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To all habitable wilderness
and bodies of water




IVORY

By Alex Moth




A sound of water dripping awakes
me. First, I assume the babysitter has left the faucet on. How many
times have I told her to be careful with the utilities?

I look up.

I’m not home.

It isn’t my bed. It’s... a bunk
bed.

Like the iron ones in the army,
except no top mattress and I can spot the yellow-stained ceiling
through the holes in the bed springs.

I pat myself subconsciously,
perhaps to look for my keys, perhaps because it feels like a dream,
or at least, something far away from my plane of reality.
Regardless, nothing but clothes on my back—the same suit I went to
work with this morning, but the jacket and, for some ominous
reason, my socks, and shoes.

It’s someone’s basement. It’s
sparse. The floor’s made of cement—it’s cold and makes my hair
stand on end. There’s a tiny window right above the ground too
small to open or climb through. No natural light. Only
darkness.

Instead, I comb through my
surroundings in search of my belongings. I look under the bed,
beneath the mattress, inside the thin-as-a-sheet pillow. Nothing.
No sign of my wallet, my phone, my briefcase.




There’s a rocking chair in the
corner of the room, its fabric too worn out; it looks disquieting.
Without warning, I’m reminded of my younger self swaying Sophie to
sleep in one of those, back when she was no older than twelve
months and I was still trying to figure out how to be a half-decent
paternal figure. The image begs me to let go; it’s too good of a
memory; it doesn’t belong in such a place. It’s right.

My breathing quickens as I start
to consider the list of possible explanations for my predicament,
from most to least. I try to convince myself any one of those
options might be plausible, but ultimately, it’s futile. I know
better.




So mentally, I start to retrace
my steps. Six o’clock this morning—assuming today is still today—my
internal alarm clock rings, I get up, hit the shower. Stephanie
calls from LA, we argue for approximately fifteen minutes before I
decide I had enough and hang up. I smoke a quick cigarette on the
balcony to decompress. I wake Sophie up, helping her get dressed,
brush her teeth, and we head downstairs for cereal. Frosted Flakes,
but it’s a Friday, and on Fridays we deserve sweets. Seven thirty,
I drop Sophie off at daycare, dry her crocodile tears as the worker
pulls her little fist away from my jacket. My heart aches as usual,
but I can’t be late for work, so I kiss her goodbye and leave
before I can change my mind. Eight o’clock. I get to work, coffee
deprived, and pass Joan at the reception desk on my way to my
cubicle. I bury myself in paperwork until lunch time where a tuna
sandwich awaits in the fridge. I listen to Greg talk of his second
date with Ms. Yoga Pants, as he calls her. I refuse yet another
invitation to a blind date. One o’clock in the afternoon strikes,
and I begin looking over the Barlowe case file. I leave work at
four, earlier than usual, for my dentist appointment, one which
I’ve rescheduled twice already. The dentist explains the cavity
filling procedure, I let him go into great lengths even though I
already know all about it. He’s old and probably doesn’t have many
people to talk to other than his patients—his fourth finger is free
of a wedding ring, just like mine.

Frozen

I can’t recall anything else. I
remember the anesthetic mask lowered onto my face, the dentist’s
smile.

Then... nothing.




I can’t recall waking up, nor
walking out of the clinic.

Have I ever got back home?

My cheeks—there’s no numbness
left from local anesthetic, no discomfort, no filling.

Suddenly, goosebumps skip along
my arms with sinister steps, a waltz of the macabre, as reality
sets in.

I begin to fear the worst.

The water dripping still hasn’t
stopped.

Sophie’s toothy grin enters my
mind, swarms it with an overwhelming concern for her safety. Is she
safe? She should be. She should be with the babysitter, eating
watermelon with her yellow silicone spoon, her favorite color, and
watching reruns of Clifford The Big Red Dog. She should be tucked
in bed, hugging her teddy. Sophie is safe. I have to believe
it.

Because first, I have to get
myself out of here, wherever here is.

I can make out a large white
curtain concealing an annex. It’s like the drapes used to separate
patient beds in hospitals; my discomfort worsens.

I will myself into rising and
walk toward the makeshift partition. Prickling runs up and down my
spine, like a handful of little parasites nibbling their way into
my bones.

My hand shakes as I reach up to
draw the curtain aside.




I stumble backwards and feel my
back hit the wall, hard enough to knock the air out of my lungs,
yet the impact is nothing.

A deer, mutilated beyond
recognition. Its cadaver decorates the back wall like a morbid
center piece, skin and flesh cut in four different flaps which have
been nailed into position. It resembles a butterfly immortalized
with its wings forever held open. The legs, like chiffon, hang
limp, framing the interior organs just enough to prevent it all
from spilling out. The guts, kidneys, stomach, liver, spleen—I can
see it all too clearly despite their shriveled texture; they’ve
been exposed to air for far too long.

The hunting lessons my father
had once forced upon me suddenly burst open the carefully crafted
gates of my mind. “Get ‘im now, Harry,” he used to say, digging the
butt of his rifle harder into my shoulder. “Shoot, don’t let ‘im
get away!” Or the way he’d hand me the carving knife after the deed
was done, “Well, whatcha waitin’ for? He won’t cut ‘imself
open!”

The memory would’ve made me
sick, but a pungent, putrid smell of decomposition hits me first
with a mordant wave of nausea. Bile rises up my throat and I wince
away from the scene, acutely aware of the beads of sweat growing on
my forehead like fungi on a piece of moldy bread.

The water dripping chimes
louder.

I pant despite being
still—though not as still as the deer, I think with grim irony.
Then I feel loathsome. This place is etching past my sanity,
slowly, carefully, dangerously. I need to keep moving. I need to
find a way out.




Pushing myself back up, I
breathe in through my mouth, hoping to keep the nausea in check.
The drape swooshes back down behind me, like locking me in, and I
have no choice but to let the room swallow me whole.

The next sight’s just as ghastly
as the last.

Rabbits, about a handful of
them, tied by rope and hanging from the ceiling like Christmas
decorations in December, except there’s nothing magical, nothing
festive about them. It’s like they’re crying out for help, begging
for their souls to be freed of those gruesome deaths. Just like the
deer. Just like the game that fell to my father’s trigger-happy
hands. I feel for them and so I approach, the tuna sandwich I had
earlier swimming up higher in my throat. Their necks broken, their
eyes gouged out and scarred over with darkened blood that’s had
time to thicken, their mouths having fallen victim to rigor mortis
and left halfway open. Their front teeth are gone, pulled out.

The stench is stronger.

My stomach churns. My skin both
burns and tightens with cold.

I edge closer to a counter
evocative of what you’d expect to see in a lab or research center.
On an old metallic tray lies bird cadavers, dismembered, beakless
ones. Their wings ripped off and their feet severed. As
replacement, four branches have been embedded into their rounded
bodies, acting like limbs. Like an aisle fully stocked with
boxed-up Mr. Potato Head toys at the store. Or like Sophie’s dolls,
the ones with detachable arms and legs that can just pop right out
of their plastic sockets.




Instruments, dozens of them,
lined up from the start to the end of the counter. Surgical
scissors, scalpel blades, forceps of various sizes—all covered in
blood, both fresh and coagulated. The fresh blood shrieks at me, so
bright and so red, keeping me hostage as though I’m unable to look
anywhere else. It holds an ulterior meaning, one that makes my skin
crawl with fright and quickly becomes too much to handle. I can
taste the bile in my mouth, its acidity, its thickness. It’s
driving me mad.

The water dripping carries on,
calling out to me. It’s closer, much closer than before.

Such horror doesn’t make sense.
It’s not meant to exist; it belongs to the world of fiction. I feel
like I’ve just stepped into a 90s movie, without control over my
own fate. Someone pulls the string, operating me like one would a
puppet. A marionette. A figurine. A rock ‘em sock ‘em robot.

A pawn.

I follow the sound, my footfalls
lost to deaf ears. It’s cursed splattering—drops trickling down at
a distressingly regular rhythm. I’m a playable character in a video
game. A supporting actor, the first of many to be slain by death’s
scythe.

Death is in the room, taunting
me with a crooked smile.

Or the dentist’s blindingly
white teeth, playing ping pong with my lucidity.

Finally, at last, a much smaller
room reveals. I enter the doorway first, then look up.




I see my own stiff, lifeless
corpse facing me. It hangs midair, not tied up by anything like the
rabbits, but floating above a toilet where drops of blood roll off
my toenails and fall, one at a time, disturbing the stagnant
surface of the water with a somber tinkle. Its eyes are rolled back
into the skull, the sclera nearly as white as the dentist’s teeth,
the mouth wide open in a grotesque ‘O’ shape.

This’s what awaits me.

I begin to chase my breath,
burying my hands into my hair and pulling hard, harder—anything to
bring me far away from this torturous nightmare. I am but the
reflection in a mirror, waiting for my predetermined doom.

I open my eyes to a different
scene. It’s the same room as before, the one with the deer on the
wall and the rabbits on the ceiling and the birds on the table,
except this time, it’s lathered in blood. As though someone dipped
a paint brush in viscous crimson liquid and lashed out. Bits and
pieces of organs, muscle and flesh provide dimension—I step on a
tongue, perhaps mine, perhaps not, and it squishes between my
toes.

My throat suddenly becomes
brimmed past the point of no return, and I double over, spilling
the content of my stomach at my feet. My vision grows spotted and
blurry, the sweat makes my shirt cling to my skin, reeking of
digested fish. I whimper, quietly at first, then louder, clutching
my thighs as though to make sure I’m still real.

The water dripping stops.




My attention is drawn to one of
the birds—I stare at it, I inhale…

I watch the bird exhale at the
same time, its chest rising up and down with mine.

The rabbits are squealing… The
deer’s guts slipping out and squelching onto the ground.

I scream louder than ever.

My mind’s a bottomless pit
devoid of any reason.

I watch my quivering skin
incised, my organs taken out one at a time, pulsating, squirming,
and leaving me in timeless agony… My nails pulled out, my eyeballs
poked with needles, my bones drilled into…

I will never see my daughter
again.

And the dentist’s smile beams in
the darkness.
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Life goes in circles...
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