The Henry Woman by James Cooper

Everything happened nearly one year ago on a peaceful November night. I had just given the manuscript of my last novel Vicious skies to Andy Chester, my literary agent, and received the check for my previous book The Tower. The money was actually good. One more check like that and I could exchange my rusty Toyota Camry with something that would consume less gas and ride more comfortably. Besides that, the money was enough for me to do nothing but write for the next two or three months and finish the new novel that was swirling around in my head. 
            Driving back home and thinking about the five-digit number decorating the bottom right corner of the check in my wallet, I smiled and said to myself, “You did it, Frank, you did it! You deserved that! No more doubts, no more anxious thoughts.” The thing that I had wanted for the last two years had finally come true. I wasn`t just a writer; I was a successful writer. And even though I`m not much of a drinker, a shot or two in a local bar, was the way I decided to celebrate my success.
            When it comes to drinking and driving, the picture of my good-looking high school classmate, Eddie Frederick,  always comes to mind. I remember him wobbling from side to side as he slid behind the wheel of that red Corvette with a bottle of vodka in his hand. . . .
            “How much did he drink?” some girl asked.
            “I don`t know. Maybe a bottle.”
            “But he`s gonna crush somewhere . . . ”
            “Probably,” I said, “but if I had tried to take the bottle from him, I was surely going to end up with a punch in my face, so I let him go.
            “We need to do something! He can`t drive like that!”
            “Yes, but I guess he has some other plans for the night.”
            “Eddie!” the girl cried out and ran toward the car. “Eddie! You can`t drive right now! You are too drunk, for God`s sake!”
            “Eddie? Who`s Eddie, baby?” he mumbled as he slid behind the wheel of the car. “I`m not Eddie, anymore. I`m Mr. Infinity!” 
            I never saw him again. The coffin was sealed.  
 
            The traffic light at the crossing of 17th and Washington turned red, so I nailed the tires to the pavement right before the white line. There were no other cars on the road, but I waited anyway, with my last cigarette burning in my mouth. I took a long final drag, squeezed the bud with two fingers, and stuck it in the ashtray, as if it was an annoying bug. The car had filled with smoke, so I rolled the window down, and the grey, bitter mist quickly began to disappear.
            I shifted to 1st gear, waiting for the red to turn green, when a blue, shimmering light caught my eye from the street on my right. The light was coming from the sign of a local bar, called Ronnie’s. Half of the letters Ronnie’s sign looked dull and faded, and the bar was known locally as the “place where nobody goes to.” I had never been there, but that night something drew me like a magnet in its direction, and without recalling how, I found myself turning the corner. Even if it was empty like its reputation suggested, it didn’t bother me. I had always been completely comfortable drinking on my own.
            I parked in a lot in front of a convenience store across the street from the bar, and after buying a pack of Camels entered the bar. Surprisingly, it wasn`t as empty as I thought it would be. In the back, a bunch of rockers with leather jackets and arms covered in tattoos, were raising bottles of beer laughing loudly and banging on the wooden tables. At the bar, a couple of skinny, sixty-something old men drank in silence.
            The air inside was heavy and musty and the lighting poor, but the music that reached my ears was flat and bluesy, so I decided to stay and pulled up a stool next to one of the old fellas. A young girl no more than twenty-one with brown shoulder-length hair walked over to me and asked for my order.
            “Jack Daniel`s. No ice, please.”
            The girl filled the short, aluminum cylinder with the amber liquid, poured it into a square glass, and placed it in front of me.
            “So, this is ‘the place, where nobody goes to,’ huh?” I asked.
            The girl smiled but said nothing.
            “Well, maybe you should change it to the ‘place, where some-body goes to’.” I smiled and  laughed lightly as I said it.
            I drained the glass in one swallow. 
            “One more, please.”
            I opened up the pack of cigarettes and took one out. Carefully lighting it, I took a slow, deep draw and reached for the  ashtray. 
            “You`ve been working here for a long time?” 
            She nodded shyly.
            “And is it really empty all the time, or is tonight an exception?” I asked in all seriousness. I hadn`t been to this bar before, and the way things were going didn`t plan on going back, but I was curious so I asked the question seriously.
            The girl shrugged her shoulders and placed the second glass of Jack Daniel`s in front of me. I thought it was the right time to pay, so I took out my wallet’s lone fifty-dollar bill and laid it on the bar. 
“Keep it,” I quipped with confidence.
            Without a work the girl took the money and placed it under the desk. Then she crossed her arms and stepped back to lean against the wooden shelf behind her. I turned my attention to the old fellas. “Well, perhaps this is also ‘the place where nobody talks to anyone’?”
            The old guy next to me turned his head toward me. The lamp above him lit the right half of his face, revealing skin that was dry and rough as sandpaper. His cheeks were hollowed, and his forehead furrowed with long, deep wrinkles. Above his lips, hanging like a piece of wool, was an unkempt ginger-colored moustache. The little remaining hair on his skull was gathered into a greasy ponytail hanging down his back. 
He nodded toward the waitress, his voice hoarse. “Stacy`s dumb, buddy . . .” 

            My confidence faded into embarrassment. “Oh! Oh! I`m sorry! Really! If I’d only known— I`m so sorry!”
            She nodded, her  lips parting into a humble smile.
            I paused and finally asked the man next to me, “What about you? Don`t you like talking to somebody while you`re drinking?”
            He looked at me and lisped, “Whatcha’ want, buddy?” he lisped back.
            “Nothing. I just . . . Forget it!” I grabbed my drink and moved a couple of chairs away. I didn`t like talking to strangers and wasn’t that good at making conversation.  And the closer I got to forty, the more difficult it was for me to have a normal conversation with anybody.
            I sat there drinking expensive whiskey, blowing gray smoke into the air. The effect of the alcohol began moving like warm, tender hands up my shoulders slowly relaxing me. The whiskey’s sweet aftertaste left me feeling pleasantly satisfied. My thoughts returned to the check I had received and how it would serve as a gateway to my future. 

            The old fella began searching his pockets, but his disappointed look at the end of the minute-long ordeal indicated his efforts had been futile. 
            “Dammit!” he swore and said something to the guy next to him. Glancing at me he shook his finger in the air and pointed toward his neck. “Hey!”
            I looked off in the distance pretending not to hear.
            “Hey, you there . . .”
            I raised an eyebrow in answer.
            “You got a cigarette or two?”
            That sounded like an invitation to me, so I picked up my  pack of Camels and my drink and moved to sit next to him again. He pulled a cigarette out with his bony fingers; the knuckles of his hand bulged like bullets.
            “I`m Ezra,” he mumbled, extending his hand.
            “Frank.” I grabbed the guy`s hand, feeling his rough, firm skin.
            “So, Frank, lemme guess . . . Lawyer?”
           
 “Far from the truth,” I chuckled. “I`m a writer.”
            “A writer? And what exactly do you write about, Frank?”
            “I write about this and that . . . ”
            “This and that . . .” Ezra repeated as he lit the cigarette.
            “Now`s my turn. Truck driver?”
            Ezra blew smoke through his nose. 
“It`s not so hard to guess.”
            “Do you have a family? Wife? kids?”
            “No,” he answered dryly.
            “Have you been married?
            “Once. We divorced thirty years ago.”
            “Maybe it was for the best?” I ventured.
            “Yeah, maybe . . .”
            “Have you ever wanted to get married again?”
            “No.”
            “What? . . .You don’t like women anymore?” It was meant as a joke, but I quickly realized it was the wrong thing to say.
            As Ezra turned fully toward me, the lamp’s light spread across his  face revealing a pirate bandage spread across the  left half and  a round piece of leather covered his eye.
            “Jesus Christ!” I pulled back startled.
            “You see that?” Ezra pointed toward his left eye. Edging closer to me he whispered, “If you were a woman, you wouldn`t want me to be your man, right? Neither to be your friend, neighbor, lover, or  even a  man sitting next to you, while you`re waiting for the doctor.” He drew away from me and sipped from his drink.     
            When I plucked up enough courage, I asked, “How did that happen?”
            “The Henry Woman,” Ezra replied evenly.
            Puzzled I asked,  “Who`s Henry and what the hell have you done to his wife, to end up like this?”
            Ezra regarded me quizzically. “You never heard about the Henry Woman?”
            “No . . .” I thought back. “As I recall, the only Henry I knew died last summer from a heart attack.”
            “So you`ve never heard the story about Sir Henry and Lady Anabel?” 
            By my confused look, Ezra could see my answer was no. He took a couple of draws on the cigarette and left it in the ashtray. “Listen, buddy,” he said in that low, hoarse voice. “I`m gonna tell you a story that I didn`t believe was true, until this happened to me.”
            Ezra removed the bandage from his eye. The skin around it along with part of his eyebrow and cheekbone was scarred, as if it had been severely burned. His eyelid was closed and sunk deeply into his skull leaving him horribly disfigured. 
            “The story says that at the end of the 19th century, a man called Henry–I can`t remember his last name–lived in a nearby village. Everybody called him Sir Henry, because he was considered to be an honorable and honest man. Being a doctor, he was quite wealthy as well. He never refused to help anybody, people loved him. His wife`s name was Anabel, but she was called Lady Anabel on account of her husband`s reputation. They had three children, twin boys and a girl, and lived in a big house in the center of the village.
            “It was Sunday, and Lady Anabel, went out to the local market to buy some goods. When she got home, she found a horrible and devastating scene. Everybody in the house, Sir Henry, the children, and their nanny had been slaughtered. Their throats were sliced and their bodies were lying like dead pigs all over the ground. There was blood and torn flesh everywhere. Lady Anabel survived since she wasn`t in the house at that time of the murders, 
but  people say she couldn`t make it through after the shock. Nobody could figure out who did that terrible thing; it surely wasn`t a robbery. A couple of weeks later, Lady Anabel jumped off a bridge and drowned in the river that passed through the village. They found her body in the water, but when they went to the morgue to remove it for burial, they found nothing. Lady Anabel–her corpse–was gone! Disappeared! Just like that!” Ezra snapped his fingers for emphasis. 
            Ezra had seemed to be cautious, even fearful, while telling the story. Now, he stared into his glass, as if the scenes he had described were appearing to him on the surface of his drink. Even in the poorly-lit bar it was clear his face had gone pale. 
            “But . . .” he finally continued, “a year later, strange things began to happen. Horrible things!” Ezra moaned. “The people say the ghost of Lady Anabel came back to the village and the nearby cities,” his finger circled in the air. “It came to seek revenge! ‘The Henry Woman.’ That`s what they called her. 
They say she uses the bodies of the living to do her deeds, like some  mediators, you know. I`ve heard different stories: a nurse who mutilated a patient, a nun who put out a boy`s eyes, a hooker who sliced her client`s dick . . .  One thing`s always the same though: her eyes! They go as black as a tar, and just a single look makes you go blind, dumb, crippled or deaf for the rest of your life.”
            “And why is that? I mean, why would she do this?”
            “Revenge. Anger. Desperation. I don`t know . . .”
            “And why are her victims always male?”
            “Ask her, not me.”
            “So you have . . . met the Henry Woman, too?”
             “Oh, yes! It happened on December, 12th 1969, thirty years ago. I will never forget that harsh winter day. I was driving my regular route from Glemlock to Ceasergate, and the road was like glass, so I could barely handle the truck. She was walking on the left side of the road. When I saw her, I hit the brakes and managed to stop only a couple of feet away. I yelled out at her for almost causing an accident, but she just turned around and walked toward me. Her face was shrouded in darkness, but I could see her eyes peering straight at me. My gosh, those eyes! Hellish looking! Demonic! A true demon of the night!” 
            Ezra shook his head slowly. “I asked her where was she going, and since it was dark and freezing outside, I offered her a ride. The bitch kept staring at me and hissed like a snake. Suddenly I felt a burning sensation in my eye, as if someone had poured acid on my eyeball. It was horrible!” 
            “When I woke up, I was lying in a hospital bed with bandages around my head like a fucking mummy. I heard someone saying ‘The right is fine, but the left is lost,’ and I knew they were talking about me. Since that happened  I wear this.” Ezra pointed to his bandage. “Johnsey’s met her, too. Right, Johnsey?” He nodded at the man next to him. “The Henry Woman? She almost cut his throat. Just a single look and ghrrrr” Ezra slid his finger along his throat. “His vocal chords are gone.”
            I glanced at the other guy, trying to decide who  looked worse. Both men had prematurely aged faces and looked like withered and broken versions of Clint Eastwood and John Wayne, doing nothing but drinking and thinking about their past, and that weird woman. 
I’ve noticed that the two common things men think and talk about while drinking, are either something they`ve lost, or a woman they`ve loved. Except me. I haven`t loved a woman since I was divorced 8 years ago, and the whiskey in my nearly-empty glass was to celebrate the money I had earned, not to drown my sorrows over something I’d lost.
            “So what happened after that? Is that why your wife left you?”
            “Oh, definitely! She never believed what I told her, and left me 3 months later. I was a pretty ugly picture back then.”
            As you are now, I was tempted to say, but kept the words to myself. Listening to Ezra was starting to bore me. I have never been able to sit or listen to somebody’s story for more than 40 minutes. Besides that, my eyes were getting heavy from the whiskey making me think of quitting the bar for the comfort of home.
            “I suggest you get one of these.” Ezra reached inside his shirt and pulled out something hanging on the front of his chest. “A wood crucifix is the only way to protect yourself from the Henry Woman. I know a story about a guy who met her twice, once when he was nineteen and once when he was thirty-one. The first time he lost his right arm. The second time she came for the left. I don` wanna say ‘goodbye’ to my right eye, you know.”
            I swallowed the last drop of whiskey and said, “Thanks, Ezra! I will think about that, but now I have to go. It`s getting late, and I don`t want to meet your woman somewhere in the streets.”
            “Sure. Take care, buddy! But remember, she can find you even in the mornings, so beware!” Ezra was warning me, but I felt more bored than afraid.
            Once outside, the cold filled my lungs with fresh air and instantly woke up my mind. My body was shivering, my ears were echoing, and my clothes smelled of cigarettes, but the fact that I was out of the pit called Ronnies was satisfaction enough for me.
            I was a couple of feet away from my car when I instinctively put my hand in the pocket of my jeans to get my keys. Finding none, I flashed back to the bar realizing I had left them next to the ashtray. I turned to  head back, but as I walked  under a street light I saw the waitress with the brown hair coming toward me. Something silvery was dangling from her hand, reflecting the dim, yellow light from above. My keys, I thought, so I smiled, surprised by her kind act of  bringing them to me.            
            “You can`t imagine how thankful I am!” I said pleasantly.
            She said nothing but reached toward me with her hand. I took the keys and started to leave just as I felt a haunting sensation creeping up my back. I saw a reflection of the girl in the side window of the car, and wanted desperately to keep going, but some unseen force caused me  to stop and look back. 
            Her eyes turned dark black, and her face took on a gray color of  death as it contorted into a terrifying grimace. Her mouth opened up wide like the jaws of a thirsty vampire, and her loud scream pierced my ears like hundreds of tiny needles.
            Then I felt a burning, sharp pain in my left arm just beneath the shoulder, as if  someone had wound barbed wire tightly around my biceps and jerked suddenly against them. I bent over in agony and pressed my arm against my chest. I coughed against a  tightening sensation I felt in my throat. My face felt flushed, and I could feel the blood draining from it. 
The girl slowly stepped back, turned, and walked back toward the bar.
           Holding my numb and burning arm against my body, I managed to get into the car. If I wanted to save my arm, and probably my life, I had to find help fast. I drove to St. Patrick Hospital and rushed into the emergency room with my hand and forearm hanging like a thread barely attached to my shoulder. Upon seeing me, the  ER doctors ran over to help. 
“The woman! The woman! The woman!” I kept repeating hysterically. I was shaking like a leaf.
            “What woman, sir? Are there any others hurt?”
            “The woman! The woman!”
            “Calm down, sir! Tell us what happened?” A nurse removed my jacket, and the doctors went silent as they looked with horror at my arm. Its skin was ink-black and covered with huge blisters as if the tissue was dead or poisoned with a toxic chemical. At that point I  fainted from the shock, and remember nothing more of the events at the hospital that evening. 
 
            Today  I am sitting in my office at the typewriter, relaying the story of my encounter with the Henry Woman. I now have a wood crucifix around my neck; it has remained there since my encounter with The Henry Woman. I have sold my Toyota and bought a `99 Ford Escort with an automatic transmission and a diesel engine.
            I am writing this story by typing the text with my one remaining hand. My left hand was amputated due to the irreparable damage inflicted on it by the Henry Woman. The photos of my arm taken before surgery show a straight, horizontal line extending across my biceps. Below that line my arm is  swollen and dark as a coal.
            The doctors had no explanation for my condition. I told them I remembered nothing of what had happened, and they left it at that. They had called in a retired surgeon to consult with them about my arm. Later, I found out that he’seen only three other cases like mine in his entire career. As it happened, one of them was a man named Frank Becks, my grandfather.
            I remember my grandfather`s leg was amputated, and also that he wore a wood crucifix around his neck because I often played with it when I was a child. I also remember asking him once how his leg came to be amputated. He merely placed his finger on my lips and whispered, “Shhhh! She is somewhere around, kid! She is somewhere around. Still around.” 
�Don’t understand this sentence. Suggest removing it. 


�I wasn’t sure about your use of “gate” as a metaphor, but I took a guess at it as you can see.  





