought him here. Once in the present, once in the future. Before he tapped at the door, Ebbie wondered at the silence coming from inside the apartment. It was Christmas morning, after all, and there were supposedly five children living on the premises. One would think they would be a little rambunctious about now.

Unless something was wrong.

Ebbie cast a silent prayer skyward that this was not the case, and as soon as he gathered up enough courage, he rapped on the battered door with 3F screwed crookedly to the front of it in rusty black letters.

The door opened almost immediately.

A slight woman with pale cheeks and stringy brown hair answered the door. She looked properly astounded when she found Ebbie on her doorstep, as well she might. He was still, after all, packing about three hundred dollars’ worth of toys on his person, and he was also huffing and puffing like a steam engine after carting it all up three flights of stairs.

The woman immediately said, “I can’t buy anything,” and began to close the door in Ebbie’s face.

“Wait,” Ebbie said, beaming with amusement. “Mrs. Woozle?”

“Y-yes?”

“The mother of Wendy?” Scrudge asked, his eyes bright, his smile broad.

That obviously caught the woman’s attention good and proper. “Why are you asking about Wendy? And what are you doing with all those toys? You’re not Santa Claus, are you?” There might have been a glint of humor in her eyes when she said it, but she obviously didn’t have the energy to produce a smile to go along with it.

At her words, Ebbie shifted the load in his arms. “Mayhap I am,” he said with a grin. Only then did he notice two or three tiny faces peering at him from behind the woman’s housedress. Both children had runny noses, and one had a ball of chewing gum stuck in his hair where it dangled over his forehead.

“Mama?” one of the children asked quietly.

“Hush now,” Mrs. Woozle said, dropping her hand to the child’s head and ruffling his hair. By sheer chance, it was hair without gum in it.

“My name is E. B. Scrudge,” Ebbie began, and that was pretty much as far as he got.

The moment his name was out of his mouth, the humor that had flared up in the woman’s eyes not more than three seconds earlier suddenly morphed into anger without so much as a segue to ease it through the transition.

“You!” she hissed, her back stiffening, her eyes shooting fire.

Ebbie jumped, hoping she didn’t have a pit bull in there she was going to sic on him. “Please, ma’am. Hear me out. I’m here to make amends. You have a letter coming in the mail to cancel your insurance—”

Now it was the good woman’s turn to jump. “What! But I pay my premiums on time every single month!” Ebbie hastily shushed her silent. “I know, I know. Just ignore the letter when it gets here. It’s a mistake.” He took a deep breath to gather his thoughts while the woman continued to stare at him as if he was something disgusting she had found stuck to the bottom of her shoe. “I’ve come to help you.”

Mrs. Woozle narrowed her eyes and looked suspicious. “Help me how?”

Ebbie was about to fall over with the load he was carrying. “Look. I’ve brought these gifts for your children. May I bring them in and put them under your tree?”

“We don’t have a tree. My insurance payment ate up all the money I might have had for a tree.”

“Oh.”

“But come in and set that stuff down before you fall over.”

“Thank you.”

As Ebbie entered the apartment, he saw from every nook and corner, it seemed, a childish face peering out at him. Every one of those young faces had eyes as big as Ping-Pong balls, eyeing the toys in their strange visitor’s arms. Once he was in the middle of the living room, Ebbie heaved a sigh of relief and dropped everything with a crash. Only then did the children—there were four Ebbie now saw—lose a little of their shyness and step forward. There were two boys and two girls. One was missing.

He turned to the mother. “Where’s Wendy?”

Mrs. Woozle looked a bit shell-shocked. She pointed to a bedroom door, and Ebbie remembered it was the door the two spirits had walked him through the night before.

“May I see her?” he asked quietly.

The woman considered that question for a long moment before she finally came to a decision. The decision didn’t seem to be much to her liking, but she made it anyway. She crooked her finger in his direction.

While the children approached the pile of toys on the living room floor, obviously fascinated but still too shy to touch anything, Ebbie followed Mrs. Woozle from the room.

The child’s bedroom was exactly as Scrudge remembered from the visions of the night before. In a room with one bed, one kitchen chair in the corner, and one beat-up old dresser that had seen better days, Ebbie’s eyes immediately focused on two bright eyes peering at him from beneath the blankets on the bed. Above the eyes was a sea of blonde ringlets, damp with perspiration.

Forgetting the mother entirely, Ebbie stepped to the side of the bed and knelt down. He took Wendy’s hand in his and felt its fevered warmth. From his back he pulled out the blonde dollie with the brush and mirror in her hands and offered it to the child.

“Merry Christmas, Wendy,” Ebbie said softly.

“Merry Christmas,” the child said. Her eyes had not once left the doll’s face. “Is she for me?”

“She is indeed,” Scrudge said.

With a smile, the child slipped her tiny hands around the doll’s waist and tucked her under the blankets beside her until only their two heads showed over the top.

Wendy kissed the doll’s forehead, then turned her eyes to Scrudge. “She’s beautiful. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Ebbie said.

Mrs. Woozle approached on the other side of the child’s bed and laid her hand to Wendy’s forehead. “Your fever’s gone down, I think. Are you feeling better, love?”

Wendy smiled up at her. “I think so, Mama.”

“Good.” Mrs. Woozle smiled back. “You and your dollie go back to sleep for a while, and pretty soon I’ll bring you breakfast. All right?”

The girl merely nodded, her attention already centered on the gift she still held close to her side.

Catching Ebbie’s eye, Mrs. Woozle again motioned for him to follow.

A moment later he found himself in the Woozle kitchen. There were homemade donuts cooling on the countertop, and the kitchen smelled heavenly.

Mrs. Woozle pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

So Ebbie did. Once he was situated, she joined him. “Now, sir, what is this all about? Why have you brought all these toys, and what interest do you have in my daughter?”

“I want to help,” he said. “My company has not treated you well, I’m afraid. I wish to make amends.”

“How?” she asked. “And why should I believe you? You’ve fought me every step of the way with my daughter’s doctor visits. I’m almost at the end of my rope.”

Ebbie had to swallow a lump the size of a hen’s egg before he could answer. “I know. I’m so ashamed of the way we’ve treated you.”

It was obvious Mrs. Woozle wanted to believe him, but there was too much bad history between them for her to accept his assurances out of hand. “Why are you suddenly ashamed? What has happened to make you ashamed?”

Ebbie found a smile buried deep in the emotions he was feeling at that moment. He found it and he dragged it out for display. (And a wondrous smile it was too.)

“Last night I saw my life as it really was, and I didn’t like what I saw. Today I intend to correct it all and set myself on the proper path. I’m beginning with you and that child in there. I truly do want to make things right. Please let me do that.”

Mrs. Woozle appeared less suspicious than she had earlier, but she still needed convincing. “What is it you think you can do?”

“I can upgrade your insurance, for one thing. For another—”

Mrs. Woozle jumped in her chair. “I knew it! You’re trying to sell me more insurance! I can’t believe you would come here on Christmas morning and—”

Ebbie waved his hands in the air like a traffic cop. “No, no, no! I’m not trying to sell you anything! I want to upgrade your insurance to the very best policy we offer, and from now on I will pay the premium myself. Every penny of it.”

“Good lord,” Mrs. Woozle breathed. “You’re having a nervous breakdown, aren’t you? You’ve gone round the bend. All your meanness has knocked the sense right out of you.”

At that, Ebbie had to laugh. “Yes, but I think you twisted that last sentence around the wrong way. The truth is my sense has finally knocked the meanness out of me.”

Throwing caution to the wind, Ebbie reached across the table and gathered Mrs. Woozle’s hands into his. “I want to do everything in my power to get your daughter well. The best doctors. Everything. It’s my gift. It’s my… atonement. Please let me do this.” He gazed around the shabby kitchen at the pockmarked linoleum on the floor. The rust-stained sink. The neat, clean curtains in the window. “Maybe we can even find you a better place to live if you’d like. Or we can fix this place up. Whichever you’d rather do. But the important thing is Wendy. Let me set the wheels in motion. If there’s a way to make her well, between my resources and your love, I think we can make it happen for her.”

Mrs. Woozle stared at him through eyes glittering with tears. “You’re serious,” she said.

Ebbie nodded. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

She plucked a paper napkin from the napkin holder on the table and dabbed at her eyes. Her chin dimpled as she fought back a sob. “I prayed at church last night for God to help my Wendy. I hadn’t been to church in months, but last night I went.”

Ebbie couldn’t be macho manly another minute. He snagged a napkin as well and blew his nose in it with a great honk. “Maybe both our prayers were answered, then,” he said quietly.

Slowly, the sound of happy children intruded on their communion. They turned to the kitchen door and peered into the living room, where the other four Woozle children were playing quietly with their new toys. Ebbie’s heart swelled up to the size of a pumpkin, and he chuckled even as the tears continued to dribble down his face. “Look how much fun they’re having.” He jerked in his seat. “That reminds me. There are more toys and some candy down in the car.”

Mrs. Woozle sat speechless, staring at him.

 

 

EBBIE HAD fewer gifts for the people at his next stop. In fact, he could carry them all under one arm since they were mostly clothes and two very large boxes of chocolates. Still, when he reached the second apartment door, he was fairly astounded by the rapid pounding of his heart.

“I’m as nervous as a cat at a dog show,” he said to himself. Standing on the doorstep, he tried to gather up enough courage to knock on the door, but it was an uphill slog. He had never been so frightened in his life. And he was frightened because he knew his whole long life ahead of him hinged on what happened in the next few minutes. At least the happiness of it did.

He looked down at himself and straightened his sweater. He wiped the toes of his shoes on the back of his pant legs to remove an imaginary film of dust, and he rearranged the scarf about his neck to make it look properly chic and nonchalant. Finally, he wiped his palms on his pant legs to erase the nervous sweat, and with a great gulp of air to give himself courage, he knocked at the door.

He closed his eyes, waiting, and when he heard footsteps approach and the door swing open before him, he opened his eyes to find Willie there, staring back at him.

Willie paled. “Ebbie! I mean, Mr. Scrudge! What’s wrong? Was I supposed to be at work?” Ebbie found the wherewithal to laugh at that, and he thought it actually sounded pretty sincere too. Maybe Willie wouldn’t realize how scared he was after all. But even if he did, maybe Ebbie didn’t really care. And at the truth in that thought, Ebbie managed a true and honest smile.

“Merry Christmas, Willie.”

Willie couldn’t have been more dumbfounded if his mother had suddenly flapped her arms and taken flight to land on the light pole down the street. “Uh, Merry Christmas to you too, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir,’ Willie.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. Merry Christmas to you too, Mr. Scrudge.”

Ebbie grinned. “Don’t call me Mr. Scrudge either.”

At that, Willie evidently found his first trace of gonads and stuck his hand on his hip in frustration. “Well, then, what the hell am I supposed to call you?”

“Call me Ebbie, Willie.” Ebbie lowered his voice. “Like you do when we’re making love.”

“Ebbie,” Willie voiced on a sigh. “My favorite way to address you.”

Ebbie blushed at that, which took him aback. He couldn’t remember the last time he had blushed. “It’s my favorite way too.”

Willie gaped in amazement. “It is?”

Suddenly Ebbie knew what he had to do. It did not frighten him any longer. It did not embarrass him either, even when he dropped to one knee on Willie’s doormat and gazed up as Willie looked down at him in shock.

“Forgive me, Willie. I’ve been a fool.”

It was Willie’s turn to blush. He glanced around to see if any neighbors were watching. “Get up! What’s gotten into you? Are you all right, Mr. Scrudge? Have you checked your blood pressure lately? You’re not having a mental episode or anything, are you?”

At that, Ebbie actually laughed. “Everyone seems to think I’m having a nervous breakdown today. Just because a man sees the error of his ways and finally admits to himself that he’s in love with somebody doesn’t mean he’s cracking up, for heaven’s sake!”

“Say that again,” Willie said.

“Which part?”

“The part about admitting to himself he’s in love with somebody.”

“Oh, that part.”

“Uh-huh.”

Still on one knee, Ebbie dropped his packages on the mat beside him and reached up to snag Willie’s hand. He brought it to his lips and held it there against him as he spoke.

“It’s you, Willie. I admit it. I’m in love with you. You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. I want to love you forever. I mean, you know, if you’ll have me.”

“Have you?”

Ebbie smiled against Willie’s fingers. “Try to catch up, son. I’m here on my knees telling you I love you and I want to make an honest man of you and I want to take care of you and your mom because that’s what people in love do. I want to be one of those people, Willie. One of those happy people who know where their heart belongs. I want you to be one of those people too. With me.”

Willie stammered like a man struggling to find his voice. He finally located it, but it didn’t sound much like his. It sounded like someone else’s. But at the moment, Ebbie didn’t much care what it sounded like. If it was audible, then it was good enough for him.

“How did you know I loved you, Ebbie?” Willie asked. “I thought I was keeping it secret.”

“So you do love me, then,” Ebbie sighed, gazing up into Willie’s blue, blue eyes, his own eyes damp with a rise of tears.

“Yes, sir. I always have.”

Ebbie’s voice was barely loud enough to hear. “Don’t call me ‘sir.’”

Willie gave a zombielike nod. “Sorry.” And after a few moments of stunned silence, Willie asked, “Are you saying you might actually love me back?”

Ebbie almost wilted with relief. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“I think—” Willie began, but then he swayed on his feet, and Ebbie pulled him down to kneel before him on the welcome mat. Face-to-face, both on their knees, Ebbie studied Willie’s face as Willie gaped back at him, his mouth open in shock.

Ebbie fished the key chain engraved with his initials out of his pocket. “I love my gift, Willie. Thank you. I’ll keep it with me always.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“And you say you love me?”

“Yes, Willie, I love you. I want you to live with me. I want us to acquire joint life insurance. You can type up the policy yourself. Or not. If you don’t want to work for me, you don’t have to. But I want you to be a part of my life either way. I want you to always know I’m there for you, as I’ve always known you were there for me, even though I sometimes couldn’t admit it to myself, and even though I was too much of a twit to treat you with any sort of compassion and I still don’t understand how you can love me after everything I did to you.” Ebbie blinked. “I wanted to sound romantic but I think I’m rambling.”

“You’re doing both,” Willie said. “Don’t stop. But what about my mother? I have to take care of my mother.”

Ebbie laid a hand on the side of Willie’s neck. A tingle of excitement shot through him to feel Willie’s heat on his fingertips. “I know you do. But you can use some help, I think. We’ll manage it together. When she needs more help, we’ll arrange that too. I want to be with you, Willie. I want you to want to be with me. And your mother won’t suffer a single slight when we do. I’ll see to it. I swear.”

They knelt on the doormat for a scattering of heartbeats. They knelt there until E. B. Scrudge finally voiced the words that were foremost in his mind. The words that would always be foremost in his mind.

“Tell me again, Willie. Tell me again that you really do love me back. Please don’t make me wait another minute to hear you say the words.”

“I—I love you back.”

Ebbie beamed a thousand-watt smile. “Good enough. I hope your mother won’t mind me throwing myself into your life.”

Willie laughed as though he was finally getting a handle on everything that was happening—and was maybe beginning to believe it. “Trust me. She won’t mind.”

With his eyes wide open, Ebbie snaked his arms around Willie’s back and pulled him gently near. Their lips came together in a kiss, and only then did both men let their eyes drift shut.

They broke the kiss reluctantly and looked up at the sound of a shuffling footstep behind then. It was Willie’s mother. She was wearing the new nightgown and robe Willie had given her for Christmas. The tags were still on the sleeves.

She gazed down at the two men kneeling in the front doorway and gave a soft laugh.

“Caught you,” she said. And pointing to a box by Ebbie’s foot, she asked, “Ooh. Are those chocolates for me?”

“Who else would they be for?” Ebbie beamed. “Merry Christmas, my dear.”

Both men laughed when the old woman blushed and spouted playfully, “Oh, you!”

Willie caught Ebbie’s eye with a smile that flashed a mouthful of snowy white teeth as his mother bustled off, victorious, box of chocolates in hand, tearing at the cellophane.

“See?” Willie beamed, “I told you she wouldn’t mind.”

Not for a moment during this interchange did Ebbie release Willie from his arms.

And not for a moment did Willie not notice that fact.





Epilogue

 

 

IT HAD been, dear reader, both Willie’s and Ebbie’s best Christmas Day ever, and it wasn’t over yet….

After a wonderful meal at Ebbie’s favorite restaurant, during which Willie’s mother flirted continually with the waiters even while consuming enough food to feed a regiment of Marines, Ebbie had driven them back to Willie’s apartment. During the drive home, the old woman told Ebbie how handsome he was six times and asked him who he was five.

“He’s mine, Mama,” Willie finally told her. “He’s the one I told you about.”

His mother, sitting in the front passenger seat, reached over then and patted Ebbie’s thigh. “Be good to my boy,” she said. “He’s loved you for so long.”

“Shush, Mama,” Willie said, blushing in the backseat when Ebbie’s eyes found his in the rearview mirror.

But Ebbie lifted the old woman’s hand to his lips and gave it a kiss. “I’ll treat him like gold,” he said softly. “I promise I will.”

To which Willie’s mother replied around a yawn, “Then I guess we’ll get along.”

Since she was so well fed she could barely keep her eyes open, Willie tucked her into bed before the sun had set on this most miraculous day, and when Ebbie and Willie had assured themselves the good woman was truly out like a light, adrift somewhere in the twilight world of confused thoughts and pleasant imaginings, Willie had tugged Ebbie into his bedroom and locked the door behind them.

And that is where we find them now, lying atop Willie’s quilt, naked and content but for a rising passion that would soon need slaking. Yet there were words to say before that could happen, and both men knew it.

Willie lay with his face pressed to Ebbie’s chest. The hair there tickled Willie’s nose but he didn’t care. The heat and scent of the man made a little tickling positively inconsequential. Ebbie’s fingers were idly stroking the back of Willie’s neck, his other hand resting lightly at Willie’s bare hip. There were two heavy shafts of flesh pushing at their stomachs as they lay in each other’s arms, but they both chose to ignore the urges from below for the time being. For now it was simple closeness they required, and there were gentle smiles on both men’s faces as those requirements were gradually met.

“This is the first time we’ve ever really cuddled,” Willie said on a sigh. “I like it.”

Ebbie kissed the top of his head. “Me too.”

“Tell me again,” Willie softly said, his lips moving lazily over Ebbie’s skin, causing Ebbie to give a tiny shudder.

“Tell you what?” Ebbie teased.

Willie felt a blush rising to his cheeks but he didn’t care. “Tell me what you told me earlier.”

“About how turkey stuffing should be prepared with walnuts instead of onions? Or how cranberry sauce should only be eaten from a can if one is born in a trailer in Appalachia? Or how—”

Willie took Ebbie’s nipple between his snowy white teeth and applied just enough pressure to make Ebbie howl in what was either pleasure or pain or both. Neither of them could quite be sure.

“You know what I mean.” Willie grinned. “Stop being a dick.”

As if calling the man a dick had been enough to bring other things to mind, Willie circled Ebbie’s stiff cock with cool fingers while he waited for his answer, which wasn’t long in coming at all.

“Oh, you mean the part about how I love you,” Ebbie said, his lips brushing Willie’s ear, and a new shudder of excitement surging through his body at the feel of Willie’s fingers dancing on his cock. “You mean the part about how I decided I couldn’t live another day without you as my lover. Is that what you’re referring to?”

Willie rose up onto his elbow and studied Ebbie’s face. “The love part I’d heard before, but this is the first time you mentioned being lovers. Do you mean it?”

Ebbie gazed into Willie’s wondrous blue eyes, and because he simply couldn’t bear not to, he lifted his head from the pillow enough to lay his mouth over Willie’s lips. “Yes,” he murmured into the kiss. “I mean it more than anything, Willie.”

A sudden memory tore at Ebbie’s thoughts. Willie, sitting at his kitchen table weeping. Alone and heartsick. Because of him. All because of him.

Ebbie broke the kiss and wrapped Willie even more tightly in his arms, cradling him, drawing as much comfort from Willie as he hoped Willie might be drawing from him.

“I’ll never be cold to you again, Willie. I’ll never push you away. I’m not sure why you want to love an asshole like me, but I’m smart enough to know how lucky I am because of it. I don’t deserve you, Willie. Maybe someday I will have earned you. But I have a lot of making up to do before that day can come.”

“No,” Willie said. “You don’t.”

“Shut up, Willie.”

“Yes, sir.” And both men smiled.

Ebbie breathed in the scent of Willie’s blond hair. It was so soft and fragrant against his face he thought he could live in the feel of it forever. “There’s something I don’t understand, Willie. I don’t understand how, how you can feel anything for me. Not after all I’ve done to you. How can you love me, Willie? I need to know.”

Willie gave a tiny shrug in Ebbie’s arms. He burrowed his face harder against Ebbie’s chest and trembled at the erotic sensation of Ebbie’s fuzzy legs entwined with his own. Their erect cocks were still an unspoken promise between them.

“I’ve asked myself that a million times, Ebbie. I hate to admit it, but I have.”

“I don’t deserve you,” Ebbie said again, and there was no humor in his voice when he said it, for he knew the truth of the words even if Willie didn’t.

But still Willie smiled to hear them spoken. “No. Maybe you don’t. But I never did know what was good for me.”

“Good thing, too,” Ebbie said, “or I still wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“I was the one who didn’t stand a chance,” Willie sighed. There was no humor in his voice now either. The time for jokes had passed. “I’ve loved you since the first time we made love. The way you felt. The way you tasted. The strength and tenderness of your hands on my skin. The change that comes over you when you pull yourself away from being a hardass businessman and let your urges take over. Every time we make love, I fall for you all over again. It’s been like that since the first time. The very first time.”

Ebbie gave a cluck of disbelief, not at Willie’s words, but at his recognition of the truth in them. “That was more than two years ago. That’s two years I wasted not admitting to myself how nuts I was about you. Two years I left you hurting. Two years I pushed you away.”

He scooped Willie more tightly into his arms and buried his face in the crook of Willie’s neck. “Forgive me for hurting you, Willie. And thank you for not giving up on me.”

Willie had never felt so content in all his life. It dawned on him suddenly that this was a first for him as well as it was for Ebbie. Neither man had spoken honest words of love before. Not to each other; not to anybody.

“What happened?” Willie asked, reaching up to bury his fingers in Ebbie’s thick mane of hair. “Why did you change your mind? How did it come to pass that you finally decided you had feelings for me? I don’t really understand that part. Tell me, Ebbie. Tell me what it was that made you finally say the words?”

Ebbie thought about it for a minute, wondering how much Willie would believe. Then he heard the words pouring out of him like water shooting from a geyser. He couldn’t have held them back if he’d tried.

“Some friends held a mirror up to my face, Willie. They showed me a person I didn’t want to be. They took me back in my past and showed me why I am the man I am. Then they carried me forward to the future I was building for myself, and it wasn’t good, Willie. None of it was good. Only now. This minute, and every minute going forward with you at my side. That’s what’s good. My friends made me change. I owe it all to them.”

“What friends? Who are they?”

And at that, Ebbie had to smile. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me,” Willie urged. “Please, Ebbie.”

Ebbie gave his head a tiny shake. “I can’t, Willie. Not yet. Someday I will. I promise.”

Willie gave in. For now. “All right,” he said. “Someday.”

A silent contentment settled over them, jarred only by a rising need to bring more basic urges to play. But still they ignored those urges. The wonder of all that had happened during the last twenty-four hours of their lives, to both Ebbie and Willie, was enough to keep them clutching each other for a little while longer. Or forever. They weren’t sure which.

“What now?” Willie asked. “Where do we go from here?” Those were the questions Ebbie wanted to hear. For the answers had been floating through his head all through the course of this long, wonderful day.

Willie was once again propped up on one elbow staring down at Ebbie’s face. He was enjoying the view and longing for the man to be closer even while they lay there in each other’s arms. He suspected it would never be close enough. Ever. Willie blinked in surprise when Ebbie’s eyes softened. He stared at Willie with such compassion, such need, it almost took Willie’s breath away.

“What is it?” Willie whispered, pressing his lips to Ebbie’s chin. “What are you thinking inside that handsome head of yours?”

Ebbie closed his eyes to better enjoy the kiss, the tender words. “I’m thinking about what you asked. I’m thinking about where we go from here.”

Willie pulled back enough to study Ebbie’s eyes again. “And where will that be, Ebbie? It’s up to you to steer the course. Wherever you want to take me, I’ll follow. You know that, right?”

Ebbie laid a hand on Willie’s cheek, holding the younger man in place while he centered every ounce of his attention on Willie’s face. The clean handsome lines of it. The faultless clarity in those incredible blue eyes. The kindness there for all to see. The sweetness. “I want to take care of you, Willie. I want us to build a life together, if you really want me.”

“You know I do,” Willie said quietly, his pulse thudding behind his eyes, his heart leaping inside his chest. “I’ll always want you.”

Ebbie cast a wry expression Willie’s way. There was uncertainty in his look, but there was hope in it too. “Are you sure? No one else does, you know. You would be the only one.”

Willie shot a kidding glance back. “I’d better be. Besides, no one else knows you the way I do. That’s why no one wants you.”

Ebbie had to admit that was true. In all the world, no one knew E. B. Scrudge as well as this man lying in his arms. There probably never would be. And that was just fine with him.

“I can be cruel,” Ebbie said on a sigh.

“We’ll change that.”

“I can be selfish.”

“Nobody’s perfect.”

“I’ll probably want sex every twenty minutes.”

Willie’s eyes lit up. “Well, good. Every twenty minutes for the next thirty or forty years sounds about right after all the waiting I’ve had to endure during the last two.”

Ebbie rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t kidding.”

“Neither was I.” And both men laughed.

Willie gave the erect cock still cradled in his hand a slow, excruciating stroke, just to get Ebbie’s attention. By the fire the movement stoked in Ebbie’s eyes, Willie was pretty sure he had succeeded remarkably well.

But still Ebbie wasn’t finished voicing his thoughts. “I want to take care of your mother, Willie. I’ll do it any way you choose. We’ll keep your apartment and hire a live-in nurse to care for her there or we’ll bring her to live with us downtown.”

“You want me to live with you?” Willie asked, his eyes as wide as Ebbie could ever remember seeing them. “In the penthouse?”

“I never want you out of my sight,” Ebbie answered.

Willie looked unsure. But not about that. “I know what my mother would want. She would want to stay where she is. This apartment is her home. We’ve been here for years. But it will cost a fortune to pay for nurses and keep the apartment too.”

Ebbie smirked. “Money’s no object. I’m rich.”

“Good to know,” Willie teased.

“I thought it would be.”

Willie blinked himself back to serious reality. “Can I see her every day?”

Ebbie appeared shocked Willie would even ask such a question. “Of course! We’ll handle it any way you wish, Willie. I just want you to be happy. I want you both to be happy.”

Willie felt himself melt into the man beside him. He pressed his face to Ebbie’s chest, breathing in the heavenly scent of him. He relished the strong, muscled arms wrapped snugly around him. Ebbie’s fingers were in his hair as his were still buried deep in Ebbie’s. The sound of the heartbeat beneath him and the sound of his own heartbeat blended together, as they would blend from this day forward.

“I’ll always be happy with you.” Willie’s voice caught on the words. Then another thought crossed his mind. “Can I still work at the office? Can I still be your secretary?”

Ebbie smiled. “If you wish.”

“Can I have a raise?”

Ebbie growled, but Willie was almost positive it was fake.

“If you get a raise, then I want sex every fifteen minutes.”

Willie giggled. “Deal.”

“Starting now?”

“Starting now.”

Ebbie turned to the window to stare at the stars twinkling in the heavens. The moon was slowly rising over the city, the day drawing to a close. And not just any day, but the best Christmas Day ever. He let the susurrus of their breathing mute the sound of a soft snore coming from Willie’s mother’s bedroom. It was almost as if he had a family again. It had been so long since he’d felt that way.

“Merry Christmas, Barley,” Ebbie muttered at the sparkling Christmas sky outside. “Thank you for this. Thank you for all of it.”

“Who are you talking to?” Willie asked, an odd glimmer lighting his eye.

Ebbie turned his full attention back to the man in his arms. He cupped Willie’s face in his hands and lifted it so he could peer into those clear azure eyes he loved so much.

“No one,” Ebbie said. “I was just talking to myself.”

Having lied the last lie he knew he would ever tell Willie, Ebbie slid his hand down between their two heated bodies and circled Willie’s hard cock with his fingertips as Willie’s fingertips were still circling his. Both men shuddered.

“Taste me,” Willie gasped, arching his back.

And smiling, Ebbie scooted down in the bed to do even better than that.
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Sometimes an entire lifetime can be spent in the arms and heart of one person. It is not so with imaginations, for they go anywhere they wish.

David Ayres and Arthur Smith are about to find that out. When they meet as young men within the garden walls of the Mission of San Juan Capistrano, one man from one continent, one from another, an uncontrollable attraction brings them together. But it is something stronger than attraction that holds them there. It is love. Pure and simple.

After forty years, when the fabric of their existence together finally begins to fray because of David’s imaginary infidelities, it is with humor and commitment that they strive to remain in each other’s heart.

And turning fantasy into reality, they find, is the best way to do it.
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When Tyler Powell’s life is torn apart by an unspeakable crime, the need for vengeance takes over. Every moment of every day, as he tries to pull his shattered existence together again, it’s all he can think about—revenge.

Will he give in to his rage and become the very thing he hates most? A killer?

Only with the help of Homicide Detective Christian Martin, the cop in charge of his case, does Tyler see the possibility of another life beginning—the astounding revelation of another love reaching out to him. A love he thought he would never know again.

Will he let that love into his life, or is he lost already? Is payback more important to Tyler than his own happiness? And the happiness of the man who loves him? Tyler is determined to find a way to exact his revenge without sacrificing all hope for a future with Christian, but it will be difficult—if not impossible—and in the end he might be forced to make an unbearable choice.
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Reverend Brian Lucas has a secret his congregation in the Nine Mile Methodist Church knows nothing about, and he’d really like to keep it that way. But even his earth-shattering secret takes a backseat to what else is happening in his tiny hometown.

Murders usually do that.

Brian’s “close friend,” Sam, is urging a resolution to their little problem, but Brian’s brother, Boyd, the County Sheriff, is more caught up in chasing down a homicidal maniac who is slaughtering little old ladies.

When Brian’s secret and Boyd’s mystery run into each other head on, and Boyd’s fifteen-year-old son, Jesse, gets involved, all hell breaks loose. Then a fourth death comes to terrify the town, and it is Brian who begins to see what is taking place in their little corner of the Corn Belt. But even for a Methodist minister, it will take more than prayer to set it right.
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A Belladonna Arms Novel

 

Dumped by his lover, Harlie Rose ducks for cover in the Belladonna Arms, a seedy apartment building perched high on a hill in downtown San Diego. What he doesn’t know is that the Belladonna Arms has a reputation for romance—and Harlie is about to become its next victim.

Finding a job at a deli up the street, Harlie meets Milan, a gorgeous but cranky baker. Unaware that Milan is suffering the effects of a broken heart just as Harlie is, the two men circle around each other, manning the barricades, both unwilling to open themselves up to love yet again.

But even the most stubborn heart can be conquered.

With his new friends to back him up—Sylvia, on the verge of her final surgery to become a woman, Arthur, the aging drag queen who is about to discover a romance of his own, and Stanley and Roger, the handsome young couple in 5C who lead by example, Harlie soon learns that at the Belladonna Arms, love is always just around the corner waiting to pounce. Whether you want it to or not.

But tragedy also drops in now and then.
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A Belladonna Arms Novel

 

Barney Teegarden knows what it’s like to be alone. He knows what it’s like to have a romantic heart, yet no love in his life to unleash the romance on. With the help of a friend, he acquires a lease in a seedy apartment building perched high on a hill in downtown San Diego. The Belladonna Arms is not only filled with the quirkiest cast of characters imaginable, it is also famous for sprinkling love dust on even the loneliest of the lovelorn.

At the Arms, Barney finds friendship, acceptance, and an adopted family that lightens his lonely life. Hell, he even finds a cat. But still true love eludes him.

When his drag queen landlord, Arthur, takes it into his head to rescue a homeless former tenant, he enlists Barney’s help. It is Barney who shows this lost soul how to trust again—and in return Barney discovers love for the first time in his life.

It’s funny how even the hardest battles can be fought and won with laughter, hugs, friends, plus a little faith in the goodness of others. All it takes to begin the healing is the simple act of coming back.
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Readers love John Inman

 

 

Sunset Lake

 

“I loved this book and didn’t want it to end. It had everything: humor, mystery/suspense, and romance all rolled into one!”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“Well, it has finally happened. I have been rendered speechless by what I must say is one of the most exciting and exceptional murder mysteries on the market today. ”

—The Novel Approach

 

Chasing the Swallows

 

“It’s so well written, its descriptions so starkly believable and filled with hurt feelings that I never once doubted the raw, immediate lives John Inman was laying out before us.”

—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue Words

 

Payback

 

“You’ll cry a lot. You’ll smile a few times. You might even chuckle a bit. In the end, you’ll be glad you read it.”

—On Top Down Under Reviews

 

“I do love my humorous, quirky John Inman books but this serious side of him grips me just as much. In fact this one has just shot way high into my favourite John reads.”

—Sinfully… Addicted to All Male Romance





JOHN INMAN has been writing fiction since he was old enough to hold a pencil. He and his partner live in beautiful San Diego, California. Together, they share a passion for theater, books, hiking and biking along the trails and canyons of San Diego or, if the mood strikes, simply kicking back with a beer and a movie. John’s advice for anyone who wishes to be a writer? “Set time aside to write every day and do it. Don’t be afraid to share what you’ve written. Feedback is important. When a rejection slip comes in, just tear it up and try again. Keep mailing stuff out. Keep writing and rewriting and then rewrite one more time. Every minute of the struggle is worth it in the end, so don’t give up. Ever. Remember that publishers are a lot like lovers. Sometimes you have to look a long time to find the one that’s right for you.”

E-mail: john492@att.net

Facebook: www.facebook.com/john.inman.79

Website: www.johninmanauthor.com
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