
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	 

	STAIN

	     Seven Everson

	It was when the stain turned into the face of Jesus that I really gave it my attention. 

	Until then, it had just been a watermark, growing on the wall in the hallway. That wall was painted white because Joel and I were planning to turn it into a photo gallery, and the small gray spot was pretty obvious.

	“Might be a leak.” Joel had noticed the stain first, a few weeks back. “The shower is on the other side of the wall.”

	At the time, I’d nodded that this was probably true, and wandered off. Neither Joel or I are the type of guy to grab a toolbox and do things. I make my living shooting beautiful women wearing fabulous clothes; Joel is an accountant. While we make a great match romantically, we accept that our relationship lacks a few basic skills, like plumbing, and changing tyres and drilling holes. It was generally accepted that when we had enough photos for the wall, we’d be hiring someone to come and do it properly - the same way we’d hired someone to come and paint it white.

	So we did what two modern men with zero handyman skills do when they own the house they live in, and ignored the stain.

	And it grew.

	“Looks like a hand,” Joel said a week later. And it kind of did. Five outstretched fingerish shapes and a thumb. I took a pic and posted it. It got eighty-five likes.

	A few days later it looked like a howling wolf. I posted that too.

	I went to Belize for a shoot and when I came back, I walked in to find that it was the Jesus face, laying on its side. The beard, the long hair, those sad eyes. There was no way that was happening by itself. Joel had to be behind it.

	I took a pic and sent the pic to Joel, who was at work. Very funny, I texted.

	He sent back: Crazy, right?

	You did this, I told him. No way it looks like that on its own.

	I knew Joel couldn’t have done it - his painting skills didn’t even extend to the plain white wall. But we did have creative friends who could have taken a brush and added some highlights of their own. 

	David, I swear on Babs that I did not do this.

	I had to accept that. You only swear on Barbara if your life depends on it.

	I posted the pic and went viral. There were over a million shares across the next day. A local news station contacted me and asked if they could come shoot it. I waited until Joel got home and we talked it over.

	Joel was pragmatic. “Not a good idea. If people know where we live, we’ll be swamped by believers.”

	“Then we don’t give out the address.”

	Joel frowned. “You shared the pic from your professional account. People know who you are and they’ll hunt you down. I say we keep it quiet. Right now, it’s just you, messing about - people probably think you’re faking it. You put it on the news and it becomes real.”

	“But imagine it,” I said, gleefully. “They find their savour’s face in the home of a gay couple. How will they reconcile that?”

	Joel shook his head. “We’ll open a door we can never shut, David. Besides, the stain won’t look like a face forever. It’ll be different in another day or two.”

	True, I supposed. Mostly because neither of us had yet suggested getting someone in to deal with it. I’d kind of hoped Joel had done it while I was away.

	Oddly though, the face, now that it was Jesus, didn’t morph into something else. Instead, more stains emerged, under and beside it. I decided to start shooting it in the same spot every day to create a photo montage. I set up a camera with a wide lens and snapped one frame every morning.

	The more sensible of our friends suggested that rather than photographing the stain, we should get the leak repaired. Joel and I nodded that it was probably a good point but, in reality, I think we both thought the other one would be the one to make the call. 

	For my part, I was beginning to enjoy watching the stain’s progress.

	A couple of weeks later, I was snapping my daily frame when I saw it.

	The face was resting on two arms, as if it were laying in bed, facing me. 

	I called Joel over to see it. “Reclining Jesus!” I proclaimed. 

	Joel frowned. “We really should get someone in. I’ll arrange it.”

	But he didn’t: it was tax time and he was getting busy.

	Personally, I couldn’t wait to see what the stain would do next. When I posted Reclining Jesus, it went viral again. I started getting text requests to come see it. but I ignored them.

	I headed to Greece for a week of shooting. Every day I reminded Joel to snap a frame, and insisted on photo proof that he was doing it. He begrudgingly took a selfie each morning, standing next to the stain just before he took the shot.

	That whole week, I had one of the most beautiful models in the world stretched out on pure white walls with sun glittering on the azure ocean behind, but all I cared about was a damp smudge.

	Although Joel’s suffering sulk was pretty cute too.

	When I returned home, the stain had stretched out lengthways, forcing me to change the lens to a 16-35mm. The face and arms remained oddly unchanged. I thought that maybe the water was shifting to a new spot.

	And a couple of weeks later I saw it again.

	A naked body, laying on its side. The stain was specific enough to include nipples and male genitalia. I mean, you could argue that it was all just our human brains anthropomorphising some random shapes, but this was really obvious. The detail of the feet had yet to form, but they were coming.

	I found myself oddly bemused by the whole thing. It’s like my brain had just accepted that yes, somehow this stain was going to form into the perfect shape, and size of a reclining human man.

	“You’re sure you’re not behind this?” I asked Joel one night. We were sipping Shiraz, contemplating the naked Jesus on our wall. “Or one of our friends? Does anyone have a key that we’ve forgotten about?”

	Joel just looked at me and said, coolly: “More bizarre than the concept of a perfect representation of a naked Jesus, is that someone we know sneaks in every night, undetected, and paints on our wall. Every night for weeks, unseen and unheard. Getting through the alarm system and resetting it when they leave.”

	I had to admit that Joel had a point.

	“So that just leaves natural events,” I shrugged. “A leaky shower that has somehow produced the perfect image of a naked Jesus.”

	Joel leaned in for a closer look. “Less Jesus now,” he pointed out. “His beard is disappearing.”

	And so it was. The beard had faded somewhat, to join the overall neck shape.

	I was wan: “Well that’s not good. People will pay big money to see a naked Jesus stain. A regular naked man stain . . . not so much.”

	“Maybe its drying out,” Joel suggested.

	But it didn’t dry out. An even weirder thing happened: the beard faded away, but something formed on the head. Two somethings. 

	They looked like horns.

	“Holy crap,” I said, snapping my daily shot. “We’ve got Satan.”

	Joel, who always walked right past the stain on his way to the kitchen but never looked at it, came back to the hall, munching on toast.

	The horns were very obvious now. The beard was gone. The mouth was curled up in a contemptuous smile. The eyes were those spooky eyes that looked like they tracked you wherever you went.

	Joel leaned in for a closer look, halfway down the stain.

	“What are you looking at?” I asked.

	“Checking to see if Satan is bigger than Jesus.”

	If I’d been eating toast, I would have choked on it. Sometimes Joel can just be so damned funny.

	The Satan stain didn’t change further, except that every day, it grew a little more defined. Delicate shading appeared on the limbs. It became more and more 3D, as if our secret artist was charcoaling the finishing touches. I photographed it all with anticipation.

	How far would the stain go? When would it be finished?

	And when it was finished, what would we do with it? Put a frame around it?

	At the very least, I would make a print of it and frame that. People could say we faked it, but Joel and I would know the truth. 

	I had to leave again for ten days in Hawaii. Like before, I made Joel promise to shoot the stain every day. At somewhere between 4:30pm and 5pm every day, I received the obligatory text and watched in delight as the stain grew ever more lifelike. Even though that time of the day was busy for me, I’d pause the shoot for a moment to study it.

	On my last day, I waited at the airport for Joel’s text, but it didn’t come.

	I didn’t want to prompt him - he hated when I did - but I didn’t want him to miss that shot, either. It was a Friday, so he would be up and about. If he forgot it that morning, the light in the hallway would be different when he came home from work. I wouldn’t be back home until the morning.

	Hey sleepy, I texted, how’s that shot coming? I added lots of smiley emojis.

	Nothing.

	I added: . . . ?

	Still nothing.

	In fact, Joel didn’t text me at all, and I was forced to board the craft without hearing from him. I was more annoyed than anything. He might have spent the night at a friend’s house and missed my text, and if he didn’t go home to change for work, he would miss the morning shot.

	Or he could be ill, I supposed. Too weak to get out of bed.

	But not too weak to text, Joel. 

	I hoped he wasn’t sick. Partly because he was a dreadful, complaining patient, but mostly because I had a tight deadline for the images when I returned. It was so tight that I started deleting unwanted shots and organizing the rest as I flew, instead of settling back and enjoying the movies.

	I got in at 5am. I didn’t expect a welcome mat - Joel liked his Saturday sleep-in way too much. A few years in, we no longer made a big deal of when I left or returned.  

	I opened the front door and saw it immediately:

	The hole in the wall.

	The huge, man-shaped hole, and the pile of dust and small rubble on the floor. The tripod was knocked over and the camera had snapped off. It lay among the dust.

	Someone stole the stain! It was my first and only logical thought.

	Someone had crept in while Joel was at work and jackhammered out the stain.

	I set down my bags, suddenly cautious. Where was Joel? I hoped he hadn’t disturbed them and paid some terrible price.

	The pile of dust and rubble wasn’t so much a pile. In fact, it was a trail, where the burglars had carried the piece of wall away. 

	Oddly, the burglars appear to have bare feet. And there was only one of them.

	And the trail didn’t lead to the front door.

	It led to the bedroom.

	I went cold.

	I’m not a brave man and honestly, my first thought was to run. But if Joel was in there, and in some kind of trouble, I had to do something. Maybe he was being held to ransom. Maybe the burglars had hurt him and he needed help.

	I had to see. I picked up my laptop bag to use as a weapon, or a shield . . . I don’t know what I thought. Tense, with every fibre of my body screaming at me to run, I picked my way through the dust towards the bedroom door.

	It was slightly ajar. I sucked in air and pushed it open.

	Joel lay on the bed, in his pajamas. He lay on top of the covers at the foot of the bed, his legs hanging over the side. It was as if he’d got out of bed to go to the bathroom, or check for a noise in the night, and then sat down and fallen asleep on the end of the bed.

	The trail of rubble finished at his feet.

	What the?

	“Joel,” I called softly. “Are you okay?”

	He roused, saw me, and sat up. He moved oddly, with tiny jerks. His normally blue eyes were dark.

	There was something very wrong with him.

	I walked into the room, eyeing him, brandishing my laptop bag. “What happened?” I asked. “Where’s the stain?”

	Joel grinned at me. A contemptuous, knowing grin. 

	A grin that was not Joel and, I knew, with growing dread, would never be Joel again.

	And I knew exactly where the stain was.
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