Ink Spot

by Kevin Anderson

I’'m alot of things, adulterer, barroom brawler, and -- if you count thewar -- killer. But I’'mno liar, and
it runbed me wrong to have to fib to my granddaughter when she asked me who was the strangest
person to ever comeinto my shop. Telling her the truth would have been kindred to asin. No
twelve-year-old needs to know that the things going bump in the night aren't dways products of a
youngster'simagination. My granddaughter doesn’t need to know that monsters areredl.

Hdl, I'minmy fifties and | wish | didn’'t know. But thereisno going back -- not after that night.

It started out like any other. The sunfdl out of the ky fast, plunging the 6th Street club digtrict in Austin,
Texas, into darkness -- the kind that seemed to be an open invitation for the city’ s night things. Y oung
neo-punkers and club-hoppers spilled out thick onto the street that Friday night. All believed the night
wastheirs. All believed they could liveforever.

| own the Ink Spot Tattoo and Piercing Parlor on the south end of 6th street. There is ahead-shop on
my left and new age book store to theright where al the young Wiccans seem to gather. | seethem as
they walk by my window -- their long hair resting on flowing cloaks. Makes mewish | were twenty
again.

Onthis particular August evening, | had just walked into the shop after my semi-nightly viewing of the
Mexican free-tailed bats |eaving the Congress Avenue Bridge. | had seen it athousand times, but it

never ceased to fill me with wonder, watching that black cloud of just over amillion batsleaving al a
once in search for food.

"How were the bats?' my assstant Chloe asked.
"Hungry." It wasmy standard reply.

She checked out early that night leaving me aone to pierce and tattoo the dozen or so college kids that
would eventudly stagger in.

By alittle past dleven, there were three girlsin the waiting room and onein my chair. | wasdoing aquick
touch up of arosethat had faded from too much exposure to spring bresk, when out of the corner of my
eyel saw avery tal black woman speaking with the girlsin thewaiting area. Didn’t notice her comein,
but the hum of the needle draws most of my focus.

When | had asecond to look up, she was handing out money. Each girl quickly snatched an unknown
amount of cash from the stranger and promptly left my establishment. Then the women had the gdll to
turn my open sign to closed.

By this point, my blood pressure was about ready to do aMt. St. Helens.

She casudly walked to the back of the store, asif what she had done was the most naturd thing in the
world. Without addressing me, shelooked down at the girl in my chair. "Sweetie. How 'bout you come
back some other evenin' and it'll be on me."

Thegirl inthe chair looked at the two hundred-dollar billsthe tall woman was holding out to her —then
back at me. Withasigh, I held up my handsin surrender, and she jumped out of the chair.

In the span of amoment, | was alone with thistall, gaunt woman. Her hair was cut so tight around her



scalp | swear it was painted on. Shewore ablack leather mini-skirt, patent black boots, atight fitting
blouse with amacabre array of zippers and along scarf, completely conceding her dender neck. She
looked Caribbean or Creole -- probably from New Orleans or thereabouts.

Still pretty pissed, | gazed into her brown eyes. ™Y ou just sent about athousand dollars worth of business
out the door, honey. Can you give me one good reason why | don’t bounce your butt outta here?"

She reached into her coffin-shaped purse and pulled out two thousand-dollar bills. | had never seena
thousand-dollar hill, let alone two.

| tried to get my bug eyes under control as she said, "I need apiercing done. | heard you were quite
good.”

Inthe greedy glare of all those zeros, my anger evaporated. "So you need apiercing, doya," | said as|
grabbed the hills, tucking them into my shirt pocket.

"Yes. Firg thingsfirg, though. The security cameras, they feed into aVCR?' She pointed to the three
cameras mounted around the shop.

"Yeah. Won't be much help to the cops catchin' the guy who blows my brainsout if they weren't.” |
pointed to the VCR strapped under my worktable.

She stepped forward bent over and popped the tape out. "If you don’'t mind?" Fact was| did mind, but
there was two thousand dollarsin my pocket that seemed to scream, No ya don’t, dummy! Thebills
won out.

"What kind of piercing do you havein mind?'
"Not me." She grinned showing teeth. "Him." She gestured to the front of the shop.

Standing in my waiting room was adead man. That was my first thought anyway, but when it sarted
walking toward me, | thought — okay, it'sawalking dead man.

Asthe man gpproached, it was painfully clear hewasvery ill. His skin was snow white and dripping with
swesdt. It wasahot August night, but not that hot, not by along ways. When he was about hafway to
us, hisbody went into some kind of convulsion, dumping againgt thewall.

Creole Lady rushed forward, and put his arm over her shoulder, then dragged him to the chair. Strong
gd. Stronger than she looked.

"What' sthe matter with him?"
"Doen't travd wdl. Hell befine"

Hisface was pae and ghostly. | could see dark veinsjust under tranducent skin, asif the blood inside of
them had stopped flowing awhile ago. | wanted to say this boy needsamortician, not apiercing, but |
settled for, "I think he needs adoctor.”

"They can't help him," she countered. "Now let'sget thisdone.” | looked into the man'seyes. They
were hauntingly gray and old. Very old.

| realized at that point that | wanted Creole Lady and Zombie Man out of my shop asfast as| could get
them gone. "All right, | have a selection of stainless stedl posts, studs, and hoops over here. What did -"

"No, | have one," sheinterrupted. From inside her purse she pulled out asmall leather box.



Embroidered on the top was an Ankh -- big and ancient looking. 1t wasn’t an uncommon symbol,
especidly after that movie with David Bowiethat | never got around to seeing. It's supposed to be
Egyptian or some such thing -- means everlagting life.

Pulling the lid back, she revedled a chrome metallic-looking post of avery thick gauge. "That’sabit big
for anew piercing,” | offered.

"It doesn't matter. Just doit,” she barked.
| put on some rubber gloves and retrieved the thing from the creepy little box. "I need to sterilizeit.”

"No need. It'staken care of." She snapped the box closed as the dead man in my chair started to
convulseagain. "Beddes, thereisn’'ttime.”

Hewrithed in his seet and leaned forward amost with his head between his knees until the spasms
stopped. As he sat back, his eyes seemed to fixate on my throat. His mouth dropped open and released
asoft sgh. | swear he was watching the blood flow in my neck.

With my attention captivated by Zombie Man, | failed to notice from where Creole Lady had pulled a set
of handcuffs. By thetime noticed what the gal was doing, she had just finished cuffing her friend's hands
tothechair. The cdlinking sound of the cuffs closing reminded me how much | wanted them out of my
shop.

"Hey now. | don’t know what you two areinto, but | don’t do anything weird. Look, maybe we should
do this some other time. Y our friend here seemsred sick, and to be honest, alittle creepy. So..."

If my mama hastold me once, shetold me athousand times, if it don’t feel right, it ain’t right. The
small 22-caliber pistol Creole Lady was now pointing a my nose seemed to echo Mama' s sentiment.
Damn, | redly should have listened to her more.

"No more screwing around. Get it done. Now!" demanded Creole lady.

It was't thefirst time agun had been thrust in my face, but it wasthefirst timel didn’t ever for evena
minute question the gun owner'swillingnessto useit.

"All right. Where doesit go?' | tried to sound cool. Not sureif | was successful.
"L eft eyebrow will do," she snapped then pointed with the gun.

| leaned forward to mark the spot with a pen when he suddenly lurched outward with his mouth and
snapped at my throat like arabid dog.

"Jesud | can't do anything with him bouncing around like that.”

Creole Lady seemed to have amoment of indecision, but just amoment. 1n an obvioudy practiced
move, shetook up a position behind the chair and swiftly wrapped her free arm around Zombie Man's
neck. Her other hand kept the gun waving in my face.

"Let'sget onwithit," she snarled with locked teth.

| tossed the pen to the ground and took up my piercing blade. As| pinched the skin abovetheman’s
eyebrow | heard asoft fracturing sound. | glanced down at the man’ s open mouth and watched in horror
ashiscanineteeth grew afull inch.

"What the hdll ishe?' | screamed and recoiled.



"Pop, you got less than aminute to get this done or we're both real dead!” Her eyesmet mine, and |
could see that | wasn't the only one about to pisstheir pants.

When | heard the splintering sounds again | tried not to look, but couldn’t help mysdlf. His mouth was
open wider than was possible and the rest of hisjagged ivory was growing. Histeeth looked like inmates
during a prison bresk, scattering in al directions— escaping the confinement in the once human mouth.

"Doit!" | heard someone scream.

| reached up for his eyebrow again and my fingers dipped off. Firg, | thought it was the man’s sweet
that was making him dippery, but as| took a harder look, my jaw dropped open with agasp.

Therewas hair growing out of hisforehead. Thin &t first but in secondsit merged with hishairline and
became asthick as anyone' s scalp.

Then thereal noise started. Bone cracking sounds came from his whole body as he started to
reconstruct from theinsde out. His mouth started to push forward, becoming asnout barely ableto
restrain itsteeth. The skin covering his convulsing fingers splintered and cracked as claws forced their
way out of thetips, like new-born reptiles bursting through eggshells.

"Doit!" camethe voice agan.
"l can't even see his eyebrow any more! Lord, have mercy!”

Diving in, I made a hole somewhere about the eyebrow — or where the eyebrow used to be. Asfast as|
could, | shoved the ungterilized post in the hole as a set of teeth snapped at my arm.

| heard the sound of breaking meta and | saw one of his clawed hands, now free, flailing wildly. The
torn half of the handcuff till encircled the wrist, which was covered with thick and till growing fur. | fell
out of my chair, hoping to stay out of the mongter’ s grasp.

Creole Lady dropped the gun and used her other arm to try to restrain the flailing hair covered hand. As
shegrasped at it, the claws and hair Started to retract. After several more violent moments, filled with
thrashing and God help me, howling, their handsfinaly met inthe air and their fingersintertwined, like
long-lost lovers.

The beast’ s face began to fade away and in its place was one that started to look human. | got afew
seconds glance at what a Neandertha might have looked like as the inhuman snout and teeth retracted,
leaving large hairy cheekbones and brow, framing the man'sface. In amoment more, even those
disappeared, sinking back into the normal folds of human expression.

| pulled my buitt off the ground as Creole Lady uncuffed her companion’s other hand.

He stretched like someone waking from along nap, looking much better than he did when he camein.
Helooked dive. "Was| abother?' he said to Creole Ladly.

"No, sweetie." She kissed hisforehead. "Wewere running abit late, that’sal. Won't happen again.
Promise”

He spun in the chair and looked at himself inthemirror. "Very nice" he said, touching the new pierced
eyebrow.

Creole Lady must have read the confusion on my face. "He doesn't haveit under control yet. Theslver
helps." She smiled, turned to her companion. "Letsgo. You're on stagein ahaf hour." She dropped a



couple of ticketsin the chair and said, "Come check out the show, pops.”
"No, thanks. I’'m aCrosby, Stillsand Nash man."

"Suit yourself." As| watched the two exit my shop, arm+-in-arm, Creole Lady stopped at the entrance
and changed my closed sign back to open. Then as quickly asthey had come, they were gone.

| stared at the reflection of the full moon in the glass of my front window just listening to my heart pound.
After my circulatory system returned to its norma rhythm, or asclose as| would ever get toit again, |
looked down at thetickets. They read — One night only at The Bone Yard — The musical stylings of
THE LON CHANEY JUNIORS

Yessr, I'll tell you what, that isonetale | won't betelling my grandbabies.
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