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The last call Sylvia ever received took place on 
February seventeenth.

Sylvia tapped the screen of her cell and answered. 
“Hello?”

“Sylly?” The voice on the other end of the line 
asked.

Sylvia could’ve picked that voice out of a 
crowded train station even if it hadn’t used her old 
nickname.

“Mamere?” Sylvia asked back. She sat down at 
her desk and looked up at the map of Louisiana 
above her desk, tracing the roads that led from New 
Orleans to Dyson Ditch.

“You know it’s me,” Mamere said. “Voice ain’t 
changed at all. Yours has dropped a fair bit, eh?”

Sylvia rolled her eyes.
“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” Mamere said from 

the other end of the phone.
It was always disconcerting how easily her 

grandmother could pinpoint exactly what she was 
doing without having eyes on Sylvia.
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Sylvia sighed. “Sorry.”
“Your Papere is gone.”
And there it was.
Plain and simple.
Sylvia had no living relatives now. She was 

the only Crawstow remaining. Some might say 
that Mamere counted as she’d been the only 
mother Sylvia ever had, but Mamere wasn’t 
blood, and no matter what anyone bullshitted, 
that mattered.

Of course it did.
Family history was built on the bodies of 

ancestors.
Blood ancestors.
“In his sleep?” Sylvia asked, shaking her head 

even as the question spilled out.
Of course it hadn’t been in his sleep.
“No,” Mamere said. “Don’t be a couyon, girl. He 

disappeared like I told you he would when you was 
little.”

Family history.
Sylvia still remembered the tears that poured 

down her face when her grandmother sat her down 
to tell her that her grandfather would disappear 
when she was a grown woman. She hadn’t really 
thought much about it though. It wasn’t the sort of 
thing you expected to come true.

“How long has he been missing?” Sylvia asked 
even though she already knew the answer.

“Year,” Mamere said.
“A whole year and you’re just now calling me?”
Mamere snorted from the other end of the phone.
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“So...” Sylvia’s voice fell off. She was about to ask 
when the funeral was, but what did you do when 
someone disappeared. Did you even have a funeral?

“There was no will, but you can come get 
anything of his that you want.”

“When?” Sylvia asked.
“Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Sylvia asked. “I have work 

tomorrow. What about this weekend?”
“I’m leaving early tomorrow morning. Back to 

Baton Rouge for me.”
“What’s happening to the house?”
“Already sold. Come by tomorrow or not at all. 

I’ll be gone and all of his stuff will be there. Key’s in 
the same place. Good luck, girl.”

There was a click from Mamere’s end of the 
phone.
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Sylvia rolled into Greyson the next morning around 
7 AM, but something felt wrong about the town. It 
felt empty.

There were cars parked on either side of the 
road, but none of the lights in any of the businesses 
were on. None of the restaurants were open for 
breakfast. No one walked on the sidewalks.

Sylvia didn’t like it. Thankfully, her grandparents 
lived on the outskirts of the town.

She looked at the GPS on her cell to make sure 
that she was actually in Greyson.

She was.
Sylvia kept driving, trying not to think about the 

way her hands gripped the steering wheel to keep 
from shaking.

The place where Sylvia had grown up was 
smaller than she remembered, or maybe she’d just 
grown to fill more of it.

“How did I ever live here?”
Her apartment had more square footage than 

this house by a long shot.
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The steps leading up to the front porch sagged, 
and when she stepped on the first one, it groaned. 
Thoughts of her leg plunging through a cracked 
board with rusty nails sticking out came to mind, 
but Sylvia pushed that thought from her head and 
kept going. Each step groaned louder than the last 
and when she finally stepped onto the front porch, 
the destination of supposed safety, the boards 
bowed under her weight.

Sylvia continued to the front door and fished the 
key out from behind the old shingle where they’d 
always kept it. Faded blue paint flaked off onto her 
fingers as she put the shingle back.

The floor inside the house was better, studier. 
The rooms all had the same dead perfume smell 
that they’d always had, only now they were empty. 
Sylvia walked through the old house, breathing in 
the old smells of her childhood. She walked room 
to room, lingering longer in some than others as 
memories rolled over her.

Papere’s stuff was all still in the bedroom he 
shared with Mamere, although it felt like a stranger’s 
things without her Mamere’s stuff beside it all.

Sylvia went straight for the desk in the corner. 
That held the thing she wanted, assuming Mamere 
hadn’t changed her mind or just lied outright, and 
had taken something of Papere’s back to Baton 
Rouge with her.

Pulling open the middle drawer, Sylvia smiled.
The book was there.
Alone in the dark.
Hers.
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A memory came to mind of her sitting on 
Papere’s knee as he wrote. She couldn’t read at the 
time, but there had been drawings and maps in 
addition to the quick, clipped letters that made up 
Papere’s handwriting.

Sylvia pulled the book out, smiling. It was a 
leather bound book dyed a green so dark that it 
almost looked black. When she pushed on the cover, 
it gave way under her fingertips, then pressed back 
against the indentations her fingers left, like it had 
that expensive Swedish foam stuff just beneath the 
surface of the dark leather.

She opened the cover of the book, smiling at the 
antique key she’d watched her Papere draw. Color 
more like. The whole page was black, and in a black a 
shade lighter than the rest of the page was an antique 
key. It had taken Papere several weeks to draw that. 
She remembered sitting on his knee, listening to his 
wallet chain clink against the wooden chair as he 
worked, watching as he brought the pen to the top 
of the page and drew a line straight down the page 
vertically. He would let out his breath after every 
stroke, as if he’d been holding it. He pressed so hard 
on the paper, the tendons in his hands standing out 
like cables that sometimes Sylvia thought the paper 
would tear or the tip of his pen would snap off.

When he got to the key, he kept almost the same 
pressure on the paper, only letting up a tiny bit 
when he got to the place where the key was, then 
he’d go right back to full pressure.

She remembered watching as the image took 
shape over the weeks. On his knee as he drew the 
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final downward stroke on the page, she’d let out a 
sigh too, but what happened next scared her.

“One,” Papere had said under his breath. 
“Seventeen to go.”

He brought his pen to the left and started from 
the beginning, pressing the pen down into the 
paper on the left most side of the page and carving 
downwards, retracing his first line.

Sylvia never sat in his lap again after that.
She did go in to watch him from time to time.
It took a year for him to finish his eighteen 

passes on the page.
After that, he closed the book, put it in the 

drawer where she’d just pulled from, and never 
opened it or talked of it again.

He’d done that cover page after the rest of the 
book was filled with words and images, and now the 
book was hers.

Sylvia sighed, closing the book and tucking it 
under her arm. She started walking back out of the 
house when another thought occurred to her.

The greenhouse.
Her father had collected orchids at one time, 

keeping them in a tiny greenhouse he’d built himself 
behind the house.

Sylvia set the book down on the kitchen counter 
as she walked to the back of the house. Opening the 
door onto the back porch, Sylvia stepped out and 
frowned.

Scattered around the backyard were several 
black mounds. Sylvia counted them off. 18 total.
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From the porch, the black mounds looked like 
piles of burnt rags. Encircling each mound was a 
perfect circle of pristine soil, almost as if the grass 
had shrunk back, or as if—Sylvia voiced her thought 
aloud, “Something burned it.”

That seemed to make more sense, but not 
enough sense for Sylvia. She walked over to the 
mound closest to the stairs and crouched down.

The mounds weren’t burnt rags at all. Each was 
covered in dusky, black flowers. Hundreds of them, 
none larger than a quarter. Each bloom was twisted 
closed, shiny black veins crisscrossing the dull black 
petals.

Sylvia had never seen anything like it.
She stood and walked to the next mound, 

noticing that in the grassy space between each 
mound, a few single black blooms grew. Each of 
these singles again had its own perfect circle of soil 
between it and the surrounding grass.

Sylvia shook her head as she stood and walked 
to the greenhouse.

She’d never seen anything like it, but as she 
stepped up to the door of the greenhouse and 
reached her hand out to turn the handle, she 
realized that she had.

In fifth grade, she’d done a science project on the 
effect that different hand soaps had on bacteria. She’d 
gone to her pediatrician and asked for agar slides. 
Papere paid for them and when they got home, the 
fun started. She went through a whole day without 
washing her hands, then she touched one of the agar 



10

Christopher Bloodworth

slides. She then washed her hands with one of the 
selected soaps and touched another slide.

They covered the slides and watched the bacteria 
grow on the surface. Perfect little circles of filth.

That’s what the patches of black flowers 
reminded her of.

When Sylvia turned around to look at them 
again, her stomach twisted.

“That’s stupid,” she said under her breath, 
irritated that for a second she thought that she’d 
seen one of the blooms turn to face her. “Now you’re 
scared of wind?”

Her eyes flicked across the 18 flower mounds, 
stomach still clenched even though she didn’t see 
any more movement. Letting out a sigh, she turned 
back to the greenhouse.

Hopefully Mamere had watered some of 
Papere’s orchids and she could take a living piece of 
him home with her.

Sylvia twisted the handle, pulled the door open, 
and screamed.
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She tried to back up, but tripped on something. 
Then she was falling. Falling and staring at the 
hulking man in the black trench coat, black hat, and 
what looked like an antique plague doctor mask 
that was black with a long, curved white beak. His 
arms spread wide to grab her.

Sylvia kicked her feet, trying to get traction so 
she could run. Then she saw the man’s feet.

Or rather, the lack of feet.
It took her several shuddering breaths to calm 

down and quit trying to run.
The man had no feet because it wasn’t a man at 

all. It was a scarecrow. The wooden post plainly in 
sight. The scarecrow didn’t even have hands. The 
coat sleeves just stopped.

“First wind,” Sylvia said, shaking her head. 
“Now a scarecrow. Nice.”

Sylvia got to her feet, brushed the dirt from 
her shorts and legs, and walked into a different 
greenhouse than the one she’d grown up with.
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The outside hadn’t changed a bit, but the 
contents inside had.

Mounted beside the door, just inside was an 
elaborate metal box. Painted onto the outside of 
the box with white paint was a large, thick circle. 
Inside the circle, at the bottom were two white X’s, 
that were beside each other. At the top of the circle, 
still inside it though, were four vertical white lines, 
side by side. A horizontal white line bisected all four 
vertical lines.

Sylvia thumbed open the catch at the top of the 
box and the front cover lowered itself on pneumatic 
hinges that hissed. Inside the box were all sorts of 
knobs and switches, all that same dull black color. 
Above each knob or switch was a symbol. There was 
a golden X with the upper right arm extending out 
farther than the others. Another symbol consisted 
of eight purple dots that formed a circle with a 
much larger purple dot at the center. Above another 
switch were two jade circles with solid black dots at 
the center.

The symbols went on and on. Sylvia almost 
switched one on, but after following a tube that 
extended up from the box and back across the 
ceiling of the greenhouse, she decided against it. 
What if one of the switches turned on water and she 
soaked herself?

Seemed like a bad idea to her.
Sylvia noticed that the main tube that ran down 

the center of the green house branched out into 
smaller tubes that curved down the ceiling and 
along the walls. Some snaked out along the tables 
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and others seemed to go down the walls and into 
the concrete beneath her feet.

On the tables were something that Sylvia hadn’t 
ever seen in the greenhouse before.

Plants that weren’t orchids.
Growing up, Papere had only ever grown orchids. 

Sylvia brought a poinsettia home from school one 
day to put in the greenhouse to surprise Papere as a 
gift. When he went out to the greenhouse that night 
after dinner, his nightly ritual, he’d called her out as 
soon as he’d set foot inside.

She’d gone out the back door, skipping down 
the steps, smiling and happy that she’d done a good 
thing.

When she walked into the greenhouse, Papere 
was frowning.

“What is this?” He’d asked her.
“It’s a poinsettia,” she told him. “They were 

giving them away at school so I brought one home 
for you to go with the other plants.”

Papere snorted. “Plants? I don’t grow plants, I 
grow orchids. There’s a difference, child. Do you 
know what the difference is?”

Sylvia shook her head no, feeling tears prick at 
the corners of her eyes.

“These are orchids,” Papere said, gesturing all 
around the greenhouse with his hands except for the 
place where her poinsettia sat, then he pointed right 
at it. “This is a weed. Plants that aren’t orchids are 
either weeds or trees, and I have no interest in either.”

The pinpricks at the corners of her eyes turned 
to burning and then the tears began to drip down 
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her face. Papere came close to her and bent down, 
lifting her chin with his thumb.

“There’s no need to cry for a weed, child,” Papere 
said. “They’ll die and grow again. An orchid though, 
needs love and care.”

Sylvia nodded, not really understanding though.
“I think you’re old enough,” Papere said with a 

smile. “I think it’s time.”
Oh how her heart had fluttered at that. She’d 

begged him for an orchid of her own since she’d 
first been allowed into the greenhouse.

“It has to be a good one though,” Papere said, turning 
away from her and walking around the greenhouse, 
pausing here and there, mumbling to himself before 
finally picking up a little clay pot with huge holes in the 
side. It was filled with bark and a little green sprig sat 
atop thin white roots with green tips that seemed to be 
reaching for anything they could find.

“This is a Neofinetia Falcata, can you say that?” 
He asked.

She repeated it back to him.
“Good,” he said. “This one is yours. We’ll mount 

it to a slab of bark tomorrow and it will be up to you 
to care for it.”

That had been one of the proudest moments of 
Sylvia’s young life.

What filled the greenhouse now though were 
pots and glass jars filled with plant species that 
Sylvia had never seen before. There was something 
that looked like a venus flytrap, only the tendrils 
that extended from each mouth were a bright blue 
that ended in a shiny black. In jars there were plants 
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that had leaves covered in beads of bright white 
liquid that had a yellow tint, almost like pus.

Sylvia walked down the center of the greenhouse, 
not wanting to reach out and touch any of the 
plants. She also didn’t want to touch the scarecrow 
and made sure to keep her distance as she walked 
around it.

Farther in the greenhouse were even stranger 
plants. There was a pot that had long, tubular 
black and white striped roots erupting from the 
center and jointed every two inches. Next to it was 
a massive jar filled with what appeared to be fuzzy, 
red confetti, but when Sylvia leaned closer, she saw 
that the little bits of confetti were actually little red 
blossoms. 

Sylvia stood back up, shaking her head.
So much had changed.
Were these even Papere’s plants? Or were they 

Mamere’s?
Sylvia walked even deeper into the greenhouse 

and things only got stranger. Mounted to a large 
slab of bark was what looked like a moss covered 
rock. Right below that was a clay pot that had what 
looked like a two foot tall green spear planted at 
its center. The top of the stick was whittled into a 
wicked six inch point.

Sylvia also noticed that here and there, scattered 
between the strange plants were empty slabs of bark 
and empty pots still filled with soil or peat moss.

At the back of the greenhouse, Sylvia found a 
single Neofinetia Falcata mounted to a slab of bark. 
It wasn’t hers, but it made her think that Papere had 
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kept her on his mind all these years. The Neofinetia 
had a single perfect bloom that was lavender.

Beside the orchid was a black pot with one of 
those dusky black looking flowers perched on top: 
the same flower that covered all the mounds in the 
backyard.

This was the only pot in the whole greenhouse 
that had a tag sticking up from the pot.

Sylvia leaned in to read what the tag read. As 
she got closer, the bloom spread its petals wide, the 
inside a red so bright that Sylvia’s mouth fell open. 
She leaned back as the blossom seemed to lean 
forward. The formation of the pistol was interesting. 
Whereas most pistols in flowers were bulbous at the 
tip, this flower had five pistols that ended in sharp 
looking barbs.

Sylvia let out her breath, and the greenhouse 
came to life. 
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At first, Sylvia thought that the pistols of the black 
and red flower were moving because she’d let out 
her breath on them, causing the airflow to change.

She realized that wasn’t the case when the pistol 
kept moving after she’d held her breath. Sylvia 
yelped and stepped back when one of the barbed 
pistols whipped out at her as if fired from a harpoon 
gun. The barbs came within a few centimeters of 
her eye before snapping back into the bloom as if 
attached by elastic.

For a moment, Sylvia was in shock, thinking that 
she couldn’t have just witnessed what she thought 
she had. There weren’t any plants that shot elastic 
barbs at people. There were plants that closed on 
insects and plants that trapped them with liquids, 
but none that actively hunted food.

When the plant shot another barb at her that fell 
short, she shook her head. What was this species? 
The plant quit firing barbs at her, its petals quivering 
in the still greenhouse.
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Then it did something that made Sylvia bring 
both hands up to her mouth to cover it.

The black flower with the bright red center 
turned its blossom ninety degrees so that it was 
facing the little lavender Neofinetia.

It shot all five of its barbs at the orchid. Four of 
them burst through the flower like it was nothing. 
The fifth wedged itself in the bark. Then the pistols 
slowly retracted toward the dusky black flower, 
the bark dragging against the table as the lavender 
flower was drawn ever closer to the red center of the 
black flower. When the lavender flower was mere 
inches away, the black flower lunged, its petals 
wrapping themselves around the Neofinetia’s 
bloom. The black flower contracted and twisted, 
wrenching the lavender bloom from its stem, before 
returning to its original upright position, bloom 
once again closed.

Sylvia wasn’t sure how long she stared at 
the half eaten Neofinetia, the target of the black 
flower’s vicious attack. She just stared, not wanting 
a sudden movement to bring the black flower back 
to life, but something else was pushing this thought 
from her mind: the empty pots and slabs of bark 
throughout the greenhouse. Also, how Papere had 
only ever grown a single thing in this greenhouse.

The knowledge dawned on Sylvia and she turned 
away from the carnivorous black plant to face a 
greenhouse full of what had to be other carnivorous 
plants.

The jar that had once looked like it contained 
red confetti now looked like a jar of violently boiling 



19

Darkness Blooms

blood. The little red flowers spun and surged, hitting 
the side of the jar closest to Sylvia so hard that the 
jar would move toward her a millimeter at a time. 
If she stood where she was, the jar would make it to 
the edge of the table and fall to the ground where 
it would shatter, releasing the little red flowers 
spinning so violently inside.

Sylvia did not want to be around when that 
happened. Sylvia’s mouth went dry when she 
realized that the jointed, black and white striped 
plant beside the jar of churning red flowers was 
gone, but it’s pot was still there.

Sylvia yelped as something pinched her left arm 
hard, and then pinched again. When she looked 
down at the place, she saw green threads weaving 
in and out of her skin, right up her arm. The threads 
came from the pot that had originally held the 
sharpened green spear, only now it looked like the 
spear had been split into millions of threads with 
sharp points.

Sylvia jerked her arm away from the table the 
pot sat on and the threads connecting her to the pot 
snapped. Above the plant with the reaching threads, 
the mossy rock opened like a rocky hand, at the center 
of which was an orb filmed over with dark green 
veins. From the edges of the orb, little legs reached 
out and began flexing, like the orb was trying to pop 
itself out of its socket and scuttle towards her.

That didn’t happen though. Instead, the legs 
which were reaching out suddenly contracted 
towards the center of the orb and the air before the 
orb filled with dark green dust.
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Pollen, Sylvia thought.
Some of the pollen settled on the leaves of the 

reaching thread plant and the threads immediately 
started to disintegrate. Sylvia saw why immediately.

It wasn’t pollen at all.
That dark green orb was an egg and millions 

of tiny, scuttling creatures were eating the thread 
plant alive.

At the far end of the greenhouse, Sylvia saw that 
the inside of the front cover was the same symbol 
from the front, glowing in the shadows, only now 
that the cover was upside down, she saw that it was 
a rough drawing of a skull. The two X’s were eyes 
and the lines were a mouth and teeth.

She started to run for the door, but something 
grabbed her foot. As she fell she saw the black and 
white jointed plant crouched beneath the table. On 
its back at the center was a large solid white bulbous 
pod.

Sylvia screamed as she went down, knowing 
that after seeing the dark green orb erupt with tiny 
creatures, that the solid white pod on the back of 
the black and white plant could be nothing good.

A thought came to her as she fell, if the black 
and white plant is under the table, what grabbed 
my foot?

She hit the ground hard and rolled away from 
the table where the black and white plant waited 
for her. She banged her head into something hard 
and screamed again, more in terror that her vision 
was starting to black out from the head impact than 
from pain at the impact.
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She looked down at her foot as black dots pressed 
in on her vision. The roots of the venus fly trap were 
wrapped around her ankle. The roots wrapped tight 
and the mouth with the bright blue tendrils that 
terminated in sharp black points slammed itself 
into the rubber sole of her shoe. Through the rubber 
sole, she could feel the points although they didn’t 
press all the way through and pierce her skin.

Thank God they aren’t long enough for that, she 
thought for a moment before feeling the points in the 
sole start squirming and the little bumps right against 
her foot getting larger. She screamed and scraped her 
foot against the floor of the greenhouse. The Venus 
flytrap tore apart on the concrete and Sylvia kicked back 
against the ground, trying to turn around and stand up.

When she felt something caress her neck, she 
screamed again.

The black and white plant under the table. How 
had she been so stupid?

Sylvia reached back and grabbed at it, ripping it 
away from her neck.

Something huge and black—the black coat from 
the scarecrow—flew across the greenhouse and 
Sylvia caught sight of the black and white plant 
from the corner of her eye, still crouching where it 
had been when she first saw it.

It was almost like it was waiting, then Sylvia 
thought she saw why.

The green creatures that had burst from the orb 
came toward her in a steady line and then stopped 
as if there was an imaginary line marked on the 
ground. Although the green creatures stopped 
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moving forward, they still spread out to either side, 
and Sylvia began to see an arc forming. An arc which 
if it surrounded her would be a circle.

A perfect, pristine circle.
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Sylvia looked across the room at the rumpled black 
trench coat she’d thrown when it touched the back 
of her neck because she’d thought it was the black 
and white plant.

After taking a shuddering breath, Sylvia looked 
up at the scarecrow that she’d ripped the trench 
coat from. The antique plague doctor mask and hat 
were still where they’d originally been.

Upon the main post and along the post that 
intersected to make the arms, hundreds of the 
same dusky black flowers that ate the Neofinetia 
nested. The blooms were still twisted shut, and 
there seemed to be more plants where the chest of 
the scarecrow was than any other place.

None of the flowers moved.
Sylvia realized that the greenhouse was 

completely still. Even the green spores had quit 
their movement, their circle only half complete.

Taking a second to assess her situation and 
trying to come up with a way to escape, Sylvia 
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looked around with just her eyes. She didn’t dare 
move her head.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the 
jar that held the plant with the milky white jewels of 
liquid. The plant was now hanging down from the 
lid like a pus dripping bat.

Above it, sprouting from a piece of bark were 
several long, bright yellow tubes. Sylvia didn’t know 
what was inside of those tubes and didn’t want to 
find out.

Cutting her eyes to the left, she saw a giant 
bush that blocked the window. It was covered in 
tiny leaves that ended in little sharp points. The 
leaves reminded her of holly leaves, but these were 
definitely more aggressive.

Black beads of liquid hung from the points of 
most of the leaves. The beads glistened in the light, 
poison dew drops from some other place. The wood 
of the table in front of the bush was also covered in 
black liquid. So much that the liquid had dripped 
down one of the posts.

I’m going to have to turn around and go for the 
door. Fine.

Sylvia glanced back at the scarecrow, one last 
time to make sure that all the blooms were still 
closed.

Up around the left pocket, something glittered 
in the midday sun.

Still not moving her head, Sylvia squinted, 
trying to get a look at what it was, a sense of deep 
unease filling her.

Clink, clink.
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She’d seen something glitter like that before.
Clink, clink.
On the gold wallet chain that Papere always 

wore.
The scarecrow was Papere. The flowers were 

growing out of his body.
“Fu—” Sylvia breathed, trying to cut it off before 

the word was completely out of her mouth.
It didn’t matter though.
One bloom, then two, then four, then twelve 

burst open in red flares, a hellish organic fireworks 
show that exploded across Papere’s corpse.

Sylvia screamed and spun around, scrambling 
to flee from the black flowers.

She felt three barbs pierce the back of her neck, 
another six down her spine, two on her ass, and 
three in the back of her right leg.

She didn’t give the flowers a chance to pull her 
in though. She kept churning forward, ignoring 
each new jab of pain as she pistoned her legs toward 
the door. The flowers tried to pull her back as she 
pressed forward, but she was too strong. The pistols 
snapped and one of the barbs in her ankle tore out, 
taking a chunk of her skin and flesh as she felt it 
snap away.

Fine.
They could have a chunk of her so long as she 

wasn’t dragged back and eaten alive like Papere had 
been.

Sylvia tried not to look at the glowing skull on 
the inside cover of the control box as she surged 
toward the door.
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Glass shattered behind her and she heard 
something hiss from her left. She didn’t quit moving 
though. Hitting the door full speed, Sylvia barreled 
out into blinding light, slamming the door to the 
greenhouse behind her. She heard something solid hit 
the other side of the door, from inside the greenhouse, 
but Sylvia didn’t care. She kept her legs pumping, 
focused on the back door of the sagging house. 

She pounded up the stairs and through the back 
door, making sure to slam that behind her as well.

She couldn’t let whatever slammed into the 
greenhouse door follow her into the house. Spinning 
around, Sylvia squinted out the back door. The 
greenhouse looked undisturbed. The door wasn’t 
open, and from what she could tell, it wouldn’t be 
bursting open any time soon.

Sylvia’s attention focused on the black mound 
closest to where she stood. In the center of the 
blackness was a bright red star. She knew what that 
bright red star was. The mound also seemed closer 
than she’d remembered it. Not a ton closer, and she 
couldn’t be absolutely sure, but it definitely looked 
at least a tiny bit closer.

Scanning the backyard, Sylvia saw that all of the 
black mounds dotting the grass had a red center, 
and if Sylvia could see red it meant that the bloom 
was open and facing her.

Great. 
Sylvia slipped her hand around to her back 

pocket where she kept her phone. It wasn’t there. 
She patted the other pocket and then the front two, 
just in case. Where was her phone?
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She’d had it when she was looking at the GPS, 
but—the cup holder of her car. It was sitting in the 
cup holder of her stupid car.

Great.
Sylvia spun in the kitchen and walked to where 

the house phone was mounted beside the fridge. 
She picked the receiver up from the cradle and held 
it to her ear. No dial tone.

“Shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.”
She turned away from the phone. Papere’s book 

was still on the counter, but now there were two. 
“Where did you find the time to have a baby, 

momma book?” Sylvia asked the empty kitchen, a 
giggle bubbling up from her stomach at what she’d said.

Sylvia tried to focus on the book and found that 
she couldn’t. Every time her vision started focusing, 
her stupid, heavy eyelids would slip down and she’d 
have to start from scratch.

That was okay though. She could start over. She 
was good at starting over, starting from scratch. 
She could do it.

Sylvia took a step toward the double image of the 
book, but the floor tilted and she stumbled to the 
right, away from the book and into the refrigerator. 
Bright pain lanced through her shoulder, but it felt 
dulled for some reason.

Her whole body felt dumb now that she thought 
about it. Dull, not dumb.

“Wha’s happnng?” Sylvia slurred.
She tried to lean toward the cabinet with the 

book on it, but her body just pressed harder against 
the fridge.
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Fine. She could play this game.
Sylvia tried to lean harder against the fridge and 

the room tilted in the opposite direction like a ship 
listing to its side.

“I gots dis,” she slurred, right before she banged 
into the counter with her hip. She tried to pull her 
head back from hitting the cupboard, but that only 
made it hurtle faster towards it. Her head slammed 
against the cupboard so hard that all the plates 
inside rattled.

The rattling of the dishes seem to come from 
three houses down, and although blackness started 
closing in from the edges of her vision, her head 
didn’t hurt a bit.

The blackness of a million dusky flowers pressed 
in and blotted out her vision as she fell unconscious 
to the kitchen floor.
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Sylvia came to with a scream. Her eyes flew open 
wide and she sat up fast.

Too fast.
The blackness started pressing in at the corners 

of her vision again and she hunched over to the 
side, moaning when her head bumped the cabinet 
door. She stayed in this position for five minutes, 
breathing deep breaths, but staying conscious.

She couldn’t pass out again.
Wishing she could believe that the nightmare 

greenhouse was a figment of her imagination, the 
throbbing pain at the back of her neck, along her 
spine, and the backs of her legs told Sylvia otherwise.

Sylvia opened her eyes slowly, trying to baby it, 
not wanting to push anything too fast.

Pale moonlight shone onto the kitchen floor and 
Sylvia moaned again. This time not because of any 
pain she felt, although there was more of that than 
she knew what to do with. No, she moaned because 
she’d arrived at the house in the morning, and now 
it was night.
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“It could be morning for all I know,” Sylvia 
mumbled, getting her legs under her as gingerly as 
she could.

With her feet positioned, Sylvia stood. She did 
so with her eyes shut, not wanting anything to make 
her dizzier or to cause the floor to start sloping on 
her like it had earlier.

Sylvia put her hand on counter and almost 
shrieked in the silent kitchen.

Her hand pressed into the pillow-smooth leather 
of Papere’s book, and she’d thought for a moment 
that she’d put her hand down on a face.

Sylvia picked up the book and started heading 
toward the front of the house.

Time to go.
Her bladder was full, but she didn’t want to stay 

in the house any longer than she had to. She would 
stop at a gas station and use the bathroom there. 
She could also call the authorities or whomever it 
was that you called in situations like this.

She imagined how the phone call would go.
Yes, hi. Police? I’d like to report a crime. What’s 

that? Oh, carnivorous plants. Yes, I know. I must 
seek help, but could you do a girl a favor and swing 
by this address? You see, Papere has been crucified 
and has flowers growing from his chest, and 
Mamere? Well, Mamere blew town this mor—

She quit walking.
Mamere.
Why had Mamere told her to come here? She 

had to have known about the flowers.
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Sylvia thought back to when she left Mamere 
and Papere. Papere understood, though he had to 
stand by Mamere. That was just how things worked.

“You’re gonna be home tomorra, if not tonight,” 
Mamere had said as Sylvia slammed the trunk to 
her car.

“Yeah right,” Sylvia had mumbled under her 
breath.

Mamere, just as sharp of hearing as she was with 
always knowing what you were doing or thinking 
said, “I heard that, girl. Jus’ wait and see.”

Sylvia didn’t bite. She kept moving, checking 
that the straps on the roof of her car were tight. She 
didn’t have much, and she couldn’t afford to have 
it blowing off the roof of her car on the way to New 
Orleans.

“Now, LSU is a plenty good school. It’s closer 
too,” Mamere said, stepping in front of the car.

“I didn’t apply to LSU,” Sylvia said. “I got a 
scholarship to Tulane and I’m going.”

“Oh? Too good for LSU?”
“You know that’s not it,” Sylia sighed. Why did 

it always have to be this way? Why did Mamere 
always have to make everything so difficult?

“So now you know what I know? Is that how 
things are?”

Sylvia checked the straps on the other side. All 
good. She was ready. It was time to go.

Looking back at the house one last time before 
she got into her car, something wet smacked against 
the side of her face.
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Sylvia brought her hand up to her face and 
wiped at her cheek. Looking at her hand, she saw 
the wet strings of tobacco-laced spit hanging from 
between her fingers.

Mamere stared her dead in the eyes, a little 
smile playing at the corners of her lips.

“That’s what you are now to me,” Mamere said, 
spitting agin. This time on the ground though. 
“Nothing more than trash. You jus’ a spit bottle.”

The words slid over Sylvia’s tongue, slipped 
between her grinding teeth, and shot out from 
between her lips. “Fuck off, cunt.”

Mamere took a step back, her filthy, shitty smile 
gone, then she took a step forward.

Sylvia now expected physical violence.
“You are dead to me,” Mamere said. “Don’t you ever 

call or come ‘round here again. I’ll take a fuckin’ knife to 
your gut if you do. Gut you like one of my hogs.”

Sylvia hadn’t said another word. She got in her 
car and left the little place behind in her dust, but 
now she was back in the house. Papere was dead 
and Mamere had lured her here.

Great.
Sylvia shook her head and walked to the front 

door. She had some things to say to Mamere when 
she called her. Oh yes she did.

Sylvia turned on the porch light, opened the front 
door, and started to step onto the front porch. Her 
foot never touched the wood of the porch though.

A huge mound of the dusky black flowers 
huddled up against the steps that led up to the front 
porch.

A single red bloom open, facing her.
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“Fuck me,” Sylvia whispered.
The mound of black flowers was enormous. 

Stretching at least ten feet to all sides, there was no 
way Sylvia could jump it. She couldn’t even attempt 
it, because the stress put on the decayed wood of 
the porch would probably crack it in half and she’d 
plunge through.

After closing the front door, Sylvia walked 
straight for the back door.

The same thing greeted her there though: a 
huge mound of black flowers that stretched far 
enough away that Sylvia knew she couldn’t jump 
the distance required. Again, there was a red flower 
situated at the center of the mound.

Sylvia shook her head and leaned out the door 
to look to either side of the back porch. What she 
saw terrified her. The black flowers stretched out in 
either direction, pressed up against the house, huge 
mounds in front of the windows.

“No,” Sylvia said, closing the door and walking 
to Papere and Mamere’s old bedroom. She looked 
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out the window there and saw a huge mound of the 
black flowers, a single bloom in the middle open in 
a red starburst of color.

Sylvia went into the bathroom that connected to 
the bedroom and slid open the window.

When she poked her head out, she saw that the 
same thing lay just outside.

The exact same thing.
Sylvia sat down on the toilet, trying to think. Her 

bladder cried out and she pulled down her shorts 
and obliged. Pants around her ankles, elbows on 
her knees, Sylvia tried to think her way out of this 
mess. 

What she really didn’t understand was how 
quickly the plants had crept up to the house. She 
remembered thinking that they’d gotten closer to 
the house before she passed out, but they’d barely 
moved at all. Did they move faster at night?

And what time was it?
Sylvia cleaned up and stood, bending over to 

pull her shorts up.
Sylvia flushed the toilet and walked back into the 

bedroom, sitting on the bed. Her eyes drifted over 
to the digital alarm clock on the bedside counter.

It was 3:00 AM.
Thursday morning.
She’d been unconscious for five days.
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“Five days,” Sylvia mumbled, scratching at the back 
of her neck. “How have I been unconscious for five 
days?”

Sylvia kept scratching, staring at the red 
numerals on the clock. When she quit scratching, 
she saw that she had dirt under her fingernails.

“Gross,” she said, turning her nose up and then 
laughing. Dirt was the least of her worries right 
now.

Sylvia picked the dirt from under her nails, but 
the dirt didn’t flake away like dirt. 

It smeared.
Like plant matter.
“No,” Sylvia said, getting up from the bed. 

“Nononononono.”
In the bathroom again, she stripped off her 

shirt and turned her back to the mirror. She turned 
her head so that she could see the mirror from the 
corner of her eye and let out a defeated little, “No.”

Her neck had three purplish bumps on it, each 
had a twisted black root sticking out from the bump. 
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The tip of the root was red.
The same deep red as the inside of the dusky 

blooms that surrounded the house.
“Oh God,” Sylvia said, a shiver of disgust ripping 

through her even as she reached her hand around 
and grasped one of the gnarled roots.

She gripped it tight, eyes wide as she kept her 
eyes on the mirror. She felt the root grip her hand 
right back, trying to pull back inside the bump.

“No,” Sylvia said, pulling the root away from her 
neck and watching as the bump grew larger.

She shook her head at the mirror like that would 
change what she was seeing, but she didn’t quit pulling. 
Her mouth opened wide all on its own as the bump grew 
to the size of a large marble. The apex of a black bulb 
peeked through the hole where the root terminated.

Sylvia kept the pressure steady, not giving any 
ground back to the root and the bulb under her 
skin. She kept pulling, watching as more and more 
of the bulb squeezed out through the hole.

The root gave one last jerk against her fingers 
before the bulb slipped out. It was the size of a 
marble and hung heavy between her fingers. Its 
skin was a wet, shiny black that was mottled with 
flakes of crimson.

If not for the twisted root erupting from the top, 
it could be mistaken for a bizarre egg.

“Wow,” she whispered.
The egg-looking bulb twisted in her hand 

and she let go of it, watching as it fell to the tile. 
Something deep inside of Sylvia hoped that it would 
crack open so she could stomp out whatever lay 
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sheltered inside.
It didn’t break open.
It didn’t shatter.
It bounced.
It didn’t bounce high, maybe only a foot and a 

half off the tile of the bathroom, but high enough for 
Sylvia to see the bulb open up into a black flower. 
The new flower landed on its petals, twisted root 
sticking straight up into the air.

Sylvia watched as the red tip of the root 
poked farther out of the black sheath. The red tip 
lengthened and narrowed so that it terminated in a 
sharp point.

It stayed like that for a few minutes, and Sylvia 
was trying to come up with a plan to destroy it 
without stabbing herself on the point of the root 
when the point tilted to one side and then slammed 
into the tile, embedding the tip deep.

The flower lifted up from the tile and opened 
completely. The edges of the petals looked damp 
and wrinkled, like a newly emerged butterfly’s 
wings do as it dries.

At the red center of the drying flower, Sylvia could 
see three sharp looking fangs where the pistol should 
have been. Sylvia stared at it, trying to figure out how 
to destroy it. To her right was a weight scale.

She picked it up and dropped it, topside down, 
onto the flower, then she jumped onto the scale, 
twisting back and forth against the tile, grinding the 
flower into nothingness.

With that finished, she kicked the scale away to 
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see her handiwork.
The flower reared up from the tile, sharp pistols 

shooting at her, trying to embed their barbs in her.
The flower looked just as it had earlier. Sure, 

the tile had black smudges on it, but the flower was 
completely untouched.

Sylvia’s shoulders fell and a little defeated breath 
leaked out.

If grinding it into the tile hadn’t worked, then 
cutting it wouldn’t work either.

Sylvia walked back to the bedroom and sat on 
the bed, staring at the flower. It swayed from side to 
side as if a soft breeze blew through the bathroom.

Sylvia tried not to think about all the other places 
where the barbs had hit her in the back. She tried 
not to think about all the bulbs that grew inside her 
even now.

She didn’t see the point. If she couldn’t kill the 
flowers after digging them out, what was the point 
in digging them out at all?

“That’s stupid,” she said under her breath. 
“Can’t let them eat me up like...”

She let the sentence trail off, not wanting to 
thinking of Papere’s scarecrow corpse, as she stared 
at the swaying black flower with the fire red center.

“Fire?” She mumbled.
Sylvia racked her brain. How do you light a 

flower on fire in a house? She didn’t have a blow 
torch. She could drop a burning paper towel on top 
of the flower, but what if she caught the house on 
fire? She would then be faced with the decision of 
either burning to death or making a run for it and 



39

Darkness Blooms

getting dragged down into one of those dark piles of 
flowers, eaten alive.

No, better not use a paper towel.
What then?
Mamere and Papere had never bought one of 

those long barreled pistol lighter things, and even 
if they had, Sylvia was pretty sure that that the long 
tip of the lighter was too short and would bring her 
within range of the barbs.

Sylvia broke her eyes away to search the 
bathroom. There was nothing she could use.

Sylvia let out a loud grunt of frustration, 
wracking her brain for something she could use.

“Fucking plant,” Sylvia yelled at it.
Putting her hands on her face, she rubbed her 

eyes, and when she opened them, found herself 
staring at the cabinet beneath the sink. The cabinet 
where Mamere kept all of her beauty stuff.

Sylvia smiled wide.
That was it. That’s what she could use.
Assuming Mamere hadn’t packed up all the 

beauty stuff, there would be a bottle of aerosol 
hairspray.

“Yes,” Sylvia crowed. “Gonna burn you up.”
Getting up from the bed, Sylvia headed to the 

kitchen. She grabbed two things: Papere’s book and 
the box of quick strikes they always kept in a drawer 
beside the sink.

“Yes,” Sylvia repeated. “Gonna burn you the 
fuck up. Get ready.”

Sylvia headed back, tossing the book on the 
bed and tucking the matches into her back pocket 
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before entering the bathroom.
Just inside the door, Sylvia reached her leg into 

the bathtub, keeping her back to the wall.
The red center of the bloom tracked her 

movement.
“Yeah, keep watching me. I’m about to burn you 

up. Get ready.”
Sylvia leaned out of the bathtub, grabbing the 

scale up from the tile. The flower shot out a single 
barb, but it fell two feet short of her.

“Just a baby, aren’t you? That’s fine though,” 
Sylvia said, holding the scale over the flower. “That’s 
perfect. Adult, adolescent, or little baby. Doesn’t 
matter to me. Either way you’re fucking dead.”

Sylvia dropped the scale onto the flower. She 
stepped onto the scale and gave it a quick twist 
before squatting down to open the cabinet, saying 
a tiny prayer in her head to God or anyone else who 
might be listening.

At the back of the cabinet, in the corner, was a 
dusty can of Aquanet.

“Bingo,” Sylvia whispered to the bathroom.
She picked the can up and hopped back into 

the bathtub, heart thudding in her chest as she 
crouched down. She was so excited. Time to kill the 
little fucker, and then all the others that were in her.

After lifting the scale from the flower, Sylvia 
laughed when it shot a feeble barb at her, again 
falling way short.

“Poor baby,” she crooned as she pulled the 
matches from her back pocket. “Poor wittle baby.”

The lid of the Aquanet clattered around in the 
bathtub after Sylvia popped the top. Pointer finger 
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held against the nozzle, Sylvia struck a match. A 
little smile played at the corners of her mouth.

“Fuck off, cunt,” she whispered, pressing down 
on the nozzle. Her tiny smile broke wide open.
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The can of Aquanet farted, a little plume of flame 
ignited and then went out. The plume didn’t get 
anywhere near the flower.

“No,” Sylvia moaned. “Come on.”
Sylvia shook the can. She neither heard nor felt 

anything.
“Shit,” she said, hurling the empty can at the 

flower. The edge of desperation peeking around the 
corners of her voice scared her.

What scared her even more was the voice in her 
head that whispered, This is how you die, Sylvia. 
Mamere killed you. You’re already dead, you just 
haven’t realized it yet. Why don’t you just walk 
outside and dive into the flowers? It’ll take less 
time.

“I’m not finished yet,” Sylvia said, stepping out 
of the bathtub.

She heard a barb click against the tile behind 
her, but she didn’t care. It didn’t get anywhere near 
her ankle.
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Sylvia walked to the kitchen, not thinking, just 
running on autopilot. She pulled open the cabinet 
under the sink and hunkered down, a relieved 
smile lighting on her face as she peered in at all the 
aerosol cans.

Cans of Pam cooking spray, Lysol, and scrubbing 
bubbles cleaner.

Sylvia picked up the can of Pam. It felt heavy in 
her hand and when she shook it, she was happy to 
feel sloshing inside.

She grabbed all three cans and headed back to 
the bathroom. After hopping into the tub again, she 
popped the lid off the Pam, setting the other two 
cans down. The red center of the flower swayed in 
the bathroom.

“Take two,” Sylvia said, popping a match before 
bringing it in front of the can.

She pressed the nozzle down for half a second 
and a huge flame erupted with a loud whoosh.

“Good,” Sylvia said. “Let’s get to it.”
Sylvia struck a new match and aimed the nozzle 

at the flower, leaning out of the bathtub as far as 
she dared. A barb shot from the flower, but again it 
was short.

Good.
The flower swayed back and forth in the 

nonexistent breeze, not even aware of its impending 
doom.

Sylvia didn’t say a word, pressing down on 
the nozzle for all that she was worth. A huge 
jet of flame shot out from the can and hit dead 
center on the flower. For a few moments, Sylvia 



45

Darkness Blooms

couldn’t even see the flower through all the 
flame.

When Sylvia let up on the nozzle, she saw that the 
flame had carried all the way across the bathroom 
and that the cabinet was on fire.

The black flower just swayed, fire licking along 
its petals, not a care in the world, not even a little 
damaged.

Sylvia let out a scream of frustration, dropping 
the can of Pam into the bathtub. She picked up the 
Lysol, stuck a match, and lit the spray from the can 
on fire. When she let go of the nozzle, the flower was 
still swaying, flames still licking at its petals.

Sylvia sprayed it with Lysol, maybe it would 
work as poison. Maybe that’s what would kill it.

The flames on its petals lit up, but just as quickly 
guttered out, allowing Sylvia to douse the flower in Lysol.

Nothing happened.
The flower kept swaying.
The cabinet was truly in flames now.
“Goddammit,” Sylvia cursed. She’d been so sure 

that fire would kill it. Didn’t fire kill everything?
Sylvia shook her head. She knew better now.
Turning on the faucet to the bathtub, Sylvia let 

her cupped hands fill with water before tossing it at 
the burning cabinet.

She extinguished the fire on her first try.
At least something was finally going ri—Sylvia 

interrupted her thought, “It’s smoking.”
The cabinet was smoking, but that wasn’t what 

she was talking about. She was talking about the 
flower.
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Little holes had appeared on the red center of 
the flower. Little, smoking holes that grew larger as 
she watched. The flower started to shake.

Sylvia didn’t think. She cupped her hands under 
the water and started tossing out handful after 
handful, buffeting the flower with water, screaming 
victory as the flower disintegrated before her eyes.

Even after the flower was laying in soggy pieces 
on the tile of the bathroom, Sylvia didn’t stop. She 
kept hitting it with water, worried that the root 
might try to bloom again. She wouldn’t let that 
happen.

Sylvia thought about the spiderweb veins of 
the overhead tubes in the greenhouse. It wasn’t an 
automatic watering system, it was a fail-safe.

Sylvia kept tossing water on the flaking root, 
tears blurring her vision as she thought of Papere 
trying to get out of the greenhouse, or trying to hit 
the fail-safe, but failing to reach it before the dusky 
black flowers took him.

She could see Mamere smiling from the back 
door of the house. Maybe she cut the water to the 
greenhouse and locked him in. Sylvia wouldn’t put 
it past her.

After tossing the cans out of the bathtub, Sylvia 
stripped. She plugged the bathtub and sat down, 
letting it fill with warm water.

Now that she knew how to kill the flowers, it was 
time to destroy them.

Once the water was up to her belly button, Sylvia 
turned off the faucet. She brought her right ankle 
up so she could see it below the water. That was the 
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place where the barb had ripped out a chunk of her 
skin, but hadn’t stuck.

The wound was red, but she didn’t see one of 
the twisted black roots sticking out and when 
she probed it, she couldn’t feel a bump under the 
surface.

“Good,” Sylvia said under her breath. “One less 
thing I have to pull out of my body.”

Sylvia put her leg back straight, tilting it to 
the side so that she could get at the back with her 
fingers. Three purplish bumps pressed out against 
her pale skin.

She grasped the root poking out of the bump 
closest to her knee and applied steady pressure. 
This bulb didn’t pull back against her fingers. It slid 
out of her with the same amount of effort that the 
one on the back of her neck had.

Sylvia held the bulb in front of her face, frowning.
It wasn’t smoking.
None of the holes were appearing.
What the hell?
Sylvia was about to toss it onto the tile when the 

flower bloomed right in front of her face. Feeling 
the root try to grab hold of her fingers, she shook it 
loose from her hand with a scream.

It flew through the air, turning end over end, 
right for the water at her feet.
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Sylvia pulled her knees up to her chest right before 
it plopped into the tub. The flower vibrated beneath 
the water like fat thrown into a hot pan.

The water bubbled and steam rose. Soon, the 
water stilled and the flower was no more. There 
was nothing left. No bits of root, no flower petals, 
nothing.

Sylvia shook her head. “So only the inside is 
vulnerable to water. Wonderful.”

Sylvia didn’t chance another accident. She 
pulled the remaining two from her leg, tossing 
them onto the wet tile and waiting for them to open 
before deluging them with handfuls of water.

She did the same with the six on her back and 
one of the two on her ass. She left the two in her 
neck.

When she pulled out the last one from her ass, 
she dropped it into the tub on purpose after stepping 
out. The bulb sunk to the bottom of the tub, gently 
swaying as the water rolled back and forth from 
Sylvia’s departure.
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She watched what happened, or rather what 
didn’t. The bloom didn’t open. Whether there was 
an intelligence that knew it was surrounded by 
water or it was just a survival mechanism, Sylvia 
didn’t know and didn’t care.

The bloom wasn’t opening and that was all that 
mattered.

Not bothering to dry off, Sylvia headed to the 
kitchen. She grabbed two empty coffee tins from 
above the stove where Mamere always kept them. 
Mamere poured grease into them after frying 
something.

Heading back to the bathroom, Sylvia’s thoughts 
drifted to the cooking lesson she’d received at the 
hands of Mamere. The lesson she’d never told 
Papere about. 

When Sylvia had been little, she always wanted 
to be Mamere’s helper in the kitchen. One day when 
Mamere was napping—she always napped after 
watching her daily dose of Days of Our Lives—
Sylvia snuck into the kitchen to make Mamere 
breakfast in bed.

It was really lunch on couch, but Sylvia didn’t 
know any better. She got the big pot up on the stove 
and filled it to the very top with vegetable oil before 
clicking the burner.

She was very quiet so as not to wake Mamere.
When the oil felt hot enough—Sylvia held her 

hand over the pot like she’d seen Mamere do—and 
looked hot enough too with the little clouds of what 
she thought was steam rolling off the top of the hot 
oil, she dragged a chair over to the fridge. After 
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hopping up onto the seat of the chair and opening 
the freezer, Sylvia pulled out a whole frozen chicken.

Mamere had fried chicken legs, wings, and 
breasts, but she’d never fried a whole chicken 
before.

Sylvia would surprise her.
Dragging the chair over to the stove, Sylvia 

dropped the whole frozen chicken into the pot.
To say what happened next was a disaster 

wouldn’t do the word disaster justice.
The pot erupted as the displaced oil surged up 

and over the edges of the pot, dripping down to the 
burner where it burst into flame. Standing next to 
it sounded like standing next to a roll of Black Cats 
being lit on New Year’s Eve.

Sylvia screamed, as much at the noise and the 
flames as the burns on her arms where the oil 
splattered.

Terrified, she stepped away from the burning 
stove, stepping right off the back of the chair.

She fell to the linoleum of the kitchen floor, 
crying out as her ankle twisted under all of her 
weight.

Mamere burst into the kitchen, eyes wide and 
teeth bared.

She looked at Sylvia crying on the linoleum and 
sneered. “Oughta let you burn up for this.”

Mamere turned her back and walked away. 
Sylvia thought she was being left to burn alive and 
screamed at Mamere to help her.

Mamere kept walking.
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“Mamere, help me,” Sylvia cried.
Mamere didn’t turn around. She kept walking 

away, but she never left the kitchen. Instead she 
opened the pantry and pulled out a box of baking 
soda. She walked back to the stove and smothered 
the fire with the baking soda.

Sylvia looked up at Mamere like she was a 
conquering hero, the tears of fear turning into tears 
of happiness that she wasn’t going to be burned 
alive and that she had such a brave Mamere.

Mamere closed her eyes and nodded at Sylvia in 
a knowing way. Sylvia stretched her arms out to the 
woman. Wanting her to take the pain in her ankle 
and on her arms away.

“Jus’ a sec,” Mamere said as she pulled on a pair 
of oven mitts and turned away again. She picked up 
the pot and moved it to a different burner.

Sylvia watched Mamere as she paused for a 
moment and then jostled the pot hard enough so 
that a big wave of oil rolled over the edge and into 
the air.
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Sylvia watched the oil fall toward the linoleum, 
confused as to why it was falling toward her 
outstretched ankle. The hot oil splashed against 
her ankle and shin and Sylvia screamed as the skin 
sizzled.

Mamere was on her then. So fast that Sylvia 
didn’t even know what was happening. Mamere 
grabbed her shirt collar and ripped her up off the 
linoleum. She picked her up so hard that her balled 
fist caught Sylvia on the underside of her jaw and 
Sylvia’s teeth clicked.

Fresh pain blossomed in her mouth and she 
tasted blood.

Mamere pressed her nose against Sylvia’s, their 
foreheads touching.

“I’m sorry,” Sylvia cried out, pushing against 
Mamere. “I’m sorry, Mamere. I’m sorry.”

“Not sorry enough,” Mamere said, dragging 
Sylvia by the collar of her shirt over to the stove.

Sylvia put her hands out to stop herself from 
falling into the pot. The hot oil still on the stove 
burned the palms of her hands and she screamed 
as Mamere brought the hand not balled up with the 
front of her shirt to the back of her head. Mamere 
guided her head toward the hot oil still in the pan, 
little islands of baking soda rocking on the surface.

Mamere’s hot breath blew into Sylvia’s ear. “You 
ever fuck up my kitchen like this again and I’ll put 
your face in the oil next time. See what a pretty girl 
you end up then.”

Sylvia had blinked away her tears and the one 
thing she never forgot was the crackling sounds her 
tears made as they fell into pot.  
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Back in the bathroom, Sylvia shook her head, 
looking at the still submerged bulb. It was still 
pristine. Nothing wrong with it.

Sylvia set the coffee cans on the edge of the 
bathtub and fished the submerged bulb out of the 
water by the root, tossing it away from herself on 
the bathroom tile. The bulb bounced and bloomed, 
catching itself on its petals.

Sylvia waited for the root to embed itself into the tile.
The root embedded itself, but it didn’t go for the 

tile. It hooked into the drywall and lifted itself up to 
face Sylvia.

Sylvia snorted, not really sure why she 
would be surprised at this. She shook her head 
and started dousing the flower with water. It 
disintegrated away into nothingness like all the 
others had.

She nodded at this before filling both of the 
coffee cans up with water. She reached around to 
the back of her neck and pulled out the two bulbs 
there by the roots.
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She dropped a single bulb into each can of water 
and sealed them both. With that done, she turned 
to look in the mirror, checking her neck, back, and 
legs for any bulbs that she might have missed.

Once she was satisfied that all the bulbs were 
gone, she got into the shower and turned it on, 
allowing the spray to shoot into the holes left by 
the vacated bulbs. She rubbed soap over the holes, 
irrigating them with hot, soapy water. When her 
pinkie slipped inside one of the holes left by a 
bulb, she bent over and retched. After her stomach 
stopped heaving, she glanced down at the porcelain 
of the bathtub, and saw black drops splashing down 
on the white porcelain. Sylvia decided it would be 
better to finish up with her eyes shut.

Sylvia stayed in the shower for thirty minutes, 
letting the scalding hot water clean her.

She stepped out from the shower, and dried off. 
It would be easier to get dressed if she was dry, even 
if she was planning on getting right back into the 
shower.

Sylvia pulled on her clothes and started going 
through the closet.

All of Papere’s clothes were still hanging there. 
That alone made Sylvia frown. The lack of dust on 
the clothes made her teeth grind.

She knew Mamere. Mamere hated cleaning 
more than anything else in the world. There was no 
way that Mamere would dust off Papere’s clothes 
for a whole year. She would’ve just tossed all of his 
stuff in a closet and left it there.

That meant that Papere hadn’t been “missing”, 
a.k.a. dead, for a whole year.
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Sylvia wondered how long Papere had been out 
there, mounted to the post like a scarecrow, and her 
mouth fell open.

What she’d thought in the beginning wasn’t 
even close to the truth.

Papere hadn’t gotten trapped inside the 
greenhouse and he surely didn’t mount himself to 
the post and just wait for the carnivorous room to 
twist into life and devour him.

“No,” Sylvia said to herself. “No, someone 
strapped you to those posts. Someone put that mask 
on your face and that coat on your back. Someone...”

Sylvia was quiet for a moment. Thinking things 
over. Mamere was frail when Sylvia left home so 
there was no way that ten years later she would be 
strong enough to lift Papere against the posts long 
enough to mount him there.

So who would’ve helped Mamere?
Who would have a reason?
Sylvia didn’t have the faintest.
From the closet, Sylvia pulled out a long sleeve 

shirt, a sweatshirt, a light jacket, and a heavy jacket. 
She pulled out three pairs of pants and three pairs of 
socks. She also pulled out Papere’s steel toe boots. 
On the top shelf of the closet she found a heavy 
beanie, a Kangol, and a trucker hat made of mesh 
on the sides and back and foam on the forehead. 
There were also a pair of gloves. They’re were 
driving gloves though, fingerless and perforated.

Sylvia shrugged. “Better than nothing.”
Looking at all the clothing on the bed, she 

frowned. She was missing something to cover her 
face and protect her eyes.
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She went back to the closet, searching for 
sunglasses or better, safety goggles. She found 
neither.

She didn’t find any sort of face covering either.
She pulled out a chambray work shirt and tossed 

that on the bed before heading back to the kitchen 
where she grabbed a pair of kitchen shears. She 
looked for duct tape, but couldn’t find any sort of 
tape at all.

“Oh well,” she mumbled.
She took the shears back to the bedroom and 

got to work cutting eye holes out of the back of the 
chambray shirt. She held it up to her face when she 
finished, making sure that the holes weren’t too 
close together or too far apart. They were a little 
close so she made them a tiny bit bigger. She tried 
out the holes again and decided that they would do 
the job.

The digital clock read six thirty AM and early 
morning light filtered in through the windows. 
Sylvia sighed and walked out of the bedroom. She 
went straight for the front door.

She pulled the door open and frowned.
The huge mound of flowers had moved. It still 

surrounded the house, but now the dusky black 
flowers covered the steps up to the porch as well 
as the entire porch. Three separate groups of the 
dusky flowers opened.

Sylvia stared at what looked like a giant black 
skull with red eyes and nose holes. She waited for a 
mouth of red close to her feet to open up and start 
talking.
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Shaking her head no, Sylvia watched the flowers 
sway back and forth.

 Looking past the porch and the huge mound of 
dusky flowers, Sylvia saw her car, sitting all alone, 
no flowers in sight.

Good.
Sylvia headed back towards the kitchen. She 

wanted to push the fridge out on the porch, but she 
knew it wouldn’t fit through the front door. Sylvia 
started to open the back door to see if there was any 
way she could get around to the side of the house 
and get at the hose. She only got the door open a 
crack before slamming it shut.

The back door was covered with dusky black 
blooms, one of them opening in her face. She heard 
the sharp pistol twack into the wood of the door 
jam before the door slammed. From the corner of 
her eye she saw several things before she slammed 
the door.

The backyard was a sea of black. Where there 
had originally been several mounds, now the whole 
yard was swarming in the black flowers.

Sylvia also saw something that made cold 
sweat poke out on her lower back: the door to the 
greenhouse was cracked open a whole foot.

Sylvia took several deep breaths, trying not to 
think about the black and white striped plant. Grey 
light angled in through the kitchen window.

“At least they aren’t covering the whole house,” 
Sylvia mumbled to herself. “Oh... OH!”

Sylvia sprinted the three steps it took to make it 
over to the kitchen window. There was a mound of 
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the black flowers outside of the window, but when 
Sylvia crawled up onto the edge of the sink so she’d 
have a steeper angle to look down, she saw that 
there was a tiny semi-circle of mud right against the 
house.

Right under the dripping faucet that Papere 
never cared enough to fix. A green hose attached to 
the spigot and extended down into the flowers, but 
Sylvia couldn’t see where the coils of the green hose 
even were.

She didn’t think about what to do next. She 
grabbed all the pots from under the cabinet to the 
left of the stove and started filling them with water. 
When each was filled, she lifted it, grunting as water 
sloshed over the sides of the heavy pots as flashbacks 
of Mamere and the hot grease came to life again.

Sylvia pressed her face to the bottom part of the 
windowsill, looking up to check the underside of the 
eaves for the black flowers. She shivered when she 
realized that the black and white spider plant could 
just as easily be lurking up there. Sylvia grabbed the 
surprisingly light Yellow Pages from the top of the fridge 
and started wadding its pages into balls. When she had 
ten paper balls wadded up, she checked all the angles on 
the window again, searching for the spider plant.

When she was sure that it wasn’t lurking just 
outside the window, waiting to pounce, Sylvia pulled 
the window up and got to work. She threw one of the 
paper balls at the closest of the flowers. The wadded 
up paper hit several of the closed blooms and they 
opened along with all the other flowers in a one foot 
radius of the paper ball.
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What was interesting was that the plants didn’t 
attack the paper ball. They didn’t seem to care about 
the ball at all. The blooms were all angled up at her 
face.

Not wasting any more time, Sylvia threw the 
remaining paper balls out at the flowers, opening 
the blooms of all of the plants closest to the spigot 
that she could. Sylvia stuck her head out and looked 
along the walls of the house. They were clear.

“Good,” Sylvia said. “Let’s get to work.”
Sylvia shifted the biggest pot to the windowsill 

along with several big cups. She looked out over the 
top of the water at all those red faces, staring up at 
her, lightly swaying in a nonexistent breeze, looking 
at what was hopefully their next meal.

“Wrong,” Sylvia said before dumping the huge 
pot of water on the closest flowers. When it was 
empty, she grabbed the large cups, flinging water 
out in an arc to hit the flowers that were open 
farther back.

Some of the flowers closed their blooms before 
the water hit them, but most took the water full on 
in the red.

Sylvia cried out a yelp of victory as she watched 
all the smoking plants die.

Sylvia worked fast as the sun climbed higher 
in the sky, alternating tossing balls of paper at the 
plants and dousing them with water.

She quickly realized that they weren’t as 
intelligent as she’d made them out to be. They 
all seemed to work based on several survival 
mechanisms. They opened due to movement or 
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vibration, maybe even sound, and they tracked their 
prey, paying little attention to things that weren’t 
alive. Whether that was heat or movement-based, 
Sylvia didn’t know.

These mechanisms ensured their survival in 
the wild, wherever that was, but also ensured their 
destruction at the hands of an intelligent species.

Once there was a huge muddy area surrounding 
the faucet and hose, Sylvia shut the window. She 
headed back to the bedroom and nodded to herself 
as she looked at the clothes she’d laid out. She 
checked the two coffee cans, happy to see that both 
bulbs were still submerged at the bottom of the can.

The hose was too far down the side of the house 
to reach without someone holding her legs, so she 
was going to go right out the kitchen window and 
get it herself. That was the plan.

Sylvia sat down on the bed and started pulling 
her feet through the pant legs and froze. Morning 
light filled the bedroom, a bright, skewed rectangle 
window of light outlined on the wall next to the 
bathroom.

At the center of that skewed rectangle was a 
large shadow that took up most of the window.

A shadow shaped like a starfish that had too 
many long, narrow legs.
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Sylvia froze.
Had the shadow been there when she walked 

into the bedroom?
She wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think it had.
Sylvia inched her head and shoulders around. 

What she saw chilled her more than a house 
surrounded by the dusky black flowers.

The black and white plant clung to the window 
right outside the bedroom. The underside of the 
plant was bright yellow, and from the tips of its 
legs all the way up to the center were dotted lines of 
black fangs that all curved back toward the center.

Sylvia wheezed in a breath at what lay in the 
center of the plant.

A solid black mass of the same fangs, but long 
enough so that they overlapped at the center.

Sylvia didn’t want to know what lay behind all 
those fangs.

When the plant skittered off the window, Sylvia 
let out a little scream of surprise. It moved fast, 
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streaking away around the edge of the house before 
it really even registered in Sylvia’s mind.

When Sylvia heard clicking in the room, she 
started to cry.

Was it inside?
Eyes wide and darting all over the room, Sylvia 

searched for the black and white striped plant. She 
started crying harder when she realized that the 
clicking sound was her own teeth chattering.

After taking several calming breaths, Sylvia 
stood up.

What was she supposed to do now?
She couldn’t risk crawling out the window; that 

spider thing was too fast.
What she needed was a rake or a hoe. Something 

long and curved that she could hook the hose with. 
Sylvia chewed on her lip while she thought of stuff 
in the house that might work.

The broom seemed to be the best bet, so once 
again, she headed to the kitchen. She opened the 
pantry and grabbed the broom. She moved fast after 
that, not wanting to lose her nerve and chicken out.

She checked all the angles outside the window, 
and sure that the coast was clear, she was about to 
open the window when she stopped.

If she got hose into the kitchen, she would 
have to keep the window cracked. If she kept the 
window cracked and the spider thing came across 
that crack, Sylvia knew it would open the window 
completely. It had already opened the door to the 
green house and that had been closed. If it could 
figure out a closed door, it would have no problem 
with a cracked window.
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In short? It would be an all or nothing venture 
once that window was open and she better be 
prepared for it.

Sylvia thought that the black and white plant 
might melt under the blast of a hose, but she wasn’t 
positive and that terrified her.

What if she tried to douse the plant in water and 
it kept coming at her.

All those switches in the greenhouse couldn’t all 
be for water, right?

The strange symbols might be what each plant 
was called, or where it was from, or what was in the 
valve that would kill it.

Sylvia just didn’t know.
Something else came to Sylvia’s mind.
If it could open the door to the green house, 

couldn’t it open the door to the house?
Same mechanism.
Sylvia leaned the broom against the stove and 

went to the bedroom. She put on all of the clothing; 
boots, gloves, and mask included.

Once she was covered head to toe, she waddled 
to the bathroom. Lifting one leg and putting it into 
the bathtub, and then the next, Sylvia sighed. This 
was going to be awkward.

She turned on the water and turned in a slow 
circle, waiting until she felt the water soak through 
all the layers of clothing and chill her skin. She 
stayed in even longer, making sure that every inch 
and layer of clothing was waterlogged before she 
turned the water off.

Then she attempted to lift her leg, grunting from 
the effort. She’d never imagined that clothing could 
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be so heavy. Sylvia didn’t care though. It was what 
she needed to do and it would protect her from the 
black flowers’ barbs at least.

Sylvia walked out of the bedroom, grabbing 
Papere’s leather bound journal and the two coffee 
cans. She waddled to the front door and set all 
three items next to the front door, cursing when 
she realized that the keys to her car were still in the 
bedroom.

She waddled back to the bedroom and slipped 
them into her pocket before heading to the kitchen. 
It was time.

She grabbed the broom and slid herself onto the 
edge of the sink. She felt like an awkward whale.

After looking out the window in all directions 
for the spider creature, Sylvia took a deep breath.

It was time.
She was getting out of this. It had always been 

her alone versus the world and this time was no 
different. She would save herself.

Sylvia opened the window and poked the broom 
out the window. Leaning out, she bent over the 
windowsill.

All around the newly muddy area, blossoms 
opened, red centers blazing in the early morning 
light. Barbs shot up toward Sylvia’s face.

The barbs were several feet away and she was in 
no danger from them.

Sylvia hooked the hose with the broom and 
started pulling it up. She almost had it when the top 
of the broomstick banged into the underside of the 
eaves.
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Sylvia let out a yelp and her grip faltered. Sylvia 
watched, everything moving in slow motion, as 
the bristles of the broom hit the mud and started 
falling away from her. She threw her arms out with 
a primal scream.

She thought she had it. She really did, but her 
fingertips only brushed the tip of the broomstick as 
it fell away from her grasp.

“No!” 
Sylvia screamed this as the top foot of broomstick 

fell into a thick patch of the dusky flowers. The 
blossoms opened, tracking her movement. Then 
they did something new; they focused on the 
broomstick.

Thousands of threads with barbs on the end shot 
into the top half of the broom and the broomstick 
started moving away from the window.

Sylvia watched, mouth agape.
The flowers were pulling the broom away from 

her.
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Sylvia felt tears prick at her eyes and cried out a 
scream of rage so intense that she startled herself. 
Without thinking, she floundered out the open 
window. When her feet hit the mud, they almost 
shot out from under her. Her right foot actually did 
this, but her left buckled at the ankle, leaving her 
right foot deep in a mound of open black flowers.

The barbs shot from the pistols embedded 
themselves in her boot at once. When Sylvia felt a 
sudden, strong tug on her right foot, she snapped out 
of her daze. She ripped her foot back, watching the 
threads attached to the barbs that were embedded 
in her boot snap.

Good, she thought. I hope it fucking hurts when 
I do that.

Sylvia grabbed the broom and ripped it away 
from the flowers. So caught up in this struggle with 
the black flowers was she that she didn’t see the 
striped spider plant creeping along the grass at the 
outer perimeter of the mass of black flowers.
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Sylvia finally saw it just as she was about to toss 
the broom through the window. She saw it when it 
was directly in front of her, twenty feet away at the 
edge of the black flowers.

Sylvia didn’t know how it got onto the grass and 
didn’t care. All she knew was that the sea of black 
flowers formed a natural barrier between her and 
the spider plant. Sylvia flipped it off, directing her 
upturned middle finger straight to the center of 
the pod on the spider plant’s back before turning 
around to throw the hose through the still open 
window. When she turned to look for the spider 
plant, she frowned.

It wasn’t there.
“Shit,” Sylvia said, looking to either side of her, 

searching the walls of the house for the thing.
When she saw it, she frowned.
“What are you doing?” she muttered, watching 

as the spider plant crept up to the edge of the sea of 
black, just outside the reach of the shooting pistols 
at the back corner of the house. It leaned back from 
flowers, its pod tilting back with it and then forward. 
Back and then forward.

“No,” Sylvia whispered. “C’moooooon, no.”
Sylvia didn’t wait to see if her worst fears 

were about to come true, instead she twisted the 
knob above the spigot and scrambled through the 
window. Her thighs were on the windowsill when 
she heard and felt the spider plant bang against the 
wall of the house.

Maybe it overshot, bounced off the wall, and 
fell into the flowers, she thought.
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“Yeah right,” she mumbled as she struggled 
to get through the window with all the heavy, wet 
clothing on.

She was pulling her feet through the window 
when she heard a series of fast bangs. The patter of 
too many feet.

Sylvia screamed as she pulled her feet through 
the window and slammed it down on the hose. The 
hose, now filled with flowing water, kept the window 
from closing completely, but then it didn’t matter.

The spider scrabbled onto the window and was 
still.

Sylvia didn’t move.
A sound like knives being sharpened drifted 

in through the crack of the window as the long 
black teeth of the spider plant’s maw slid across 
one another. The maw at the center of the spider’s 
yellow belly opened.

Behind the long black teeth lay a pale pink 
mouth. From that mouth extended a tongue 
from which hung strands of clear saliva. The tip 
was thicker than the rest, reminding Sylvia of a 
chameleon’s tongue.

Sylvia couldn’t breathe.
She watched at the fat tip of the tongue touched 

and then pressed against the glass. The pink mass 
suctioned and spread across the glass in a rough 
circle that was about two inches in diameter.

Then the center of the pink mass slid open in a 
vertical slit, and an eye looked out at Sylvia.
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If it had just been a black, bug-like eye, Sylvia 
thought that she would’ve been okay.

But it wasn’t.
It was white, and in the center of the eye was a 

red iris with a black pupil. Sylvia watched the eye of 
the spider shift towards her and the pupil shrink.

That moment, the moment where a predator 
saw her, recognized her, and focused. That was 
the moment Sylvia felt everything come undone 
in her little world. That was the moment when her 
situation felt impossible. The spider plane wasn’t a 
plant.

It was an actual animal. It wouldn’t just melt 
under the spray of a water hose. Of that, Sylvia now 
felt sure.

Sylvia moaned when the eye blinked. Something 
about it was alive with intelligence and malice.

Before Sylvia knew what was happening, the 
sharp teeth of the maw slammed against the glass 
and the creature’s legs shifted. Cracks radiated out 
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along the surface of the glass, but the window didn’t 
break. Every winding crack terminated at the point 
of one of the retractable fangs that dotted the bright 
yellow inner legs of the spider.

The damn thing had stopped the glass from 
shattering. The eye flattened a little more, and a 
disc of glass inched into the kitchen in a rough circle 
around the eye where the maw impacted. The glass 
stayed attached as the eye pushed its way through 
the glass into the kitchen. The big orb shifted at 
the top of its narrow stalk to look at Sylvia. The slit 
narrowed and at that moment, Sylvia felt like the 
spider was glaring at her.

Something about that glare made her snap. 
Something about it reminded her of Mamere and 
what Mamere had done to ensure that Sylvia end 
up here.

Sylvia glared right back into the spider’s eye, the 
cold, primal part of Sylvia moving her hand to grasp 
a pot.

The eye pressed farther into the kitchen to 
look at Sylvia, to take her measure, then the glass 
window shattered and the eye dropped into the 
sink, neatly severed from its stalk by the glass. The 
spider let out a high pitched scream that brought up 
gooseflesh on Sylvia’s back and arms as it fell from 
the shattered window. It bounced off the window 
and fell out of sight.

Sylvia gaped at her white knuckled hand 
gripping the pot that she’d just swung in a vertical 
arc. Red blood dripped down the edge of the pot. In 
the sink, the eye shifted to focus on her.
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Sylvia shook her head no and slammed the 
bottom of the pot down on top of the eye. The 
crushed eye made the same sound that grapes make 
in your mouth when you bite into them. Sylvia 
glanced out the window, watching as the dusky 
black flowers shot barbs into the legs of the flailing 
spider and dragged it away.

“Survival of the fittest,” Sylvia mumbled as she 
swung her legs off the counter. She bent over to pick 
up the hose where it lie on the linoleum, gushing 
water all over the kitchen, then she waddled to the 
front door.

She doused her clothes with the hose one last 
time and threw the door open. The flowers closest 
to the door blossomed open and Sylvia looked out 
at all the red.

“Open wide, bitches,” she said, a smile ripping 
across her face as she held her thumb over the 
mouth of the hose, creating a strong spray that 
buffeted against all the red faces that were turned 
up to her. The effect was instantaneous. Flowers 
smoked and melted into nothing. She walked out 
the front door and stood on the porch, dousing 
the plants in a wide semi-circle, working her way 
toward the steps.

Once the steps were clear, she went back in the 
house and grabbed the coffee cans, Papere’s book, 
and her keys. She walked out, set them on the porch, 
and got right back to work making blossoms open 
and then promptly exterminating them with water. 
By the time she got as far as the hose would allow 
her to go, her cheeks ached from smiling so much. 
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There was still about a foot of plants, but she could 
just jump clear of it. And if they barbed her shoes 
and clothes?

Who cared? She was going to strip before getting 
into the car anyways.

Sylvia cut down the last remaining foot of 
flowers to four inches by walking up, kicking them, 
and then going back to get the hose and angling the 
spray so it would fall down on them in an arc. When 
she couldn’t hit any more of the flowers, she grabbed 
her stuff off the porch and stomped through them, 
ignoring the feeble attempt they made to bring her 
down.

Sylvia scanned the yard for any other mounds 
of flowers near her car. There weren’t any so she 
set the book and the coffee cans on the hood of her 
car and started stripping off Papere’s contaminated 
clothing layer by layer. She left the clothing there in 
a pile then tossed the book into the passenger seat 
and briefly thought about putting the coffee cans in 
her trunk.

That seemed like a terrible idea though. How 
could she allow tin cans full of water and death to 
roll around?

Instead of the trunk, Sylvia wedged them 
against the driver’s side rear passenger door with 
her purse. Once she was sure that the cans wouldn’t 
so much as move, she settled into the driver’s seat 
and closed the door. She slipped her key into the 
ignition and bit her lip. If the car didn’t start, she 
was screwed. Sylvia twisted the key in the ignition, 
heart thudding in her chest.
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The car turned over and started up just fine.
Sylvia let out a breath of relief. She reached for 

her cell and tried to unlock it.
Nothing happened though. Her cell was dead.
She snorted. “Had to be something, didn’t it?”
Sylvia pulled out the car charger from the glove 

compartment and plugged it in. It beeped and 
showed the charging symbol. She couldn’t turn it 
on yet, but she’d be able to in a few minutes and run 
it off the car’s power.

Sylvia took one last look at the home she’d never 
visit again.

The black flowers that surrounded the house 
were all open and facing her, making it look like the 
house was floating on a gently rolling sea of blood. 
Sylvia frowned.

Why were all of them open?
Shaking her head, that sense of unease 

sitting heavy in her stomach, Sylvia drove 
away.

As she cruised along the street, she saw mounds 
of the black flowers everywhere. Some were in 
patches and some surrounded houses. She saw one 
house with a family all on the roof, waving to her. 
Flowers grew out from the walls.

Sylvia slowed for a second and rolled down her 
window.

“Hey,” the father called out. “Can you help us?”
“I’m on my way to the Sheriff’s to let them know 

about this,” Sylvia called back.
The man held up a cell. “We been trying to call 

all day. No answer from the office.”
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Sylvia nodded. “Well I’m going to the office to 
drop off a sample so they know how to kill them.”

Sylvia waved and started to roll her window up.
“Wait!” The whole family yelled.
Sylvia rolled her window down.
“How do you kill them?” The father asked.
Sylvia shook her head. She’d almost driven off 

without telling them how to kill the nasty little 
plants.

“Water,” Sylvia called back. “Hit them in the red 
center with water. They disintegrate.”

“Thank you!” The man called back. “Good luck!”
“You too,” Sylvia called back.
As she drove away, Sylvia saw the whole family 

jumping up and down on their roof, waving their 
hands in the air at her.

Sylvia waved back.
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Sylvia rolled into a silent town.
No birds.
No noise.
The black flowers covered the streets and 

sidewalks of the town. When she looked in her rear 
view mirror, she saw a sea of swaying blood in her 
wake, to either side of the crimson lay blackness.

Sylvia slowed her car outside of the Sheriff’s 
department, but kept moving when she saw the 
propped open door. Black flowers grew in the lobby.

The flowers inside opened to face her. Chills ran 
up Sylvia’s arms and she kept driving.

 





81

17

It was good to be back in New Orleans. The olde 
city.

And though it was good to be back, it was even 
better to be back in her childhood home.

Mamere laid back in bed and closed her eyes. 
She breathed out a long sigh.

“What about the girl?” Mamere’s sister Delphine 
asked from the other side of the room.

Mamere snorted. “Male and female of the same 
blood was sacrificed. What’s to think about?”

Silence fell over the room and Mamere leaned 
over the edge of sleep when Delphine jerked her 
back.

“She stronger than Amos,” Delphine said. “She 
don’t know what needs doin’.”

Fuck you, cunt, Sylvia’s voice said in Mamere’s 
head, and like usual, Mamere saw red.

“Don’t matter if she wasn’t willing,” Mamere 
said, head filling with the thought of a mound of 
those black beasties sprouting in a torrent from 
Sylvia’s stupid screaming mouth.



82

Christopher Bloodworth

“What if she didn’t go into the greenhouse?” 
Delphine asked.

“She did.”
“How do you know?”
“Put a note in her Papere’s journal.”
“How do you know she even took it?”
“It was the only thing she ever showed interest 

in, ‘sides that plant of hers.”
“What did the note say?”
“I wrote that her Papere grew one of his orchids, 

special-like, just for her, and I kept it alive over the 
past year.”

Mamere could hear the rustle of Delphine 
nodding.

“Okay,” Delphine said. “I just get worried is all. 
If the sacrifice isn’t made... well, ain’t a whole lot to 
say except kiss your ass goodbye. Croatoan.”

“You tellin’ me,” Mamere said. “Ain’t gonna be 
no Croatoan this century though. Now can we get 
some sleep? I’m plum exhausted.”

“Awright,” Delphine said. “In any case, glad 
you’re back home. ‘Night.”

“G’night.”
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Mamere woke to the sound of rustling sheets. The 
room was still dark so it had to be midnight or later.

“Del,” Mamere said, sitting up and sliding her 
legs from under the covers. “You okay?”

The rustling from the other side of the room 
stopped as Mamere slid her feet into her slippers 
and leaned toward her bedside table for her glasses.

“Ow!” Mamere shrieked.
Two sharp pains lit up on her face. It felt like a 

wasp sting, but worse. With a wasp the sting didn’t 
get worse, it stayed the same. The two spots on 
her face throbbed with hot pain, one above her left 
eyebrow and the other under her right eye on her 
cheek.

“Oh Jesus,” Mamere screamed when two more 
stings throbbed into being on her chin and her 
throat. “What’s in here? Get away!”

Mamere brought her hands to her face, fingertips 
probing the stings. It felt like long hairs were 
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growing out of the already swelling lumps. Mamere 
reached her hand out for the lamp on the bed stand.

She got stung again on her right hand.
“Help me, Jesus,” she said. “What’s happening?”
When she felt something tug her face toward the 

bed stand from the swollen lumps on her face, her 
stomach turned over.

“Syl,” Mamere whispered in the dark. “You in here?”
Bright light flooded the room when the overhead 

light blinked on.
Mamere’s face felt numb as she stared into the 

blazing red bloom of the dusky black flower that 
seemed to be rooted into her bedside table. Her 
glasses were just to the right of it.

Mamere tore the threads apart and reached for her 
glasses. The flower snapped at her, but with its barbs 
embedded in her face, it couldn’t do a whole lot. The red 
center of the bloom brushed against Mamere’s arm, right 
above the wrist, and the skin there started bubbling.

Don’t matter none, Mamere thought. It’s over 
anyways if she’s here. Over for everyone.

Mamere put on her glasses and looked across 
the room to where her sister Delphine usually slept. 
Delphine lay on her back in bed, eyes open wide and 
a single teardrop of blood inching down the side of 
her face from the corner of Delphine’s eye. When it 
dripped to the white pillowcase it would soak in and 
spread, blooming like one of the dusky flowers.

“She just washed those sheets today too,” 
Mamere said, shaking her head. “Damn.”

“You’re worried about the sheets?” Sylvia’s 
indignant voice came from her right.
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Mamere turned her head to look at her. She 
had to squint to focus on Sylvia. There were three 
Sylvia’s standing before her.

“Well,” Mamere said. “You supposed to be dead. 
Supposed to be anyways.”

“Whoops.” Sylvia shrugged. “Guess that didn’t 
work out.”

“No, I guess not.” Mamere shrugged.
“Too bad about the sheets,” Sylvia said, upper 

lip curled.
“I guess,” Mamere said. “Could’ve spent her 

last day doin’ what she wanted instead of the 
laundry.”

“So happy that you gave me that option,” Sylvia 
said.

Mamere grunted, waiting. The three Sylvia’s 
crossed their arms across their chests.

“Well, no remorse?” Sylvia asked.
Mamere didn’t say anything.
“No regret?” Sylvia tried again.
“You regret doin’ that to Delphine?” Mamere 

nodded her head to Delphine’s body.
“No guilt?” Sylvia threw her hands in the air, 

acting like the entitled brat that she’d always been 
deep down.

Fuck you, cunt, Sylvia’s voice said in Mamere’s 
head again.

“No,” Mamere said, coughing up a wad of 
phlegm and spitting it at Sylvia’s feet. “Ain’t sorry 
for nothin’.”

Sylvia jumped back a few steps.
“Missed,” Sylvia said.
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“You missed,” Mamere said. “Missed the whole 
point. Say goodbye to the things you know, or 
thought you knew. They gone now.”

“What are you even talking about?” Silvia asked.
“Croatoan,” Mamere said, her eyes growing 

heavier by the second. “Croatoan coming now that 
you messed it all up. It’s all over.”

“Oh. Right. Croatoan. Of course. I should’ve 
thought of that.”

“Maybe you should’ve. Your grandfather 
understood. It was his plan since you were tiny. Why 
do you think he was so willing to let you live with us, 
huh? You was blood. Door was always gonna open. 
No stopping that, but he was prepared to sacrifice 
himself for the world. Same with you. Don’t you get 
it? You were the key to it all. You were always the 
key.” Mamere’s eyes drooped and she felt herself 
swaying as the poison from the plant ran through 
her bloodstream.

Sylvia watched her, the confusion plain on her 
face. “What do you mean I was the key? Key to 
what?”

“Stopping Croatoan,” Mamere said. “Door was 
always gonna open, but you and Papere were the 
ones that could close it. Papere did his part.”

“Yeah,” Sylvia said, the confusion on her face 
morphing into anger. “Because you killed him. 
Murderer.”

“Kill him?” Mamere asked, a big belly laugh welling 
up inside her and spilling out. “You even paying 
attention, girl? I didn’t kill him. He sacrificed himself.”

“What do you mean?” Sylvia asked as the 
confusion once again overtook her face.
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“He wanted the plants to root him. That was 
always the plan. He went in there and let them barbs 
hit him square in the chest. Then he had me lash him 
to the post in the greenhouse, that way if he changed 
his mind, he wouldn’t be able to spread it.”

“He went in there himself? Voluntarily?” Sylvia 
asked.

Mamere snorted. “And you think I’d kill him 
‘cause why? I loved that man more than anyone on 
this earth.”

Sylvia took a step back and leaned against the 
wall. Putting her face in her hands, she slid down 
the wall until she was sitting on the floor.

“He wanted me to die?” Sylvia asked.
“No, couyon. He didn’t want you to die. You had 

to die. It was the only way to stop the spread once 
the door opened.”

“What door?” Sylvia asked.
“Did you read his journal?” Mamere asked.
“No.”
“It’s in there,” Mamere laid back in bed, getting 

comfortable.
“Where does the door lead?” Sylvia asked.
“There are other worlds than these.”
Sylvia didn’t say anything to that. Mamere 

started to drift off, but then shook herself awake. 
She didn’t bother to open her eyes though. She’d 
seen enough of the world. “These plants fixin’ to 
root me, girl. Lemme ask you a question: You run 
over any of those black plants?”

“Yeah,” Sylvia’s voice came to her, muffled.
“How many of them barbs do you think you’ve 

spread from there to here?”
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Sylvia didn’t answer.
“And what did you do with the broodmother?”
Mamere heard Sylvia say something in response, 

but it was so far away as to not even matter.
Mamere let go of the rope tying her to this world.
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“I spy something...” Tracy paused as she looked 
around. “Green!”

“Green, huh?” Sam, her father, asked.
“Yeah,” Tracy said with a tiny giggle. “Green.”
It was a good one. Her father would never guess 

it. Tracy avoided looking at the thing she picked so 
as not to give it away.

“Hmmmm,” Sam said, eyes flicking around the 
cabin of the car and outside of the car.

He glanced at the green digits of the digital clock 
and held back a smile. It was the one place Tracy 
was avoiding looking at and based on the time, they 
had another thirty minutes until they were back in 
Boutte.

“Is it that gas station sign?” Sam asked, pointing 
out the gigantic sign off in the distance.

“Nope,” Tracy said, shaking her head no with 
two quick little jerks of her chin.

“Hmmmm,” Sam said, driving and thinking 
about his weekend.
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It had been a weekend filled with little fights, 
most of which Tracy hadn’t even been aware of. 
Kelly, Tracy’s mother and his wife, had died more 
than a year ago yet whenever he took Tracy to visit 
his in-laws, they always found something wrong 
with his parenting.

The most logical argument voiced that weekend 
was, “She should be raised by us. We’re her family, 
Sam.”

The asinine ones were just too embarrassing to 
even think about.

“How are you going to talk to her about her 
period?”

Sam had shrugged. “Same way I talked to her 
about sex,” he said. “She asked where babies come 
from and I told her the truth.”

His mother-in-law Ruth had crossed 
herself at that. “You want her having sex at 
this age?”

“Of course not, but she asked and I answered.”
“Dios mio,” Ruth said. “Why didn’t you tell her 

that babies come from storks?”
“Because they don’t,” Sam answered. “She’s a 

child, but she’s still a person. I’m not going to lie to 
my daughter.”

“What if she’s gay?”
Sam had been drinking water and choked on it 

at that. Once he could breathe again, he shrugged 
and asked, “So what?”

“Dios Mio,” Ruth had repeated and crossed 
herself again.

Tracy broke him out of that memory by asking, 
“Do you give up?”
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“Hah,” Sam said. “I never give up. Is it that 
billboard for pistachios?”

“Nope.” Tracy jerked her chin in either direction twice.
“Ummm, what about your eyes? Is it your eyes?” 

Sam asked
“No!” Tracy giggled. “My eyes are brown!”
Sam nodded as if he was just remembering this. 

“Oh. Yeah. Right.”
“Give up?” Tracy asked.
“Nope. Is it the turn signal light?” Sam asked.
“Nope.”
“What about the clock?” Sam asked.
“Awww,” Tracy said. “You guessed it.”
“Don’t ever quit, kiddo. Persevere.”
Tracy tried out the word. “Pro-sev-eer.”
“Close. Persevere.”
“Persevere,” Tracy said back.
“Perfect,” Sam said.
“What’s it mean?”
“To keep going on in the face of adversity. Do 

you remember what adversity means?”
“Hard times,” Tracy said. “Like when Mommy 

died, huh? We persevered.”
Sam’s eyes pricked at that, a lump filling his 

throat. “Yeah, kiddo. We did just that. My turn?”
“Yep,” Tracy said, eyes squinted and scanning, 

taking note of the colors of everything in the vicinity. 
She took a deep breath and let it out, closing her 
eyes.

Sam almost laughed at her sincerity.
“I spy...” Sam looked around, catching his 

daughter’s eyes squinting open and peeking at his 
own eyes. “Hey, no sneaking peeks!”
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Tracy opened her mouth in an O of surprise, 
closed her eyes, and covered them with her palms.

“Are you peeking?” Sam asked.
“No,” Tracy answered.
“Good. I spy...” Sam scanned the road, looking 

for something good. His eyes focused on the car in 
the lane diagonal to him. The driver had closed their 
trunk on something when they shut it. It looked 
like a bunch of socks were wedged where the back 
bumper and the trunk met. “Black and white.”

Tracy opened her eyes and started looking 
around the car for the item. “Is it the safety sticker 
on my bike helmet in the backseat?”

“Good guess,” Sam said.
Tracy balled her fist in front of her face and 

pulled it down. “Yesssss.”
“But that wasn’t what I spied.”
“Aw,” Tracy whined. “Ummmm, is it the speed 

limit signs?”
“Nope.”
“Is it the sticker on our back window?”
“Nope.”
“What about... your shoes?”
“Nope.”
“Your iPhone case?”
“No.”
“Our license plate?”
“No.”
“Your hair?” Tracy giggled.
“Hey!” Sam looked at her with fake outrage.
“Is it inside the car?”
“No.”
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Tracy started scanning outside the car for 
something black and white.

“Oh!” She finally said. “It’s the spider on the 
back of that car!”

Sam laughed. “You got it, but isn’t it a little big 
to be a spider?”

“No,” Tracy said with a shrug. “I saw it move.”
Sam frowned, looking over at the socks. He saw 

that the socks looked more like a stuffed animal 
now. There was a pod at the center of whatever it 
was.

It lay flat against the back bumper, wedged in 
the little joint where the bumper met the trunk, but 
one of the socks had shifted. One of the black and 
white striped socks was a little higher up on the 
trunk.

Had Tracy seen it move?
“You saw it move?” Sam asked.
“Yep. It lifted its leg onto the back of the trunk,” 

Tracy said. “I didn’t know spiders got that big. What 
kind of spider is that?”

“I don’t know,” Sam said.
It couldn’t be a spider. There was no way. That 

thing was the size of his chest. It had to be socks, 
but what had moved them?

The wind maybe? Or a bump in the road jostled 
them? But if that was the case, why weren’t they 
constantly moving or shaking?

So lost in thought was Sam that he almost 
missed his exit. As he exited and the strange car 
continued on, Sam saw something that turned his 
stomach.
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The black and white striped leg lifted away from 
the trunk and settled back onto the bumper in a 
fluid, controlled motion.

“See?” Tracy asked. “It moved again.”
Sam nodded, wishing he hadn’t seen it move.
“My turn,” Tracy said. “Ready?”
Sam nodded, even though he didn’t feel like 

playing anymore.
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Sylvia pulled into her driveway with a sigh.
Her last week felt like a dream. Half of her was 

convinced that there was no way the things she’d 
seen had occurred. It couldn’t have happened. It 
just couldn’t have.

Sylvia picked up the leather bound book sitting 
in the passenger seat.

She opened the cover and stared at the black on 
black key that she’d watched Papere draw for a whole 
year. She wondered what he’d been thinking about that 
whole time, if he’d been preparing himself for what he’d 
done to himself, and what he’d planned to do to her.

Sylvia shook her head as she ran her fingers 
across the scarred page.

She flipped through the book, stopping to look 
at a few of the pictures she’d never seen before. On 
one page were more of those lines and what looked 
like green eyes peering out from behind them. The 
eyes gave her the chills. It was almost like the eyes 
were looking at her and would blink any second.
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Sylvia broke eye contact by turning the page, 
shaking off the feeling that she heard whispers for 
a moment.

She kept flipping pages until she stopped at a 
full spread image. It was a map of the world. Little 
dots and triangles were scattered across it. There 
was even a little crown made of horns in Texas and 
a few key symbols on the map.

Weird.
She looked at the map key, frowning when she 

saw the word Croatoan next to the triangle symbol. 
Looking back at the map, she saw a triangle in North 
Carolina, one in Louisiana, one in Mexico, and one 
in the lower part of the United Kingdom.

Next to all of the triangles, written in Papere’s 
sideways tilting script, was the word Cro.

All of the triangles, except the one in Louisiana.
In Louisiana, right around where Dyson Ditch 

was, there was a triangle, but it didn’t have the 
three letter word scrawled next to it. Nothing was 
scrawled there.

Sylvia frowned as she thought back to Mamere’s 
words. How many of those barbs had she scattered 
driving to Baton Rouge?

Sylvia found that she didn’t want to think about 
it too hard. She closed the book and tucked it under 
her arm. After grabbing her purse, she opened 
the door to the car and got out. She would call her 
cousin Jules in the morning. Maybe he would know 
more about all this. Sylvia nodded her head at this.

Happy that she didn’t have to think about the 
book or the strange plants again until she called 
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Jules. She was so looking forward to a shower. And 
food.

Sylvia slammed the car door and headed inside.
Had she looked behind her, she would’ve seen 

something black and white and all legs, jump off the 
back bumper. The pod at the center of the spider’s 
back opened and 4 little black bulbs rolled out onto 
the grass. They opened and rooted, black petals 
blossomed open to reveal blood red centers.

The pod closed and the spider scrabbled across 
the yard to the house where it skittered up the side 
of the wall to the roof. It found the chimney.

Inside, it scampered toward the only sound 
in the house. Once there, the pod opened again, 
spilling out twelve bulbs that opened and rooted 
themselves to the tile just outside of the shower that 
Sylvia was inside of.

The spider scurried off into the accompanying 
room, hiding in the one dark spot easily accessible.

Under the bed.

Christopher Bloodworth
March 5, 2014
Spring, Texas 
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Alternate ending

Mamere woke to the sound of rustling sheets. 
The room was still dark so it had to be midnight or 
later.

“Del,” Mamere said, sitting up and sliding her 
legs out from under the covers. “You okay?”

The rustling from the other side of the room 
stopped as Mamere slid her feet into her slippers 
and leaned toward her bedside table for her glasses.

“Ow!” Mamere shrieked.
Two sharp pains lit up on her face. It felt like a 

wasp sting, but worse. With a wasp the sting didn’t 
get worse, it stayed the same. The two spots on 
her face throbbed with hot pain, one above her left 
eyebrow and the other under her right eye on her 
cheek.

“Oh Jesus,” Mamere screamed when two more 
stings throbbed into being on her chin and her 
throat. “What’s in here? Get away!”

Mamere brought her hands to her face, fingertips 
probing the stings. It felt like long hairs were 
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growing out of the already swelling lumps. Mamere 
reached her hand out for the lamp on the bed stand.

She got stung again on her right hand.
“Help me, Jesus,” she said. “What’s happening?”
When she felt something tug her face toward the 

bed stand from the swollen lumps on her face, her 
stomach turned over.

“Syl,” Mamere whispered in the dark. “You in 
here?”

Bright light flooded the room when the overhead 
light blinked on.

Mamere’s face felt numb as she stared into the 
blazing red bloom of the dusky black flower that 
seemed to be rooted into her bedside table. Her 
glasses were just to the right of it.

Mamere tore the threads apart and reached for 
her glasses. The flower snapped at her, but with its 
barbs embedded in her face, it couldn’t do a whole 
lot. The red center of the bloom brushed against 
Mamere’s arm, right above the wrist, and the skin 
there started bubbling.

Don’t matter none, Mamere thought. It’s over 
anyways if she’s here. Over for everyone.

Mamere put on her glasses and looked across 
the room to where her sister Delphine usually slept. 
Delphine lay on her back in bed, eyes open wide and 
a single teardrop of blood inching down the side of 
her face from the corner of Delphine’s eye. When it 
dripped to the white pillowcase it would soak in and 
spread, blooming like one of the dusky flowers.

“She just washed those sheets today too,” 
Mamere said, shaking her head. “Damn.”
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“You’re worried about the sheets?” Sylvia’s 
indignant voice came from her right.

Mamere turned her head to look at her. She 
had to squint to focus on Sylvia. There were three 
Sylvia’s standing before her and... 

“Well,” Mamere said, biting back a smile. “You 
supposed to be dead. Supposed to be anyways.”

“Whoops.” Sylvia shrugged. “Guess that didn’t 
work out.”

“No, I guess not.” Mamere shrugged.
“Too bad about the sheets,” Sylvia said, upper 

lip curled.
“I guess,” Mamere said. “Del could’ve spent 

her last day doin’ what she wanted instead of the 
laundry.”

“So happy that you gave me that option,” Sylvia 
said.

Mamere grunted, waiting. The three Sylvia’s 
crossed their arms across their chests, and it got closer.

“Well, no remorse?” Sylvia asked.
Mamere didn’t say anything.
“No regret?” Sylvia tried again.
“You regret doin’ that to Delphine?” Mamere 

nodded her head to Delphine’s body.
“No guilt?” Sylvia threw her hands in the air, 

acting like the entitled brat that she’d always been 
deep down.

Fuck you, cunt, Sylvia’s voice said in Mamere’s 
head again.

“No,” Mamere said, coughing up a wad of 
phlegm and spitting it at Sylvia’s feet. “Ain’t sorry 
for nothin’.”



Sylvia jumped back a few steps so it missed her 
feet.

Just right.
“Missed,” Sylvia said.
“Did I?” Mamere asked, feeling her numb lips 

part in a smile. “I gotta joke for you before I pass 
out and these flowers root me.”

The three Sylvia’s smirked at her. “Oh?”
“Yeah,” Mamere slurred. “You ready?”
The bitch girl actually had the nerve to look at 

her phone. “Make it fast. I have things to do.”
“Okay,” Mamere said. “Here we go. What’s black 

and white and followed you here?”
The smirk fell off Sylvia’s face and she turned to 

look at the thing on the wall now only inches from 
her thanks to Mamere’s spit.

“Croatoan, cunt,” Mamere whispered, eyes 
rolling into the back of her head as she fell 
unconscious.
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“Can I ring the doorbell this time?” Charmane asked 
her older sister, Isabel.

The red wagon filled with Girl Scout cookies 
rattled along the sidewalk behind Charmane. Two 
more stops and they would be finished.

“Well,” Isabel said. “I don’t see any harm in it. 
Just once push it once though, okay?”

Charmane nodded, chest puffing out with pride.
So she hadn’t sold the most Girl Scout cookies 

this year. Who cared? Stupid Alma had beat her 
by twenty boxes. If Charmane had her way, those 
boxes wouldn’t have counted because Alma had her 
mom sell those boxes at her work. That would’ve 
been cheating by Charmane’s rules.

Charmane and Isabel stepped in front of the 
sidewalk of the next house.

Charmane looked at her sales sheet.
“Delphine Crane,” Charmane read aloud. “Two 

boxes of Thin Mints, one box of Caramel Delites, 
and a box of Shortbreads.”
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“Good,” Isabel said. “And remember, it’s either 
Ms. Crane or Ms. Delphine to you.”

Charmane nodded. She didn’t see any reason to 
use the Ms., but it made Ms. Delphine happy and it 
was apparently the way things were done.

Charmane stood on the front porch, staring 
at the windowsill of black flowers to the left. The 
flowers swayed and Charmane frowned. There was 
no breeze. Why were the flowers-

“You going to ring the doorbell?” Isabel asked.
“Oh!” Charmane punched her tiny finger out and 

pressed the doorbell. It dinged and started buzzing.
Isabel laughed. “Quit pushing it, dork.”
Charmane let go and the doorbell donged. No 

one came to the door though. The sisters stood on 
the front porch waiting for a whole minute.

Isabel pushed the doorbell.
“I thought you said once!” Charmane said, 

throwing her hands up.
“No one came though,” Isabel said. “Let’s check 

the back.”
Charmane shuffled her feet. “Are we allowed in 

the back?”
“We’re delivering Ms. Delphine’s cookies. We’ll be fine.”
Charmane frowned, looking from her sister to 

the door and back before finally shrugging. “If you 
say so.”

“I do,” Isabel said. “Grab the boxes.”
Charmane checked the sales sheet one last 

time before putting it in her pocket with a nod. 
She balanced the boxes on top of one another and 
looked up at her sister.
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Isabel laughed and said, “Let’s go, squirt.”
Charmane followed Isabel across the front 

yard. She looked over her shoulder at the wagon of 
cookies parked next to the porch.

“Do we have to leave the wagon?” Charmane 
asked, looking one last time before she made it 
around the corner.

“No one’s gonna steal your cookies,” Isabel said.
Charmane blew her hair out of her face. “You 

don’t know that.”
“Whose car is this?” Isabel asked, running her 

finger along the trim of the blue Honda.
Charmane frowned at the lines of holes along 

the crease where the trunk met the back bumper. 
There were yellowish powder smudges along the 
holes as well.

“Hello?” Isabel called out, peeking in through 
the window on the side of the house. “It’s all black 
in there. Maybe she’s taking a nap?”

“Let’s just come back, okay?” Charmane asked. 
“We’ll come back later.”

Something about the house bothered Charmane. 
Something about the swaying flowers and the holes 
in the bumper and the yellow streaks of dust.

“I don’t think so,” Isabel said. “I’m going out 
with Peter tonight.”

“Let’s come back tomorrow then,” Charmane 
said. “Please?”

“Fine,” Isabel sighed, turning away from the 
window and looking at the car again. She reached 
out her hand and tried the handle. The car’s door 
opened.
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“Isabel, no,” Charmane hissed.
“I’m just looking,” Isabel hissed back. “I’m not 

going to steal anything.”
Isabel sat in the driver’s seat, looking around 

the car.
Charmane scanned the street, chewing her lip. 

When she looked back at her sister, Isabel held a 
dark green book in her hands.

“That’s not yours,” Charmane moaned. “C’mon. 
Let’s get out of here.”

“In a sec,” Isabel said. “I wanna look at this. It 
feels expensive.”

“It doesn’t matter how it feels, it’s not yours. I’m 
leaving.”

Isabel opened the book to a random page. 
Charmane could see a page full of writing, 
but couldn’t make anything of the words. The 
handwriting was hard to read on its own, and 
upside-down it was impossible.

Isabel flipped a few pages, stopping on one with 
a map Charmane recognized from school. It was a 
map of the world.

There were lots of little dots and several triangles 
scattered across the map. There were even a few 
tiny little key symbols, and roughly in the middle 
of Texas was a drawing of a little crown that looked 
like it was made of curving horns.

“What’s it say next to the triangles?” Charmane 
asked.

“C-R-O,” Isabel spelled. “Cro. I wonder what 
that means.” 

“Where are the cros?”
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“There’s one in North Carolina,” Isabel pointed 
on the map. She slid her finger over to the next 
triangle. “There’s one in the ocean. Or maybe that’s 
an island off the coast of South America. And it 
looks like there’s one in Mexico. Oh, here’s one 
close to the bottom of the United Kingdom.”

Charmane looked away from the map and out at 
the street, still worried about neighbors or police. 
As she looked over the house, she asked, “What 
does cro me-”

Charmane stared at the window Isabel had 
peeked through earlier.

“What is that?” Charmane asked her sister, 
nodding to the window.

“A window?” Isabel asked.
“No,” Charmane said. “In the window.”
Isabel looked up and shrugged, “A dead plant.”
Charmane had the merit badge for plants, and 

what sat in the pot looked nothing like anything 
that she had ever seen. Long black and white striped 
tubes draped over the edges of the pot.

The length of the legs reminded her of the holes 
on the trunk of the car and the yellow powder.

Suddenly, Charmane felt sick. She didn’t care 
about Girl Scout cookies anymore.

Something bad happened here, and if they didn’t 
leave, another bad thing would happen.

“We need to go,” Charmane said. She walked 
back to the front yard, praying thanks to God when 
she heard Isabel’s footsteps behind her.

She put the cookies in the wagon and pulled it 
away from the house. Isabel didn’t say a word, she 
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just followed Charmane, flipping pages in the dark 
green leather bound book.

Charmane glanced back at the house once, 
and could’ve sworn that the black plants on the 
windowsill had bloomed a bright, vivid red.

She didn’t think it was pretty though.
It looked like death.
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