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GRAND GHOULISH

By Rikki Wildfire











For the Troublemakers.







There is a time and place for which there is a time and place.

This is not the time,

nor is it the place, I’m sorry to say.

It is some other time that is not quite a good use of it,

some place that is not quite the point,

and either really could be defined in rather simple and direct terms

if one gave a shit about brevity.

This is not that, though.

It is, however, what one might call

A Complete Waste of Time.







CHAPTER ONE
TWO TYPES OF PEOPLE







I-I



There are precisely two types of people in this world. The first are those daring few showcasing tasteful erotic photography on the walls of a small art gallery located in the sort of affluent coastal California "community" where everyone drives the latest model luxury vehicle, grows their own pot, and insists on charging their rocks by moonlight. (For the sake of legalities, the name of this particular town escapes me at the moment). Meanwhile, the other sort aren't complete idiots. And as a man we'll call Harold stood there in a mostly empty art gallery, staring up at a clock hung between a pair of before-and-after photos of a sticky motel room, he took solace in the fact that while his idiocy was on full display, at least nobody was around to witness it.

"Hey," a voice said, shattering the silence and dragging Harold kicking and screaming back into the harsh, unflattering light of his own failure with a thundering lilt.

Harold turned to a pink faux hawk in horned-rimmed glasses and a pantsuit, started to scream something about phony capitalist elites sucking on the teat of artistic integrity, then thought better of it. “Hey, Brennifer”

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” he lied. “I think so.”

Brennifer looked to the empty gallery, then back to Harold. “Wow. Really?”

Harold looked at Brennifer for a moment, wondering if the dead-eyed woman across from him sold either scented oils or pills when she wasn’t failing to sell other people’s artwork for money. Pills, he thought. Definitely pills. “Have we sold anything yet?”

She shook her head, Nuh-uh. “But if it helps any, I’ve curated worse showings than this.”

“Really?”

“No. This is probably the worst.”

Harold considered this, then briefly imagined himself running through the gallery’s glass storefront and cackling his way down Main Street until finally succumbing to blood loss. “Thanks, Brennifer...”

“You’re welcome.”

“I didn’t finish.”

“Oh?”

Harold shook his head, Nuh-uh. “I was going to say, ‘Thanks, Brennifer, for stomping on the shattered remains of my hopes and dreams.’”

Brennifer hung her head. “Oh.”

“Yup.”

“Sorry.”

Harold turned back to the clock. “It’s fine. I didn’t want to have to carry home what little self-respect I had left.”
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The hours didn't slip away so much as they shuffled by, fell over, cried that they'd fallen and can't get back up, waited a moment, and then slowly got back to their feet before finally getting on with it. During this time, Harold decided his feet hurt and got a chair. And from atop an uneven, wholly uncomfortable chair that creaked and clattered every single time he shuffled his weight, Harold’s attention alternated between the clock on the wall and the scattered handful of disinterested locals and disinterested, broke tourists drifting in and out of the gallery. At one point, a pleasant man with thinning hair and a thick Romanian accent briefly considered purchasing that pair of seedy motel photos on either side of the clock. But as the pleasant man later told his equally pleasant, squattish wife, “I would love to buy it, but that angry little man looked like he needed it more.”

This continued for much of the afternoon until a wrinkly potato of a woman with a green visor and bad highlights in her hair asked Brennifer why the lady hadn’t put her phone away and asked the shaggy homeless man in the back to leave.

Several moments later, Brennifer put her phone away and walked over to Harold. “You need to leave."

“What, leave?” Harold asked, looking up from his chair, accompanied by yet another slow, echoing creak that hung between them. “Why? This is my show.”

“You’re scaring everyone away.”

He cocked an eyebrow, scoffing, “‘Scaring everyone away?’ There’s nobody here, Brennifer!” He gestured to the still mostly empty gallery, locked eyes with a concerned couple in matching shirts, watched as they slipped out the door without any sudden movements, and then turned back to Brennifer. “Okay. Maybe you have a point.”

“Excuse me,” a voice tittered.

Harold and Brennifer turned ever so slightly to their right to find a petite woman smiling a confused smile. She was a cool forty poured into a silk sundress, dark curls kissing the bare, tanned skin of her shoulders. Only the faint hint of laugh lines appearing about a pair of bedroom eyes as a devilish smile--

“Can I help you, Ma’am?” Brennifer squawked.

Harold shooed Brennifer away with a wave of his hand, but without so much as a look her way. “Go vlog in the street, or something, will ya?”

Brennifer considered this, pretended to care, thought better of it, then floated away to do exactly as Harold suggested.

“Is she going to be okay?” the woman asked.

Harold shrugged, Who knows? “How can I help you, Miss…”

Harold’s voice trailed off, and his words hung there a moment before the woman realized the man in front of her wasn’t simply at a loss for words. “Sophia,” she said, extending her hand.

Harold smiled, extending his hand as well, yet making no notable effort to meet hers. “How can I help you, Ms. Sophia?”

Sophia looked at her hand, back to Harold, then withdrew her hand without another word. “Aren’t you the janitor?”

“What? No.” Harold replied. “I’m the photographer.”

“Wait. Really?”

“Yeah,” he said, gesturing to the many photographs hanging on the wall, but specifically to the reasonably sized sign by the door with both Harold’s name and face printed on it. “These are all my--”

“I’m so sorry,” she apologized, sneaking another look at the sign by the door, “Harold.”

“Did you actually think I was the janitor?”

Sophia shrugged.

“Huh.”

“I mean, you dress so...” she trailed off, gesturing at Harold.

Harold sighed and shook his head. “No, I totally get it.”

"Poor," she clarified. "You dress like a poor--"

"Yeah. I got it."

She looked at him. Did you, though?

A silence fell between them until Brennifer was nearly run down in the street by a passing bike messenger while she complained about her crummy day at work to strangers on the internet. Her subsequent shouting and swearing, though frowned upon by everyone else around her, provided a conveniently timed distraction for both Harold and Sophia.

“So,” Harold started, turning to the not-screaming woman beside him. “Sophia. Did you see something you like?”

“Actually,” Sophia replied, still seized on the pink-haired woman still shouting at the long-gone cyclist. “I wanted to inquire about a possible private session.”

“Seriously?”

Sophia turned toward a photograph of a naked woman wistfully looking out across Santiago Canyon at sunset, and sighed.

“Okay,” Harold blinked.

As she shared some emotionally charged story about her fading beauty and the men who once painted images of her, Sophia drifted from one image to the next, pausing dramatically as necessary. Harold watched this from his creaky chair, but mostly tuned in and out until Sophia stopped long enough that he simply assumed she had finished.

"I would love to photograph you, Sophia," he said, still creaking in that damned chair as he did so. "But, why me?"

She considered this for a moment. “Do you believe in fate, Harold?”

Harold didn’t consider this at all. “No, not really.”

And then for the sake of dramatic conflict, it was at this time when Sophia's previously unmentioned husband appeared.
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He was a square jaw in khaki shorts. A head of luscious, perfectly coiffed hair wearing socks with sandals. Broad shoulders and meaty arms with a tiny wristwatch. Not since Charlton Heston descended from that mountain top in his finest robe and slippers has a chiseled work of divine art commanded the attention of all those in attendance. So it didn’t surprise Harold that, even as he stood on his chair, he was but a boy, in both stature and dress, to the animated slab of beef before him. And all he could think to say was this: “Is that a tailored polo shirt?” (It was.)

“Harold,” Sophia interjected, just before Harold could physically inspect the beefy man’s arms without permission. “This is my husband, Oliver.”

“Husband?”

“Doctor,” Oliver corrected, extending his hand to Harold like a Greek God reaching out to a chimp, “actually.”

“Of course you are,” the chimp said without thinking.

“Excuse me?”

But before Harold could even begin to consider constructing a lie to hide this strange and confusing mix of fear, insecurity, and pure animal attraction, he realized that what can only be described as Oliver’s massive paw was crushing his teeny-tiny baby-man hand. And as the bones and joints bent and popped in ways they never evolved to do, Harold recalled a date with a petite Vietnamese woman at a Japanese seafood restaurant. He couldn’t remember the woman’s name, or even why this scenario occurred in the first place. But he did remember the way he struggled to crack the shell of a crab with the big metal cracker they’d given him. And the way he felt uncomfortable watching his date rip and tear crab leg after lobster claw with her bare hands.

“I said, ‘You're crushing my hand.’”

Oliver released what remained of Harold’s hand. “Sorry.”

“Oliver's an experimental surgeon,” Sophia added, for some reason.

“Experimental? What, like ripping people open with his bare hands?”

“Wait,” Oliver said with a not-insignificant amount of concern in his voice. “What have you heard about my bear hands?”

Harold looked at Sophia. “Is he serious?”

“Probably.”

“Sweetie?” Oliver said, his eyes never leaving Harold, which made Harold all sorts of uncomfortable, if we’re being perfectly honest.

“Yes, Darling?”

“Why are you introducing me to the janitor?”

Harold looked over and quickly examined himself in the glass of a photograph depicting a young interracial couple mid-coitus beneath a pier, the sunset behind them, the long shadows of the pillars caressing their naked flesh as the waves threaten to consume them whole. All-in-all, a rather impressive image. And it hardly took any convincing from Harold to get the couple to sign a release form. “Do I really dress that bad?”

“He's a photographer, Oliver.”

“Always good to have a hobby, I suppose. But why are we speaking with the help?”

Harold snapped his attention back to the beefy man and pretty lady. “Rude.”

“No,” Sophia said. “This is his show. These are his photographs on the wall.”

“My face is on the poster, man.”

“How quaint.”

“Thank you?”

“Bit gratuitous though,” Oliver added as he looked about at the skillful, if poorly marketed work around them, “all these pictures of naked people and their wobbly bits. Don't people share this sort of thing on the internet for free these days?

“Oliver...” Sophia growled.

“It's okay,” Harold said. “He's not wrong.”

Oliver gestured to the raggedy chimp. “See?”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “Yes. Well. I want to book Harold's services for a private session.”

“Is that right?” Oliver asked, once more staring deep into Harold’s soul.

Harold shrugged. “Yeah, I don't get it either.”

“You want to take private, erotic photographs of my wife?”

“Yes.”

“Possibly in some state of undress.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you want to be paid to do such a thing?”

“Also yes.”

And just when it seemed like something might come about from all this awful tension, Brennifer took a moment from her nonsensical ramblings on the internet to stick her head back inside the gallery long enough to ask if someone’s latest model luxury vehicle was parked in the handicap spot across the street.

“Yes,” Oliver replied. “Why?”

“Because they’re towing it, Dude,” Brennifer duh’ed.

“Not again,” Oliver groaned. “Okay. Look. Henry?”

“Harold,” Harold and Sophia corrected.

“Don’t correct a man when he’s giving you a job, Henry.”

“Yes, Sir,” Harold said, realized what he’d done (in response to Oliver, with his life), then accepted how stupid he truly was.

“I think it’s a wonderful idea to have a total stranger take erotic photos of my naked wife.”

“I mean, when you put it that way...”

“I did.”

“Right,” Harold conceded, spineless, gutless. “Well. Let me get you a business card, and--”

“No,” Oliver said, shaking his head and slapping Harold’s hand away from his own pocket. “Nope. No business cards.”

“What the hell?”

Oliver wiped his hands clean on the back of Sophia’s dress. “I don’t do business cards.”

Harold puzzled this, then decided it hurt too much. “What?”

Oliver dismissed this with a wave of his hand, muttered something about poor people, then took Sophia by the wrist. “Don’t worry about it, Hank. We’ll find you.”

Harold attempted to correct Oliver once more, saw Oliver and Sophia were somehow already out the door, then stepped off his chair.

“Did he threaten me?” Harold asked no one in particular. “‘Cuz that sounded like he was threatening me, maybe.”

“A little,” Brennifer said, still standing in the gallery’s doorway. “But if it helps any, they totally towed his car away. He’s super pissed.”

Harold smiled. “Yeah. That does kinda help.”







CHAPTER TWO
LAVENDER
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It was maybe sometime in the afternoon when the wholly unfamiliar sound of a phone ringing pulled Harold away from his computer. He’d spent the last several hours perusing job listings on the internet, and arguably more time avoiding it. So between this, the heavy bedsheet nailed and drawn shut across the one window in the room he rented, and the copious amount of marijuana he’d just smoked, pinning down which pile of clothes contained his phone proved a bit of a challenge. But even as he waddled and crawled about that semi-converted garage in his underwear, the possibility of even remote human contact was as good an excuse as any to call off today’s depressing search for paid work.

Unfortunately for Harold, the number on his phone’s screen was from an unknown caller. But fortunately for Harold, they left a voicemail.

“Harold,” a familiar voice spoke. “It’s Sophia.”

Harold got as far as hearing Sophia’s voice say, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” before he stopped listening and attempted to call her back several times. Dude, you just called, Harold thought. Why the Hell do people always call and leave a message, but never pick up when you call back--

“Harold?” Sophia eventually answered.

“Sophia,” Harold gushed, utterly failing to hide the way his nonexistent tail wagged. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you too.”

“What?” she replied, and in that way one tends to do when utterly and purposely misinterpreted.

Harold ignored this. “I said, ‘I couldn’t stop--’”

“No,” she interrupted. “I got that.”

“Oh.”

“What do you mean, ‘too?’”

“Your voicemail. You said--”

“You didn’t finish listening to it, did you?”

“I did not.”

“Of course.”

“What?”

“I said, ‘I couldn’t stop thinking about you...’”

“Uh-huh.”

“...and your beautiful photos.”

“Gotcha,” Harold nodded, tucking his nonexistent tail between his-- “Wait. How did you get my number? Your husband slapped my hand when I tried to give him my business card.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“I’m still kinda weirded out about that, actually.”

“Harold, focus.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Look. It wasn’t easy getting your number. Is that awful woman at the gallery always such a pain?”

Harold neither confirmed nor denied this, mostly because he was too busy recalling the way he and Brennifer had hotboxed the utility closet and engaged in some vague approximation of sex after the gallery had closed for the evening. It wasn’t so much that the high had made sex difficult so much as it resulted in them failing to remove the various mops, half-filled buckets, and various harsh smelling cleaning products before sealing themselves up for several sweltering, dizzying minutes. Certainly, this was not Harold’s finest hour. But it was mostly the way Brennifer had thrown several loose dollars and coins at him and refused to cuddle afterward that still left Harold feeling a little cheap.

“Harold?” Sophia said, snapping Harold out of his depressing daze.

“Sorry,” Harold said. “I just realized I make some really bad life choices.”

“So, you’ll do it?” she asked in that way one tends to do when they already know the answer, but really want to hear it anyway. “You’ll take erotic photographs of me in the privacy of my bedroom while my husband is away?”

“I’m flattered, Sophia,” he said. “A little creeped out by the weird way you guys keep phrasing it too, I guess. But, mostly flattered.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“You’re a married woman, Sophia. And your husband doesn’t seem like he’s onboard with this sorta thing.”

“Oliver said it was a wonderful idea, didn’t he?”

“Yeah. That was kinda creepy, too. You get that, right?”

Sophia considered this. “There’s five-hundred bucks in it for you.”

“When do you want me there?”

“How does tomorrow work for you?”

“Harold?” a naggingly sweet voice called from somewhere outside that semi-converted garage.

Harold stood there in his underwear for a moment, burying his phone in his hands. But when this failed to make the voice go away, he sighed. “Yes, Grandma?”

“Are you still going to give me a ride to my doctor’s appointment?”

“Yes, Grandma.”

“Harold?”

Harold snapped, “I said, ‘Yes, Grandma!’” then realized he still had Sophia on the phone. “Yeah. Tomorrow works.”
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A near-mint condition wood panel Ford station wagon creaked and wheezed to a stop outside what Harold would later describe to his grandmother as a “stately manor,” and Harold idled for another fifteen minutes.

It was an acceptable Sunday morning in an expensive corner of Southern California. The sun hungover in the sky, half-wrapped in a thin, frayed sheet of moisture that scattered the light like shards of broken glass into exposed flesh. The wind whipped at the eyes, and the salt stuck to everything. And far too many people dressed up for morning sermon but who were really just heading out for mojitos and brunch. A stark contrast to the thick, still air of that semi-converted garage where Harold stewed in his own juices all night, except for that hour or so when the air chilled and warm rain kicked up all the dirt. The sort of heat that wraps around you like a wool blanket and has you gasping for breath when the water of a cold shower hits your skin. Or has you sticking your head in the freezer until you realize how this is stupid and isn’t helping at all, taking your grandmother’s keys without asking, leaving Buena Park behind in the rear view mirror, and then cruising south along the 5 with the window cranked all the way down. Sure, you’ll get there a little earlier than planned. But you can just hangout by the beach for a bit, maybe grab some breakfast. Except there’s no parking, and there’s no way in Hell that you’re going to pay fifteen dollars for half a Cubano and some potato chips. So you drive around until you find a gas station with a restroom, and buy some donuts and an energy drink, even though that’ll just get you all wired up and shaky, and you’ll smoke a bunch of weed to calm yourself down. But then you realize it’s almost time for your appointment, and now you have to not only drive up and through a gated community located somewhere on a hill looking out over a stretch of the Pacific, but also do so in a rickety car that handles like a rickety boat. And once you arrive, you’ll spend another fifteen minutes smoking even more marijuana in the hope of forgetting that you nearly hit a family walking their dog and most definitely hit someone’s latest model luxury vehicle, even if nobody noticed or--

“Harold?” a familiar voice called.

Harold eventually turned to find Sophia standing beside his car. She was a comfortable mess of hair in sweatpants and a tattered Bon Jovi tee looking back at the very confused man holding a lit pipe in one hand while attempting to roll down a window that was already down with the other. When Harold inspected the window and found it to his liking, he cranked the handle several times more just to be sure.

“Hi,” he said from a cloud of smoke.

“Nice car,” she said, taking the pipe and a big hit.

“Thanks. It’s my grandma’s.”
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The house was little more than a modest four-bedroom home condensed into a cramped four-and-a-half thousand square feet. The Brazilian walnut flooring was several years old by now, and the wine cellar too small for even a moderate day-drinker. Sure, the view of the crystalline waters of the Pacific from the third-floor master suite was every bit as breathtaking as it was majestic. But, it could be better. In fact, Harold hardly noticed the view because he was preoccupied with the massive, intimately detailed nude oil painting of Sophia hanging over her bed.

"My father-in-law used to be one hell of an artist," Sophia smiled, strutting through the doorway in somehow less clothing than the painting.

"Your father-in-law painted this?" Harold replied, turning to Sophia, seeing she was somehow wearing less than the painting, and then immediately dropping some fifty pounds worth of photography and lighting equipment that he had still been holding for some reason.

"Yeah, but he's dead now."

Harold stood there in the bedroom of a mostly-naked married woman, among the several gym bags and rather expensive and broken light bulbs at his feet, a man at war with himself. On the one hand, he was an artist being paid to do his job. It hardly mattered that Sophia was a mature woman wearing only bits of tissue paper, floss, and a smile. The sort of haunting beauty many years removed from that painting, yet preserved by the carefree lifestyle of comically obscene wealth and the skilled hands of a well-compensated surgeon. But on the other less-skilled hand, Sophia hardly seemed to mind that Harold was gawking at her thighs and pondering aloud as to how soft they must feel, perhaps like very expensive toilet paper lightly scented in lavender.

"I thought you were a professional, Mr. Photographer?" Sophia said, seating herself on the foot of the bed.

"Yeah. Me, too."

"Harold, I'm teasing."

"I'm sorry. I think maybe this was a mistake."

"What. Why?"

"Well. You're married, for one."

"Are you still on that? Oliver's paying you to do this. He gave you a deposit, didn't he?"

"Yeah, but--"

"Harold," she groaned, rolling her eyes. "The mostly-naked woman on her bed is paying you good money to take photos of her. So quit being such a chicken shit, and whip your camera out."

Harold nodded. "Yes, Ma'am."
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Harold edited erotic photos of a mostly naked married woman by the glow of his computer screen, and his mind wandered.

There was a flash of a bulb, the click of a shutter. A low-angle shot of Sophia on her bed, on her knees, arching her back and cupping her breasts. Fuck-me eyes and a bite of her lip. Click, click, click. A fling and a tease of her hair. Extreme close-up, a squeeze and a thrusting of hips. Click, click. A parting of thighs, a delicate touch of her hips. Over-the-shoulder, zoom, click, flash, then from behind. Click, click, and click.

"I don't have cooties," she cooed at some point.

Harold looked up from his camera, his eyes never leaving Sophia. "Huh?"

"You're so far away. Wouldn't it help if you got a little closer?"

Harold shrugged from somewhere between the bed and that balcony with the expensive view. "Maybe."

Sophia pouted. "Ya know. For someone who does this all the time, you sure are shy."

Harold continued making with the clicking and the flashing, only a little closer. "To be fair, most of these girls I photograph are--"

"Younger?"

"Not married."

"Harold," she scolded with a huff and a furrow of her brow. (Click.)

"I'm teasing."

She smiled.

Click-click-click.

"Most of them are wannabe models who will never make it, settle on being whatever an 'influencer' is, then turn to selling oils and pills and other people's artwork."

"Sounds a bit harsh."

"I'm not judging," he said with a shake of his head. "Just sharing."

Sophia sat there on her bed for a moment, beneath that interpretation of her younger self, and spilling out of her bra. "So, what does that make me?" (Click-click-click.)

Harold stopped again, and considered this. "I'm not sure yet."

Many hours later, as Harold sat in the mild discomfort of an otherwise dark kitchen, beneath the wobbly blades of a ceiling fan, looking at those dozens of photos of Sophia, he still wasn't quite sure what to make of her. Like the photos on his laptop, no two Sophias were the same. There was the refined woman in the silk sundress he met at the gallery, soft-spoken, curious, and resigned to the whims of a man who drags her by the wrist and parks in handicap spaces. A carefree mess in her vintage Bon Jovi tee smoking weed with Harold in his car. That confident young woman bound forever in canvas and oils. And every photograph was another Sophia looking back at him, her emotions and thoughts and urges scattered. One moment, she's aware of how little she's wearing and reaching for sheets, pretending she's only being playful. The next, she's ripping off her top and reaching for Harold with her eyes. But it was the Sophia who caught his camera lingering too long on an old surgical scar that Harold kept coming back to.

"These?" she replied, her fingers gliding over the faint lines running beneath her arms and breasts. "Oliver's work. He's a magnificent surgeon, but you can only roll back the clock so far. And time still leaves its scars."

Harold said nothing, and through his lens he saw how his silence cut at Sophia like her husband's scalpel.

"Do they bother you?" she asked, looking elsewhere.

Harold lowered his camera, saw the mostly naked woman on the bed in front of him, and considered this. "No."

Sophia smiled. "I tried to cover them up as best as I could."

"They look fine. You look--"

Harold never finished his thought. Back then, Oliver had returned by bursting through the front door and announcing his arrival like Ricky Ricardo. Whatever Harold might have been thinking at the time was replaced by the conflicting desires of leaping from the balcony window with the expensive view and running to the toilet. But now, his Grandmother had walked in on her sweaty grandson in his underwear looking at erotic photographs of a mostly naked woman on his laptop.

"Harold," the old woman sighed. "I thought we talked about you doing this sort of thing in the kitchen."

Harold slammed the laptop shut. "I'm working, and it's hot in my garage!"
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It was a sweltering afternoon in a slightly more affluent coastal California "community" where nobody really likes each other, but are too medicated to care. The still air was thick and smelled of fish. And as Harold watched another yacht struggle to navigate the calm waters of the harbor, he concluded the world was wrong and life was meaningless.

"Would you do me?" Sophia asked.

They sat on a bench beneath the thinning shade of a patch of trees, yacht clubs and hotels to their left, families splashing about on a narrow stretch of sandy beach to their right. She was a fashionable mess of hair blowing in the wind, making her way through a stack of photographs of herself. He was very confused. "I'm sorry. What?"

Sophia ignored this, holding up a particularly flattering image in which she made creative use of a chair, a mirror, and the contents of a box she kept buried in the back of her closet. "I'd do me."

Harold smiled. "I'm glad you like them."

"I love them," she gushed. "Don't take this the wrong way, but how are you not getting more work?"

He shrugged. "What's there to say? One minute, you're young and full of shit and the world is yours. The next, you're looking at a clock on the wall in an empty art gallery, wondering what the Hell you did wrong."

Sophia saw the man beside her, and turned to the stack of photographs in her hands. "I haven't seen myself...," she started, then thought better of it. "I haven't felt this beautiful in years. Thank you, Harold." And then, she kissed him.

Wow. Okay, he blinked.

“Your lips are soft,” she whispered, gathered her things, and walked away.

Harold sat there watching this like an idiot, then realized he should probably say or do something. “Wait. What? Shit," he poetically blathered. "I’m sorry, Sophia. I didn’t–”

Sophia stopped, and turned to Harold. “I know you didn’t. I did.”

“Then, what’s the problem?”

She smiled with her eyes. “No problem."







CHAPTER THREE
BROKEN CLOCKS
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In the musty darkness of a roadside motel in some forgotten corner of Santa Ana, Harold and Sophia lost themselves in each other.

Their first hotel room felt like a lifetime ago. This was the second room this week. Another stolen moment in a summer of stolen moments. There had been a brief gap of several days after their time by the harbor, and Harold thought little of it. Laying low, disappointed, he thought. Who knows? Who cares? But when that first text message with Sophia's name popped up on his phone, he piloted that boat of a Ford to the side of the road and dropped anchor somewhere in Irvine.

BORED IN BREA. WHAT YOU UP TO? her message read.

A little back and forth and an hour later, they were stealing kisses at a mall like a couple of teenagers cutting class. In the days to come, their text messages became love notes. Love notes evolved into voicemails. Voicemails slipped into hushed late-night calls. Long drives and short make-out sessions in parking lots and malls quickly abandoned for more hotel rooms and lunch at her favorite places. And when Sophia paid with cash, Harold never asked why.

"Why me?" he asked her one night in a church parking lot.

"Does it matter?" she said, pulling him closer.

A phone rang in the musty darkness. Sophia rolled atop Harold, and answered it. And as he looked up at a woman speaking casually with her husband on the other end of a very inconsiderate call, Harold supposed nothing mattered at all.

"Goodbye, Oliver," Sophia growled, hanging up and tossing her phone. It clattered on the floor, and she clawed at Harold's chest and nibbled on his lip. "Where were we?"

"Everything cool?"

“What?” she said, looking at Harold as if he were the stupidest man alive. “Yeah, I'm fine. Everything's fine. Why?”

"He just called," the stupidest man alive drooled.

"For fuck's sake," Sophia huffed. "You're not going to start being a little bitch about this, are you?"

"No," Harold lied. "It's just... isn't this even a little fuckin' weird to you?"

"That's funny," she said, rolling off Harold. "I didn't know that was your conscience inside me a minute ago. My bad."

Harold sat in his mess, watched Sophia gather her clothes and disappear into the shower, and then sighed. “Goddammit.”
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Brennifer stepped out into the alley behind the gallery, and found Harold standing there beside his grandmother's Ford, a large framed photograph under each arm, and one shattered to pieces at his feet.

"Everything okay?" Brennifer asked. "I heard screaming."

"Yeah, it's cool," Harold replied. "I always scream when things are okay."

She gestured with a nod of her head. "You need some help with that?"

"Nah," Harold said, squeezing the two remaining frames into the Ford with the others. "This is the last of it. Sorry it took me so long to come back for all this."

"It's cool. I'm sorry nobody bought anything."

"Yeah. But at least I got some work out of it."

Brennifer puzzled this, then laughed. "Oh, yeah. That weird couple. How'd that work out?"

"Sophia's not weird," he laughed.

"Aw, shit," she grimaced.

Harold blinked. "What?"

"You dumb bastard. How long have you been fucking her?"

Harold considered this, then doubled down. "What?"

When later asked by police to describe what happened next, Brennifer said, "The dude came up and knocked him the fuck out." And this was more or less true. One moment, she and Harold are debating the ethics of marital infidelity in the alley behind an art gallery. The next, Harold's kissing pavement while a very angry man stood over him.

"Wait," the officer interjected. "You didn't think to warn your friend--"

Brennifer shook her head, Nuh-uh. "Harold and I screwed a few times in the utility closet after hours. We weren't friends."

The officer looked at the pink-haired woman in front of him, wondered if she sold minerals or weed (Both, he decided. Definitely both.), then continued. "Right. So, you didn't think to warn Harold that a 'very angry man' was about to start a fight with him?"

She shook her head again. "Not a fight - an ass-kicking. The guy threw one punch, then left."

"Okay. But why didn't you say anything to Harold?"

Brennifer considered this, then shrugged. "Maybe I thought he had it coming."





III-III



Eunice Jablonski was eventually stirred from her place on the couch by the sounds of her near-mint wood panel Ford station wagon screeching to a stop in the driveway, followed by the, quite frankly, overdramatic way her grandson, Harold, tantrum-ed into the house.

"I'm gonna fuckin' kill him!" Harold said, utterly failing to both sound tough and hide how he had been crying the entire drive home.

"Are those MacGuffin boys teasing you again?" Eunice yawned.

Harold puzzled this. "What? No. Grandma, the MacGuffins haven't lived around here for years."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, I'm sure. Remember? Their house burned down when Mr. MacGuffin's meth lab blew up during a police raid."

"Our water was off all day!"

The unearthly sound of a landline telephone ringing redirected Harold and Eunice's trip down Memory Lane toward the eventual climax of this story, and Harold answered. "Who's this?"

"Harold?" Sophia sobbed, his name catching in her throat in that way words tend to do when one is currently (or has recently been) sobbing.

"Sophia?" Harold replied, and in that way one tends to do when one is inexplicably and unexpectedly contacted via an archaic form of communication. "How'd you get this number?"

"I've been calling your phone," she said, "but it keeps going to voicemail."

Harold didn't have time to process how this didn't answer his question at all, as he was too busy checking his pockets and finding only his wallet and Eunice's keys. "Aw, shit."

"Harold," Sophia interjected. "Oliver found my phone. He knows everything."

"Yeah, I kinda picked that up after he sucker punched me at the gallery."

"He already found you?"

Harold ignored this. "Not gonna lie. I think I got off kinda easy, all things considered."

And then, Sophia screamed in that way one tends to do when their muscle-bound spouse suddenly returns home during an in-progress, infidelity-fueled rampage.

"Sophia?" Harold called out, again and again. But each time, he was met with only still silence. His palms grew slick with sweat. And the silence was soon replaced with the deafening roar of his own heartbeat pulsating in his ears.

Eunice watched the grown man standing in her kitchen sob like a frightened child into her landline telephone, and couldn't help but feel as if she made a mistake by letting Harold live with her. By the time Harold realized that the phone had not gone silent on Sophia's end, but rather the decade-old battery had simply gone bad, Eunice was sure of it. But by the time she thought to ask Harold if all this meant he'd be late with the rent again, Harold was already out the door and driving away. She never saw her near-mint wood panel Ford station wagon - or Harold - ever again.
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What remained of Sophia slumped awkwardly in her bed. Swashes of blood, splatterings of brains, and bits of skull clung to everything. And as Harold looked on at this from the doorway, he couldn't help but feel like he made a huge mistake by stopping for gas.

Now. To be perfectly fair to Harold, Eunice's near-mint wood panel Ford station wagon was one Hell of a gas guzzler. And the trip from their home in Buena Park to that manor by the sea was already a good hour-long trip down the 5, give or take. Between the forty-year old fuel efficiency standards and some inexplicable bumper-to-bumper gridlock that began and ended for seemingly no reason whatsoever, Harold had zero chance of arriving in time for some heroic save. In fact, Harold realized this back in Irvine. But he also realized that he was a failed photographer in his thirties, living in his elderly grandmother's garage, and having a summer fling with a married woman. So when the congestion blinked out of existence somewhere around Lake Forest, Harold steered the Ford off the freeway, put several dollars worth of gas in the tank, double-backed a bit, and eventually made his way up to Sophia's bedroom doorway where he continued standing about like he wasn't at some grisly scene worth reporting immediately to the local authorities.

"Good thing you dropped your phone," Oliver said from somewhere behind Harold. "Otherwise, this could have gone--"

Harold ignored this, and broke Oliver's nose with a wild and wholly lucky punch.

Oliver pinched at his bleeding, crooked nose. "I suppose I owed you that.”

"I'm only getting started," Harold growled, looking for something large and heavy to beat Oliver with, repeatedly.

"You know,” Oliver said. “I completely agree."

Harold blinked. "What?"

"Harold," a familiar voice said.

"Brennifer?" Harold replied, turning to a pink faux hawk in sweatpants and a tattered Bon Jovi tee looking back at a very confused man seized on the fresh surgical incisions wrapped around her head. "What the Hell did he do to you?"

"These?" she replied, her fingers gliding over the stitched lines binding raw, swollen flesh. "Do they bother you?"

"Sophia?"

The thing wearing Brennifer stepped closer. "It's like I told you, Harold. Oliver's a magnificent surgeon."

A hot pinch in his neck sent a cold shiver down Harold's spine, his body grew limp, and the world darkened. "Why?"

"Turns out," she said, pulling an emptied syringe from Harold's neck, "when the clock stops rolling back, you can just get yourself a new clock."

Harold collapsed to the floor, and stayed there.

"Did you see his face?" Oliver said, tending to his broken nose. "I think we broke his little mind."

"Right?" Sophia gushed with Brennifer's voice, then turned to what used to be her in the bed and on everything else. "But did you have to do that to my body?"

Oliver looked upon his work, and shrugged. "You're not the only one who loves a little theatrics, Sweetie."

Sophia shook Brennifer's head, and sighed. "Shut up and help me move him."

"Yes, Ma'am."







CHAPTER FOUR
THAT’S WHAT SHE SAID







IV-I



Harold screamed, but didn't.

The room was large. Very large. So large, in fact, it was as if there were no windows or doors. No sound but the electric humming of nearby medical equipment. No light but the harsh, cutting white of surgical lamps reflecting on impressively polished steel tools with lots of little blades and teeth. Nobody to hear screams that never came. And while this large, empty place was also, somehow, kept at a pleasant seventy-two degrees, Harold was too preoccupied to properly appreciate it.

"Sorry," Oliver said from somewhere, casually walking over to Harold, then flipping a switch with an adorable little click. "You looked like you had something to say."

Harold looked upon the beefy surgeon with a broken nose and a turkey Reuben stepping out of the shadows, then squeaked a startled yelped.

Oliver waited. "Go on. Get it out. Nobody can hear you scream."

Harold considered this. "Pot to Kettle, how much more of a cliche can you be?"

"Not to put too fine a point on this," Oliver chewed, "but I am a surgeon holding his wife's lover captive in a big, secret laboratory."

"Fair enough," Harold said. "But, where the Hell did you come from? I thought I was alone."

"Bit of lunch and socks," Oliver gestured with his sandwich and feet.

"Where's Sophia?"

"Why? Feeling lonely?"

"What did you do to her?"

"I scooped out her brain," Oliver said, still using that sandwich as a teaching aide, "and put it into the relatively younger body of a pink-haired woman who tried to sell me cologne from the trunk of her car." He took another bite of his sandwich, swallowed, then continued. "You were there."

"Did none of that sound crazy to you?"

"Look. If it helps, you weren't the first."

"What?"

"Yeah. Sorry," Oliver said, disappearing for a moment. "There was this guy from high school, a few coworkers."

"Bullshit."

"I'm not even Sophia's first husband," Oliver said, rolling back over to Harold in a small desk chair. "Now, that guy? Real piece of work. I got some good practice out of him, though."

"Why would she do all that?"

Oliver finished his sandwich and shrugged. "It makes her happy."

"You're shitting me."

"You slept with my wife," Oliver said, picking up one of the shiny steel tools with the scary little blades and teeth. "I don't think you get to shame other people's kinks."

Harold seized on the scary little blades and teeth, and ignored everything else. "Jesus. If you're going to kill me, just do it already."

"Don't be so dramatic," Oliver chuckled. "I'm not going to kill you."

Harold puzzled this. "You're not?"

"Of course not. Keeping you alive is the whole point."

"Wait. What?"

Oliver rolled over to a large mirror, rolled back with it, spun it around, and Harold eventually saw everything. And what he saw there was more or less a chrome-finished Salvador Dali painting. But instead of melted, sagging clocks, twisted figures, or surreal landscapes, Harold's insides were stretched and sagging and dripping on the outside, and all over Oliver's otherwise spartan, make-shift surgery room. His lungs were draped over the back of a chair. His entrails wrapped around one of the surgical lights, dangled across an operating table with his exposed and mostly empty chest cavity, and inexplicably tied on the other end to an old Victrola. And his head dangled above this from several cables, with a number of tubes and wires clipped or stuck into this or that hole, one of which was connected to that switch with the adorable little click.

"See, Harold?" Oliver said, holding up Harold's still-beating heart, and jangling it in front of Harold playfully like a set of keys. "I'm a bit of an artist myself."

Harold ignored this, and screamed.

Oliver sat there with Harold's heart still in his hand, shook his head disapprovingly, and then flipped the switch. Click. "Yeah," he said. "That's enough of that."

Harold shot Oliver a look, and silently cursed.

"What?" Oliver blinked. "I meant nobody else can hear you scream."
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There are precisely two types of people in this world. The first are those eclectic few showcasing their gaudy wealth in a secret art gallery located beneath the surface of the sort of affluent California "community" where everyone is as artificial as the grass, trees, and even the lightly-scented air. (For fear of being assimilated, the name of this particular town escapes me at the moment.) Meanwhile, the other sort are the art. And as Harold’s brain in a jar stared at a clock hung between a pair of terrified teenagers frozen in freshly-carved ice sculptures, he took solace in the fact that while his most embarrassing memories were currently being projected on the wall behind him, at least the portly couple with matching bear-hands in front of him couldn't tell he was crying.

“Hey!” a familiar lilt called, scrambling the feed.

The portly couple turned ever so slightly to their left to find a pink bob cut in a silk sundress and adorable shoes approaching them, started to whisper something about superficiality and the tasteless fashion sense to not wear a bra in public, then smiled and gushed in unison. "Sophia!"

"I see the two of you are enjoying Oliver's work," the pink bob cut smiled.

"Our grandson absolutely loves it," gushed the portly man with an impressive mustache.

The man's portly, clean-shaved husband nodded in agreement. "Sophia, you're looking so daring these days!"

"I wasn't going to keep it," Sophia said with a tease of her hair, fingers gliding across faint, thick lines in her scalp. "But it kinda grew on me."

"I'm not sure yet," a tinny voice said.

Sophia and the portly couple turned to a pair of speakers connected to an old laptop somehow wired to the brain in a jar beside them. The brain bubbled in its solution. The projector flickered vague images, flashing frames of bodies in pieces and blurred faces lost among bits of pixels and noise. And a woman's voice repeated the same six words, again and again, from the speakers. “So, what does that make me?”

"What is that awful thing?" the portly mustache asked.

"One of Oliver's little toys."

Clean-shaved husband pawed at his ears. "Bit gratuitous, isn't it?"

Sophia nodded, Mmhm. "Don't let Oliver hear you say that."

"He’s a magnificent surgeon..." the woman’s voice crackled from the speaker.

"I'm sorry," Sophia said, turning to the couple. "But I better get Oliver over here to fix this."

"...you can only roll back the clock so far.”

The portly couple said their goodbyes, and Sophia watched them waddle off, paw-in-paw.

“Do they bother you?” the woman’s voice asked.

Sophia turned back to Harold, and Harold bubbled in his jar. She began to speak, thought better of it, and then disappeared into the crowd.



THE END
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