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Dark Strength

by Martin McCabe

Eddy never remembered a time when his bed was big enough for him; his mother had seen the mattress outside of the nearby apartments and got his older brother to drag it back to their own. The hard texture of the self-made bed frame scratched his outer legs as he squirmed in discomfort. It was the second day of school and he was already tired of three fourths of the teachers at Arlington High in the Bronx. He smelled the bacon frying on the small propane stove in the living room as his mother cooked breakfast. He got up out of bed and walked down the dirt-encrusted hall of their 2-room apartment. He always felt as if the wallpaper in the single hall was alive the way the shadows danced of the peeling pieces of the old, now mustard yellow decorations. He made it to the bathroom and remembered the water had yet to be turned back on. It wasn’t as if they could demand anything from the pimp who owned the discarded building, they just squatted here. He looked at his watch and walked quickly back to his room avoiding the 2 feet of space in-between him and the dirty roach tracked wall he called the danger zone to get dressed. He put on one of the 3 pairs of clothes he had that were clean that day and went into the living room.

It was a nice room, odd to the standards they usually lived by, small but clean—an oddity in this part of New York. It contained an old tattered brown chair and a small card table that was leveled by two bricks on each side and a small portable heater and stove, which they cherished. His mother looked at him with a scowl as he walked in, “You gonna be late boy. I don’t want you endin’ up like Jered,” she would say.  It always prompted a grunt from the lump of person in the corner he knew as his disgruntled multi laid off brother. “I know ma, I know,” Eddy spoke. He grabbed a paper towel cradled the hot and greasy bacon inside and walked to the plywood slat they had employed as a door. “Love you ma,” he yelled as he pushed the slat upwards and scurried underneath. Another day, hopefully soon, another way, he would think to himself. There was never any work, never a common trace of hope for him and his family. He walked stealthily down the hallway, walking toe first to make as little noise as possible. He didn’t want to wake up any of the less tasteful people who also squatted in their building. They may not own homes and cars he thought to himself, but they all owned some kind of gun.

*    *    *    *    *


Approximately a block away on Baker and Fourth, a less tasteful visitor does await you, Anatole thought to himself. He smiled and kept his delicate balance while teetering on the pinnacle of the cross of the Baker Street Baptist Church. His nose twitched as he sniffed the early morning air like a dog, and he swung a leg off the cross lowering himself until he sat on it like a child’s swing. His tattered shirt swayed in the breeze showing his pale and relatively small torso. The little Hawaiian people on his shirt seemed to dance on their own accord as if the prevailing winds didn’t have to help. The only the article of clothing he wore was a pair of loose fitting black jean pants, no shoes, no socks, and nothing else could be seen on this man that could help him survive the devastating cold of a New York winter morning. The man, or what you would perceive as one, shifted his face to the east to meet the oncoming morning sun and to reveal one of the most beautiful faces God has bestowed upon anyone, save a long jagged scar tracing the outskirts of the angelic face of the man. It rode from the lower left corner of his jaw to his left ear and looked as if it was caused by the devil himself. Although the man was odd, there was nothing else about him that would make you fear him, save his eyes. They contained too little white, yet they were not totally black. They glowed slightly with the dark lightness of twilight and seemed to have a life of their own. Yet looking at them, you knew this man was blind. Still, he sat four stories high on an oxidized, once white cross, his legs swaying as if he had no care in the world.


He stopped smiling and his head snapped down in the general direction of either the ground or hell, depending on where you would think this man was planning on going. He snarled and miraculously without using his hands hopped back up to the pinnacle of the cross, as if to keep him away from whatever was downward and slowly rising. He cursed in a seemingly unknown language sounding like something between a magician’s hokey speech and some ancient Romanian language. Then… he leapt off the cross and down into the darkness of the Baker Street Ghetto at six in the morning. He seemingly flailed while falling, but then unexpectedly and with a cat’s intuition and grace he twisted nimbly in air and landed in a crouched position on his hands and feet. He then seemed to fight with an inner being, like he fought to distinguish the animalistic instincts that had allowed him to perform the feat of strength and agility. He clawed at himself and writhed in pain, then stopped. He lay panting on the ground for a moment then pulled himself up. He slouched along pressing a hand against a brick wall for support and got to the corner before noticing the old woman. Usually he would have picked up on her in the air, even up on the cross, but there was a force presiding over the area, a force that knew he was here and didn’t like it one bit. 

“I’ll show you,” he spoke in a gravelly voice. He carefully slunk over behind the woman like a cat following an unknowing mouse, then he struck. Running forward he grabbed the woman by the back of the neck and drew her toward himself, latching a hand over the woman’s mouth to stifle the impending scream. He then took his other hand and drew it over her forehead until he found the right place then tracing some ancient symbol with his index finger, he latched on with claws that grew together form the bone, skin, and nails of his fingers. His twilight colored eyes glowed even more with the shadows of his soul and a wicked smirk crossed his face. The woman twitched and struggled and a black mist seemed to rise from her body and like a river flow towards Anatole’s face. His smile brightened as it neared and then he started inhaling the river of the woman’s soul and energy through his mouth and nose. Making a sound of a person with advanced emphysema, he breathed in the mist of the woman. She twitched one last time and fell still. Then he let her body drop and stood straight up with his arms outstretched, letting the soul of the woman move through his body. Somehow he seemed stronger, more filled, as if before his own soul couldn’t sustain the life of his body. He laughed out loud and spoke, “Mark one for the man, or should I say another one. And now on to my real job.” He buttoned the three bottom buttons of his tattered Hawaiian shirt and dashed off in the direction of Eddy. He smiled.

*    *    *    *    *
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