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Birthday: Clowns

My first memory is of the circus. Not peanuts, or popcorn, or elephants. But the giant red smile on the white face of a clown. Tooting a horn and making a dog out of a yellow balloon. The clown handed it to me with his wide, red smile.

I fucking hate clowns.

Children’s birthday parties carried this tradition. I’d hide in the bathroom with my eyes shut, covering my ears. I’d hum a tune to myself. Not happy birthday. When I thought of having kids of my own, I swore I’d never put them through that.

I sought therapy for this, thinking I could get over it as an adult. I didn’t like the creeping feeling I’d get whenever the circus came to town. The music played in my head non-stop for days afterward.

“Jerry, I’d like to try a graduated exposure therapy, yes?” My therapist attempted to convince me after a few sessions of talk therapy.

“That sounds terrifying. I don’t know if I can.”

“How about starting with small steps. Looking at pictures of the circus, no clowns. Just lovely animals.” 

“I guess.” I winced as I thought of the animals trapped in their cages, never having room to roam and wander, the way the gods intended.

“Perhaps just one picture then, yes?”

“All right.” I could look at a tiger or an elephant and not feel the prickles of hair standing up on my neck.

She held up a picture of a tiger. It was in a circus ring, with one paw on an upside-down barrel. It was too majestic for the circus tent in the background.

“How do you feel looking at this picture, Jerry?”

“Ugh, it’s fine.” My scalp tingled.

“How do you feel about it? Fine is not a feeling, Jerry.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s. I’m uncomfortable. My scalp feels weird. I’m afraid of what’s coming after the tiger show.”

“Good work. Remember that this is one picture for now. You did very well. I know you can do this.”

“What do I have to do next?”

“That’s all for today. Go home and rest. Be proud of your progress.”

I left the therapist’s office thinking about the picture. I couldn’t get it out of my mind. The animal forced to perform tricks when it should be out in its natural habitat. In my dream that night, the ring mistress cracked her whip, and I watched helplessly in the crowd. My feet were stuck as if they were in molasses and my body wouldn’t move. Tension held my forehead in a crease and my mouth turned down and then hung open as the tiger was forced to perform. Circus music played throughout my dream and was still ringing in my head when I awoke in the morning.

We kept up with the graduated exposure therapy. After a few months, my therapist suggested I watch a circus on a streaming service. I sat through it with my hands clasped. My face was stuck in a neutral expression. I wasn’t happy about this, but I thought it was helping. The music droned on, and I watched as the clowns moved across the screen. Their happy and sad faces were painted, never changing except when they would emphasize their smiles and frowns. I wondered why they would ever decide to choose a career like that.

The next time I was at therapy, my therapist asked me about my experience. “How did you feel during the movie, Jerry?”

“I think it was helpful. I felt curious about them. The clowns, I mean. Why would they choose to do that for a living? I don’t love my job, but it pays the bills. I have a 401k and dental. I guess they like putting on a show for the kids. And they are trying to make people smile and enjoy themselves. They probably like to travel with their group. I guess I’m more curious than anything else. My fear is not as strong as it used to be.”

“Do you feel any body sensations now or while you were watching or thinking about it?”

“No, I mean I haven’t felt the prickles on my neck or scalp in a while. My heart rate was a little elevated watching it, but I didn’t have a panic attack or anything. Thanks doc.”

“You’re welcome, Jerry. I think it is time for the next step, yes?”

“Ok, I’m ready.”

My therapist selected a makeup kit made for clowns. She entered my home address in the online form. She instructed me to practice putting it on at home. My stomach felt queasy.

“You are ready, Jerry. I know you can do this.”

“I can do it. I’ll do it. You’ve helped me so far.”

The packet came in the mail with the wig, the nose, makeup, and applicator sponges. I unwrapped it slowly. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, I thought. If I got scared, I could just wash my face. My assignment was to apply the makeup in the mirror, look at myself for two full minutes and then wash it off.

“I can do this.” I said to myself. I set the contents of the package on the bathroom counter, in order of application. The wig and nose sitting farthest from me on the left side. The sponges and white and red pots of paint were in between my hands which rested on the counter. “Come on, Jerry, you can do this.” My eyes looked back at me, brighter than they were when I first started seeing the doc. The dark circles under my eyes had faded and my cheeks had more color.

I dipped a sponge in the white pot and started smearing the makeup on my face. It was slippery. As I worked, circus music started to play in my head.

“Duh duh duh dil luttle duhn duh duh. Duh dud duh dil luttle duhn duh dum.” I started singing and humming to myself. I finished with the white and moved on to the red. I picked up the other sponge and kept humming. I had decided on a happy clown face and carefully outlined the wide, bright red lips. I started filling them in. Good thing I shaved; this would have been hell to apply over my beard. I added a little red heart under my right eye and chuckled. If little Jerry could see me now, I thought.

I appraised my work in the mirror. A smiling clown looked back at me, wearing my gray t-shirt and dark blue shorts. My eyes crinkled at the corners and a genuine smile showed under the one I had painted. I laughed thinking of how afraid I was. It’s just a bit of makeup. I pulled the wig on and then added the red nose. I set my phone timer for two minutes and stared into the mirror. “Beep beep!” I imagined a horn on my lapel and running around a circus tent. It’s freeing to not have this weight on me. The timer went off and I snapped a picture of smiling Jerry in the mirror and sent it to my therapist.

Thanks doc! I feel free. I can’t imagine being scared of this right now.

You are dedicated. Good work, Jerry.

Couldn’t have done it without you, doc.

A thumbs up was the reply. And then a clown emoji.

I laughed and sent a smiley face and a clown emoji back.

I decided to go out and show my wife. Ann was sitting on the couch, reading, and drinking tea. I put my hands in the air next to my face and wiggled my fingers.

“Oh! Jerry, you’re silly.” She giggled. “Great work, honey. I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah, proud enough to walk around town with me like this, arm in arm?”

“I absolutely would. Should I get my shoes on?” She smirked.

“Ann, I can’t believe you would actually do that! You must really love me.” I chuckled.

“Now go wash up, we’re about to have dinner. Unless you want to try and eat around all that makeup.”

“Nah, I’m good. I’ll go wash my face. Be right back.”

I strolled into the bathroom, feeling proud of myself. I stared at my reflection. “Jerry, you’ve come an awful long way. I’m proud of you.” Healthy self-talk in the mirror was something my therapist encouraged. It was a little weird at first, but seeing and hearing myself say encouraging things wasn’t so bad. I found it helpful after a while.

I dipped the washcloth under the hot running water and let it pour over my hands. I thought about the animals in the cages. Maybe it wasn’t the worst life for them, they got fed, didn’t they? They had a place to rest their heads. And the clowns got to perform and be silly and get paid for having a good time. That wasn’t so bad, right?

I wrung out the cloth and added some soap. Maybe everyone at the circus enjoyed it. I rubbed the cloth together in my hands to work up a lather and brought the cloth to my face. I raised my head to glance at myself one more time in the mirror. “Good work, Jerry, yes?” I lifted my chin toward the ceiling and laid the cloth over my face. “Ahhhh.”

I started wiping the cloth over my face, then scrubbing. The white makeup stayed put, gleaming under the bathroom lights. I tried the red. It didn’t budge. I splashed my face with water and scrubbed again. No luck.

I got out my wife’s makeup remover and some cotton pads. That didn’t work either. My heart raced and my breaths came fast. “It’s ok, Jerry. We’ll figure this out,” I told the clown face in the mirror.

“Ann? Can you come in here?”

“Yeah, hon.” Ann came down the hall into the bathroom. She saw the mess of cotton pads, the makeup remover, the washcloth in the sink, and looked up at me. “What’s going on?”

“I can’t figure out how to get this stuff off. I feel like I’m going to have to take a sander to my face or something. Do you have any tricks I can try?”

“Hmmm, how about some lemon juice or an exfoliator?”

“Sure, I’ll try anything.”

Nothing worked. We sat down to eat dinner. I smiled with a mouthful of tomato soup. Smiled through bites of grilled cheese on sourdough. Ann looked at me and smiled with pity in her eyes.

“We’ll figure something out, hon.”

We worked on my face until past bedtime. It was after midnight by the time I crawled in bed, with the makeup still on my face. Ann reminded me to grab a towel and lay it over the pillow so the makeup wouldn’t stain.

“Maybe it’ll rub off in the night. My mascara sometimes does if I forget to take it off.”

“Yeah, I hope so.”

Nightmares plagued me. I dreamt of clowns and makeup. Sitting under bright lights and performing in a circus tent.  Washcloths disappeared when I tried to use them, a ring mistress cracked the whip at me and the tigers and the elephants. Pots of makeup surrounded me and then attached themselves to my face. I searched mirrors in my dreams, trying to find my real face. I found a sink full of beard hair and a white-caked face with huge red lips staring back at me in every mirror I found. I woke up exhausted and I put my fingers to my face, afraid to find what I already knew was still there.

I couldn’t feel a single crack in the makeup. I thought of my wife and her green face masks, cracking after ten or fifteen minutes. She loved that ritual. I sat up halfway and turned. The towel on my pillow was rumpled from me sleeping on it, but otherwise clean. No red smears or white flecks of paint. Ann slept next to me, her chest rising softly. There had to be something else I could try.

I scratched the back of my head and sat up all the way, swinging my legs out from the covers. I walked to the bathroom and peered into the mirror. A happy clown with sleepy eyes looked back at me. I sighed. It was Monday. I had to get this stuff off my face before work.

I hopped in the shower and scrubbed my whole head with shampoo. Then I tried my wife’s conditioner. I let it sit on my whole head for five minutes while the hot water beat my back. I rinsed off and could feel the slick of my hair. The makeup stayed. I shut off the water and toweled off, scrubbing my face with the towel at the end.

I stepped out of the shower and wrapped the towel around my waist. I looked in the mirror, fearing that the makeup hadn’t budged. I was right.

I called out of work. Then I texted my therapist.

Hey doc, I’m having some trouble getting the makeup off.

I walked into the kitchen as Ann turned on the coffee pot. She gasped. “Still there?”

I grimaced under my happy makeup. “Yup.”

I called around to some makeup shops in department stores, but their only suggestions were things I had already tried. “Thanks anyway,” I said. I put on some sweats and a t-shirt and Ann left for work.

I put my head in my hands and sobbed. Trapped and desperate, I thought of driving to my therapist’s office. But she isn’t in the office on Mondays. I could wait one more day.

I spent the day restless, moving from the couch to the bathroom. I’d scrub my face and then go back to staring mindlessly at my phone while the tv played in the background. I played some dumb game over and over and then decided to go to bed early. It was 4:30 in the afternoon.

I slept with my head on the towel. I woke at 3:30 with a start. Ann was snoring softly next to me. I found a glass of water on my nightstand and a handwritten note in her familiar print. I lifted my phone to read it.

“I love you, no matter what. We’ll figure this out. -A”

I went into the bathroom. I was in there for a long time, staring at my reflection. At 5:30am, my phone buzzed:

Welcome to your new life, Jerry.

I’m so glad you made the choice to work through your fears.

You are now one of us.

Wtf? Doc, I still can’t get this makeup off. How do I get it off?

You can’t, Jerry. But you can accept your new life and live it to the fullest. Are you in the bathroom, Jerry? Look at yourself in the mirror. Accept it. There is nothing else you can do. You feel it, yes?

I looked in the mirror. The now familiar face looked back at me. A tear slipped down my cheek. I wiped it away, hoping for a smear. The untouched makeup showed no trace or track of a tear. The white makeup gleamed as if I had just applied it, the red heart was there under my eye, and the smile remained. I was trapped in my glistening white and red cage.

Ann left me after six months. She “didn’t sign up for this”. I joined the circus. Every day I perform and every night I sit in front of the dressing room mirror until it’s bedtime. My happy clown face is always painted. It shines, polished with my tears. My therapist is the ring mistress of my waking life and my nightmares. She comes to my door at bedtime every night.

“Good work, Jerry. Be proud, yes?”

I nod. At least I have room and board.


January: Zombie Snowmen

TW: children in peril

Cheery laughter sang through the night as the glow of the windows from the house shone on the snow-covered ground. Jack threw a snowball at Gina.

“I’m gonna get you!” Gina giggled and clumped together snow in her gloves.

Jack chuckled and ducked behind a snowman, prepping another snowball in his hands.

“What was that?” Gina turned, looking at the side of the house.

“Nice try.” Jack tossed a snowball at her, hitting the shoulder of her coat.

“Wait.” She put her finger to her lips. “Did you hear that?” Gina ran into the darkness.

Jack’s boots crunched the snow as he followed her puffs of breath.

An old, wooden shed stood in the snow. Ribbed sheets of metal leaned against the open front. Tractor tires scattered next to the opening.

“I found something for the snowmen.” Gina called from inside the shed.

Jack stepped over the piles of wood planks. A lantern sat on the table, dimly lighting the space.

Gina dug through a box of old clothes and triumphantly pulled out a scarf. “Look!”

Jack nodded. “Let’s put it on.”

As they tromped back to the front yard, Jack said, “I’m glad you moved in.”

“Me too. I miss my mom, but you all are family.” She wrapped the scarf around the bottom of the snowman’s head. “Perfect.”

“Kids, hot cocoa’s ready,” Rita’s voice called out, echoing over the yard. She counted nine snowmen under the clear night sky, with twiggy arms and small pieces of rock and charcoal for eyes.

“Did you use all the carrots?” she asked as the kids ran inside and tore off their coats and boots.

They nodded proudly.

“We made more on the other side.” Gina said.

“Thirteen total.” Jack added.

“Wow, well you better warm up by the fire. Mom’s pouring the hot cocoa.” Rita said and patted Gina’s shoulder.

Julie walked in with a tray of mugs and set it on the table. Marshmallows bobbed on the surface of the chocolate liquid.

“Thanks Mom!” Jack said. Gina nodded in appreciation. The kids curled up on cushy chairs by the fireplace as their moms held hands and leaned against each other on the loveseat. Fire crackled and lit up the room.

The stockings had been put away, but the winter mantle was still set up with a white and gold brocade runner and several snow globes. Jack was less interested in them now, but Gina looked at them fondly. Rita thought she looked too timid to touch them. Getting used to this family would take Gina some time. Rita and Julie kept that at the forefront of their conversations. Rita missed her Aunt Teri, but she loved her cousin Gina. Having her around completed their family. It didn’t take away the pain of losing her aunt. Instead, adopting Gina had soothed it.

A crack of lightning struck close to the house, jolting the family during their peaceful evening.

“That was close,” Julie said. “Clouds must have rolled in.” She sipped from her mug.

Gina unfurled her legs from the chair and peered out of the window. The sky was clear. The stars were much easier to see out here in the country. She said nothing. She saw a bit of movement out of the corner of one eye and glanced to the right. The trailing of a scarf, perhaps? No, just snow. The closest neighbors were a mile down the road. No one else was here.

Wind whistled through the tree to the left, then a bright streak careened out of the night sky with a crack. Gina’s eyes widened. One of the snowmen had moved. Hadn’t it? She turned to the family with her mouth open, but they were mesmerized by the fire. Yes, one of the snowmen was out of place, with a smooth track carved in the snow behind it. Gina supposed that could have been from rolling the snow. She shook her head, then sat back in the chair by the fire.

Bzzz.

Rita startled awake. Her eyes blinked as she took in the sight of the fire, glowing on the children’s sleeping faces. She looked at the dark space behind her. No lights were on in the kitchen. The storm must have knocked the power out. Empty mugs littered the table. Julie’s head lay on her shoulder with soft snores coming from her parted mouth. Setting Julie’s head gently onto a pillow, she went to go find the flashlights.

She pressed the flashlight button on her phone and walked to the junk drawer in the kitchen. Rattling around the back of the drawer were two flashlights and some batteries. She loaded the batteries into the flashlights and grabbed a lighter. Candles were in almost every room of the house. She walked toward the living room.

The flashlights clattered on the ground. The snowmen stood in a row, not five feet from the house. Stark white tracks flung out behind them.

“Julie,” Rita hissed.

Her wife sat up and looked at Rita over the back of the couch. She saw the terror in Rita’s eyes. Another panic attack? Her wife’s hands shook as she stared out the window. She stood quickly from the couch.

Rita turned to her and mouthed “Slow.”

Julie cautiously joined her and put her hand on Rita’s shoulder. “What is it?” She turned to follow Rita’s gaze.

Snowmen looked back at them with open mouths of charcoal teeth. One of them hurled its head at the window. A snowball with cold, glowing eyes slammed into the glass and fell to the ground with a plop. The snowman’s body leaned down almost to the ground. It pushed and rolled the head up the side of the house, scooping it back onto its body.

“What’s going on?” Jack asked from the chair in the living room. Gina sat up and looked at the couple near the window. Jack ran to Julie’s side. “What the?”

A barrage of snow parts pelted the side of the house, the windows, and the door. They backed away slowly.

“They can’t get in, right?” Gina asked.

Jack looked to his moms. “Mom? Momma?”

Julie answered them in a calm voice as she shook her head, “No. No, they can’t.”

They watched as the snowmen hurled themselves at the large window. It cracked in a deep slice down the center. Gina stacked wood on the fire.

The snowmen leaned back, creating tracks in the snow, and stood. Their charcoal mouths set in a line.

“They’re backing off.” Jack said.

“They don’t like fire.” Rita said, looking to Gina. “Smart.”

“Ok, so we just have to keep the fire going.” Julie looked at the stack next to the fireplace.

“There isn’t enough,” Rita’s forehead creased.

“We’ll be ok,” Julie said, reassuring herself as much as her wife and the children. She added, “this is the opposite of my day job.” Their laughter had a nervous edge.

Fire roared as the snowmen waited outside.

“We have to get more wood.” Jack pointed to the small stack.

“It’s not safe.” Rita shook her head.

Quiet fire dimmed.

The line moved toward them.

Snowball heads pummeled the house once again. The crack in the window grew bigger. It split. A head of snow rolled into the house, its teeth gnashing. An inhuman snarl came out of it and the family screamed. Jack kicked the head toward the window.

The snowmen roared and hurled themselves at the open gash in the house. Snowmen heads flung into the room. One landed at Julie’s feet and jammed its teeth into her sock. She screamed and kicked as it clung to her. Rita grabbed a towel and covered the snowball with her arms. She crunched its head under the fabric.

The window snapped in pieces and fell to the floor.

As Rita threw the towel aside, charcoal flew across the floor. She grabbed Jack and Julie’s hands. “Let’s go.”

Snowmen crowded at the end of the hall beyond the staircase, gliding toward them.

Gina tossed the last piece of wood on the fire then ran up the stairs behind the family. Teeth snapped behind her as the snowmen started up the stairs.

They ran to a bedroom on the second floor at the other end of the house. Jack and Rita moved the bed in front of the door, then stacked the dresser on top of it. They shoved the back of a chair under the handle of the door.

“That should hold,” Jack said with feigned confidence. 

Gina looked out of the window. A blue tarp covered the woodpile at the side of the house. “I can climb down and get some more wood.” She turned to Rita and Julie.

“Ok,” Rita relented. “I’ll help.”

Gina opened the second-floor window. Icy air beat into the room. The bedroom door tremored as snowmen beat against it. Gina climbed out onto the small ledge of the roof. “Just like the beam in gymnastics.”

Rita smiled but her forehead was lined with worry. Gina knelt on the roof. She climbed over the edge and dangled by her hands for a moment, then disappeared. There was a soft, snowy thud as she landed. Gina’s hands flew into the air in a “V”. The tarp rustled as she gathered what she could carry.

Jack watched Julie dubiously. “Are you going to turn into one of them?”

“I don’t feel any different,” Julie said, wincing as she took off her sock. Thick, bloody marks remembered the charcoal teeth on her foot. Jack helped her into the en suite bathroom. She washed her foot in the sink, gingerly dried it, and tied a long sock around her foot.

Wood landed on the roof near the window. The sound at the door stopped. Snow crunched on the stairs.

“Hurry, they’re coming toward you!” Rita said in a low voice. More wood landed on the ledge. Gina’s hands grabbed onto the edge of the roof.

Zombie snowmen rounded the corner of the house. Rita leaned out the window.

“Get the wood,” Gina said. They were almost under her. Her foot was next to her left hand now.

“Be careful, baby.” Rita reached her hand toward Gina.

Snowmen stacked on each other on the ground. Gina scrambled up on the ledge.

“Get inside,” Rita hissed.

A white head popped into view. Glowing eyes appeared, then an open mouth. Gina threw the logs to Rita and dove in the window. Rita slammed the window shut.

“How are we going to get it back down there?” Julie asked.

“We have to try.” Rita said.

They moved the furniture and listened at the bedroom door. Rita cracked the door open. White snow littered the stairs. She crept through the doorway carrying a log in each arm. Wind whistled through the first floor. Gina crept silently behind her. They tiptoed down the stairs and onto the landing. The front door stood open with a blanket of night sky over the snow tracks in the yard. Moonlight reflecting off the snow lit part of the living room.

Rita walked toward the fireplace and hastily started a fire. As she blew on the small flames, a cold presence moved into the house.

Gina whispered from the foot of the stairs, “Mom.”

Rita was knocked back to the floor. The bottom half of a snowman had landed on her as the other half melted in the fireplace.

“They’re coming!” Gina slammed the front door.

Rita’s hands shook as she rebuilt the fire in a dry part of the fireplace.

“Where did you get this scarf?”

“I found it in the shed.”

Rita thought of the rumors she heard of the old man that used to live here. The supernatural tales of murders. How they couldn’t have afforded a place this big, even with Teri’s money, except for the lowered price. She hadn’t been turned off by the rumors. But now…

The small splinters caught and flamed.

Snow heads with ravenous, chomping teeth barreled through the window. Jack helped Julie down the stairs.

“Stay back!” Gina shouted. Her black boots kicked the heads through the window almost as fast as they flew inside the house. Jack left his mom on the stairs and ran to help Gina.

Flames rippled across the one dry log left in the fireplace. Rita lifted the scarf and squeezed. Water droplets wrung onto the floor. She held the scarf over the flames, then tossed it in.

Screams pierced their eardrums as the snow horde melted. Charcoal, carrots, twigs, and winter clothing fell onto the ground.

The rising sun glittered above the horizon as their heavy breaths puffed in the air. Gina wrapped an arm around Rita. Jack stood next to Julie and her wrapped foot.

“Hot cocoa, anyone?”


February: Unalive

TW: Suicide

The lobby of the skyscraper was packed. Sneaking in with a tour group was the right idea. I waited for the tour to move on before I boarded the elevator. I slipped inside just before the doors closed to be sure I was in there alone and pressed number twenty-eight.

With a ping, the elevator doors opened. I stepped onto the carpeted floor. According to the sign above me, the stairs were to my left. My determination increased the closer I got to the stairwell door. I blew out a breath and opened the door. Cold air that smelled of dirty concrete and metal greeted me. As I climbed the stairs to the top of the tower, memories crept into my vision. I shoved them away; they were cloying and sticky. I wanted the cold, the dark. A danger sign was affixed to the metal door. I pushed the bar and walked through the doorway. The air rushed at my face. Up here, I breathed easier than on the ground or in the stairwell.

The skyline glittered, comforting me, with the ground thirty stories below. My hand clutched the metal barrier along the edge of the roof. The cars on the street stopped and started in traffic. Like insects below my feet. Busying themselves with their plans and ignorant of mine.

I allowed the memories to surface this time. My mother dying of cancer, my brother who killed himself by jumping off the high Deception Pass bridge and smashing into the rocks and the water below. Most of his body fell in the water after bouncing off the rocks on the shore. They never found all of him. Undoubtedly some of it drifted into the ocean or got caught in some animal’s teeth.

Soon after, my car needed to go to the shop. I ended up catching a ride to work with a coworker. They turned out to be a backstabbing cunt, and after their lies and betrayal, I lost my career. No one would hire me after that.

What thoughts ran through my brother’s head as he stood on the bridge, climbed over the railing, and jumped? The overwhelm of grief he must have felt, the feeling of falling through space, and the jolt at the bottom. I wonder how long he lived. Did he feel the grating cuts of the jagged rocks? Or did he have a heart attack prior to catching the bottom of his jaw and feet on them? Does the human brain live once a body is ripped apart like that? More importantly, does the consciousness live? Could he still feel the pain today?

Only one way to find out.

I held the railing. I lifted my foot and tested it. The sturdy metal was secure in its place. I was resigned in my certainty to the mess my life had become. It was time.

I gravely stood, my feet and arms beginning to wobble.

There was no turning back, even if I had wanted to. I didn’t. I had to know what my brother felt. I had to feel a connection to him again. Maybe if the myths were true, we’d see each other again. Even if it was in hell, it had to be better than missing him. Maybe I’d see my mother too.

I relaxed, sure of my choice, and moved just forward enough. My feet slipped off the edge of the railing and I fell.

The wind whipped past me. My organs pressed against my back and ribs. I was a bird and a plane.

But I was not a superhero. The bones in my face crunched and searing pain absorbed my body. My consciousness remained, trapped inside that flesh and bone. I looked around with unseeing eyes. My vision slowly came into focus. People clumped around my body, holding their phones out to take pictures. Someone called for help, but I knew it was too late.

My soul was trapped; my mind gone. I knew my brother suffered the same fate. Pieces of his soul trapped in the mouths of fish and on the rocks. The sun beating down on his flesh. Time and water eroding what was left.

I don’t know how long it’s been now. I remember the shiny blade of the scalpel during the autopsy and the cold box of the morgue fridge. There was a closed casket funeral, then a slow descent into the ground.

That was 2010. I’m still here. Waiting for time to erode me. They pushed some preserving fluids into my body. I guess it could be a while.

Still here. Still trapped in the inescapable dark room of this coffin. Still waiting.


March: BYOB

TW: Rape

Screams echoed around the lake. People were carrying on like the world was ending. They streamed out of the dining room and onto the boat deck. When I peeked in the dining room, I saw her through the crowd. She wore a green dress and a little green hat askew on her short curls. She was sprawled face-down on the floor in a green puke pile. She should have slowed down on that “green drink.” Some special the bar had going for the holiday.

I thought they were going to shut the party down but most everyone got back to partying. Dancing, drinking. A couple of her friends sat with the body in one of the cabins, waiting to get to shore.

Another round of shrieks. Another body. Green tank top, black shorts. There was a huge green shamrock on her felt hat. Another cabin of mourners. She was just trying to have a good time. She held the door open for me, such a sweet gal.

By the third, people were clumping in groups and looking shiftily at others. Whispers instead of music. The strobe light stayed off and the green lights, no longer festive, seemed eerie.

I pulled out my trusty notebook. I always wanted to call it that. Now was my chance. I wanted to be a detective. Helping people by solving crimes. Finally getting recognized for something useful.

I dutifully interviewed everyone I could. I heard statements from witnesses. I couldn’t get much from the guy at the corner booth.

Low-slung hat.

Wouldn’t meet my eyes.

Suspect number one.

The bartender was busy cleaning his station. He gave me what he could. But he had been slinging drinks all night, so he didn’t see much. He was working alone, due to someone calling out sick that night. He kept up with business though, so he must have had plenty of experience in the industry.

A group of guys kept themselves busy by playing cards in the corner. One of them was a loudmouth.

Suit

Blond

“Got what they deserved.”

Yikes, I don’t know about that. Everybody I saw was a having a fine time, until people started dying. Suspect number two.

A falling down drunk guy attempted to pee off the deck of the boat. I tried to take his statement.

“Whoo girls”

Peed on himself.

Not coordinated

Probably not a suspect, but I took his information anyway. The police would thank me later.

Everybody else seemed freaked out. I would have been too if I didn’t have this project to keep me busy. Growing up, I rode my bike around the neighborhood, taking notes of anything suspicious. There are plenty of suspicious things if you pay attention. People are always trying to pull one over on you.

We docked and everyone gave their statements to the cops. I finally got to show my notes to the investigators. The bartender got in his van, blared his music, and drove away. People just died, I thought. Show some respect. The coroners loaded the bodies up and left for the morgue. Mourners went home to mourn. And probably drink more. The group of guys left in a cab. That one was still drunk and still loud. Apparently, the cops thought it was someone else.

The cops questioned low-slung hat guy, I thought they might take him away. Instead, a medic came around to check him out.

Later, I heard them say something about poisoning. It was alcohol poisoning. Those poor girls.

****

The radio blasted my favorite song as I drove away in my van. I pulled off my nametag and shook my head. That fool was questioning everyone. Trying to play detective. What an idiot. They’d never catch me. The trick was, to play it small. Hit one of these parties once a year, then move on. So far, I’d lucked out in Miami, Virginia Beach, and Boston. Now I’d head West.

The poison I use is not the fastest acting, but it is glorious to watch them flop around in their green puke piles.

They deserved it, turning me down. I’m amazing. Smart, funny, and handsome. I’ve got money. I’m great in bed. Stupid girls. They got what was coming to them. And they always would.

Ever since the first time I off’d one. She didn’t want me. Me? The quarterback on the Varsity team. Every girl wanted me. I wanted her. She was gorgeous. I didn’t know her that well, but I knew we’d be perfect together.

I took her anyway, under the football bleachers. I dragged her under there and forced myself into her mouth, so she’d shut the fuck up. Revulsion traveled across her face, then terror. My hands grasped her throat. I pulled out and shoved her panties down with one hand and fucked her. Power rippled through me. The life escaped her eyes as I shot my load in her. And she could have had that, over and over, if not for her insolence.

Strangling takes effort and time. Plus, fingerprints. Guns are no good, easily traced. Stabbing is tricky because you’ve got to do it multiple times, usually. DNA and fingerprints get everywhere. Driving them somewhere else to off them in any number of ways, you get more DNA. I’ve got this down to a science.

My poison. I call it “Karma”.

I took a big swig of my juice. Something about it didn’t taste quite right. Bile bubbled up in my throat and slimy green liquid flew out of my mouth as I fell face-first into the steering wheel, my stomach twisting like a washrag being wrung after cleaning up grime.

Oh. Fuck.


April: A Creepy Ass Bunny

TW: Death of a child

The bunny was back. Ezra ran to tell his dad. He dragged Greg by his ringed hand, pulling excitedly.

“You have quite an imagination, son.”

“It was there, I saw it!” His hand flew as he told the story again, his other hand pulling Greg. According to Ezra, the large bunny had been watching the house.

“Perhaps he is waiting for the right time to drop off your Easter basket.” Greg said to Ezra.

The little boy seemed pleased at this explanation.

A large, costumed Easter rabbit stood across the street, its felt eyes stared at the house.

The nearest bus stop was a mile away.

“How many times have you seen it?”

“This many.” Ezra held up four fingers.

Greg called the police.

“Hold please.”

Greg sipped his whiskey as the hold music played. Minutes ticked by on his phone.

The line picked up and a voice said, “This is Officer Powers.”

“Hi, Officer. I’m reporting a stalker. This guy…or whoever it is, is watching my house and spooking my kid, and frankly, me.”

“Can you describe the individual?”

“Yes, they’re in a large Easter bunny, uh, rabbit costume.”

Officer Powers didn’t hold any laughter back. He barely made the effort to cover the receiver as he made fun of Greg and his “vision” to his colleagues.

“Officer, it’s real, I assure you. Both my kid and I have seen this person. Multiple times, watching our house.”

“Yeah, we’ll be on the lookout. For a large bunny.” The officer snorted and ended the call with a click.

“Dick.” Greg muttered.

He tucked Ezra into bed, read him a story, and clicked off the light. He unlocked his safe and loaded his gun, keeping it close.

Later that night, Greg Walker startled in bed, a scuffle alerting him. Last time he checked, Ezra was asleep in bed. He swayed as he stood, attempting to get his bearings. His usual nightly beverage had turned into…five? Something crashed. Was that glass breaking? He grabbed his gun. The doorknob felt cool in his hand as he twisted it, pulled, and stepped into the hall.

He peered into the darkness. It was probably just his kid. A small lamp switched on in the living room. His head felt foggy. His mouth tasted like cotton soaked in whiskey. Wait, his kid has trouble turning on that lamp, he thought. He heard no fumbling under the lampshade. Someone was in his house. He drew his gun.

The back door creaked. He rounded the corner to the living room just as the back of a large rabbit foot stepped through and into the night. He took a step to chase it.

Ezra was crumpled on the floor on top of shattered glass from the coffee table.

He was warm to the touch, his breaths hitched and ragged. Greg dialed the emergency number on his phone and assessed the damage as best he could. His head pounded.

Ezra’s heart slowed as he was in Greg’s arms. The ambulance would be here soon. “Hurry.” He told the dispatcher. He kissed his son’s forehead. “Hold on.”

The child’s eyes fluttered, then he moaned.

“Ezra, can you hear me? You’re going to be ok.”

Greg sobbed into his son’s hair. A toy sword laid at his feet.

*******

The police weren’t doing a damn thing. How many Easter Rabbit costumes could be in the area? He’d find this motherfucker and hand the information over to the cops. If he had to do their job to get the killer, he would.

He called several costume shops in the area and questioned people. They all had alibis. He tapped his pen against his desk, eyeing his glass. No, he had to stay focused. He stared at the paper in front of him. Something was there at the back of his brain, irritating him like a mosquito. He’d take a shower and see if he could trick himself into thinking about something else.

Shampoo dripped into his eye. Shit. He stuck his head under the shower head, letting the water give him solace. From that at least. It slowly ran out of his eye. He popped his head out of the water stream. Malls.

They always had people in Easter rabbit costumes around this time of year. There were four malls in the surrounding area. He shoved himself into clothes and hopped in the car.

He stood in line for the third time that day. There was a large, white rabbit on a cushioned wicker sofa ahead of him. A camera flashed nearby, and a child climbed off its lap. Greg was next.

He quickly strode to the couch. “Where were you Saturday night?”

The rabbit’s huge felt eyes stared up at him. It bolted. Down the mall hallways, they ran. Greg chased the person in the costume as they barreled toward the mall exit. People with open mouths dragged their children out of the way toward the walls.

How long could this guy really keep this up in a costume? Greg panted. He chased him through the mall doors and into the parking lot, readying himself to tackle the large bunny. It zipped left, then disappeared into a sea of cars.

“Officer Powers, I found him. Get down here and arrest this guy,” Greg’s voice was rough with exhaustion.

“We’ll take care of it, Greg. No more vigilante missions. Our job is to serve and protect. Let us do that.” The officer sounded practiced, bored.

“I lost him. How could I lose a guy in a costume?”

“Go home, Greg. We’ll call when we know more.”

“He killed my son. I want him arrested immediately.”

“I’ll be in touch.” Then, the click of the phone hanging up sounded on the line. Greg pressed the red button on his phone screen. Great, now this guy was annoyed? My kid just died, for christ’s sake. I’ll show him annoyed, he thought.

No call came from the police. Greg got a hold of the manager at the mall. By his feet. His voice shook out the name. Then he searched online. Christopher Percy lived just three blocks away on Spruce. He’d get him to confess, record it, and drive him down to the station himself.

It didn’t look like anyone was home. The front door was locked, so Greg crept through the side yard. The windows were just high enough that he couldn’t get a good look inside. The back doorknob turned easily in his hand. He stepped inside and quietly closed it until it gave a soft click. A short black apron, a polo, and a visor with a fast-food logo lay on the kitchen counter. A giant jug of protein powder was on the bar.

Greg picked up the murderer’s mail. Medical bills, a pay stub from a gym nearby, more bills. Soft beeping and whooshing sounded as he walked through the house. He crept down the hall and peeked in the first room on the left. Small bumps under a blanket showed skinny knees. Greg pulled back, then carefully poked his head inside the doorway.

He peered around the room. Machines surrounded the sleeping child. There were tubes everywhere. These machines were their lifeforce. He shoved his emotion down and licked his lips as he walked back to the living room. A minute later, a twenty-five-year-old sedan with too many dings to count drove up. There was only one person inside. A jacked guy in his thirties stepped out of the car. Greg settled on the edge of the faded brown recliner and trained his eyes on the front door.

“Christopher, welcome home.” He greeted the murderer. The guy froze in the open doorway. Greg pointed to the couch with his gun. “Have a seat.”

Christopher closed the door with his foot and hurried to the couch. “Please. Don’t hurt my son.”

Greg let out a bark of laughter. Dry and harsh. “You killed mine. Anyone else coming home, Chris?” Greg added, “I can call you Chris, right? I mean, I am the one with the gun.” Pitchy laughter now.

“No, no one else is coming.” The murderer looked down at the floor.

“I want your confession. The cops aren’t doing their fucking job.” The last word punctuated in a yell. He lowered his voice. “So, I will.”

“I’ll do whatever you want. Just please don’t hurt my kid.”

Greg pulled out his phone and pressed record. The automatic transcript was a good feature, much better than they used to be.

Christopher decided to pull a couple of jobs. He needed money, jewelry, anything he could sell. Greg’s house was up first. In the dark, something poked him. It struck again and he punched the air around him, making contact. Glass shattered. When he clicked on the living room lamp, he saw a child bleeding on the floor, surrounded by glass. Christopher slumped and put his head in his hands. “I’m so sorry.”

Greg pressed “End recording” and “Save” on his phone. “A lot of fat good your sorry does me.” He motioned with his gun. “Get up. You’re going to drive us to the police station. One wrong move, you draw any attention to us, and I’ll kill you and your kid.”

Christopher slid into the driver’s seat. The station was on the south side of town. He took the road on the outside of the city. “Fewer stoplights.” He explained to Greg.

At the top of the cliffs overlooking the ocean, he said “Something’s wrong. I think I have a flat.”

Greg grumbled in response. “Shitty old car.”

Christopher unbuckled his seatbelt. “It could happen to anyone.”

“Don’t think I’m letting you out there alone.” Greg’s gun pointed outside for a split second.

Christopher jammed his palm into Greg’s nose with a cracking sound. He dove out of the car and ran.

Blood gushing, Greg’s eyes watered. He clambered out of the car and stumbled along the gravel. Christopher looked back at him and slipped. An anguished cry turned into a groan as Greg neared the murderer. He slowly stood on one leg, protecting the other ankle. Greg saw an opportunity.

He kicked Christopher’s leg at the knee. He wobbled in the air, his arms like a pinwheel, clutching at anything.

He caught Greg’s shoulder and dragged him down. They tumbled down the cliffside, bouncing, flinging blood and bone.

*******

Officer Powers parked his car behind the sedan. Both its front doors hung open and a pinging sound floated to him on the breeze. He pulled his radio to his mouth, then set it back down without saying a word.

His hand was on his holster as he sauntered to the car. It was empty. The pinging faded into the background as he walked toward the cliff. The path was clear. He walked toward the cliff’s edge. On the ground, a 9mm Beretta.

He drew his Glock and edged closer. Footprints etched the dirt. The grass at the edge of the cliff was trampled. Someone had slipped off the edge. Or at least come close.

A hundred feet down were two bodies, bloody and broken.

He strolled back to the sedan and thumbed through the papers in the glovebox. Percy, Christopher on Spruce Street. He ran the name and license plate on his laptop and took a bite. Multiple priors. No real loss there.

He drank his coffee and watched the clouds move lazily in the sky.

A message from the office popped up on his laptop. He clicked to open it.

A case number showed at the top. Well, well, Greg’s interference didn’t bungle everything. It was an actual lead.

Christopher Percy was the Easter Bunny Killer. Looks like we got our man. The law always wins. He took a satisfied sip of coffee and raised the radio to his lips.


May: Mother’s Day

TW: Child abuse

Lila’s stomach knotted in her core. Her first college year had been a break from it all, with bouts of turmoil every month or so. Her softball team played well on and off the field together, with study groups and movie nights every weekend. They felt like family more than, well her parents. She loved her brother, Mark.

Mark was two years older. They fought sometimes, but they had always been close. He taught her how to pitch in the backyard. Dad didn’t want any part of that. He’d said Lila threw like a girl. She’d never get a man throwing a ball around the backyard. Ladies didn’t act like that.

The knots in her stomach tightened. Mark was the star in their family. He’d scored a football scholarship. That was almost three years ago. They moved him into the downstairs bedroom after the accident.

Lila pulled her car over a few blocks away from the house. Her own car, that she saved for months to buy. They’d bought Mark a BMW. At least they paid for her car insurance. Lila leaned over the center console and grabbed the card and envelope. She pulled a pen out of her backpack and scrawled a message on the inside, leaving room for Mark to write.

“Thank you, dear mother, for giving me the beautiful gift of life.

-Lila”

*******

The cord for the blinds was being finicky. Moving this way and the other, Mark jostled it. It finally caught. He drew the blinds back and saw his sister’s beater sedan pull into the driveway. He watched as she took her cap off and fluffed her hair. He wheeled to the front door and opened it.

“Hey Lila.”

“Hey!” She bent to hug him. The balloons bounced around the side of his ear. “I got this card, want to sign?”

He moved back and pulled a hardcover book from a pocket on his chair, setting it on his knee. He chewed on the pen’s cap for a moment, then wrote:

“Thank you for your care. I’m thankful for you.

-Mark”

He chewed some more. “Do you think that’s good enough?”

She read the card. “I’m sure it’s fine. You know how she is. Any scribbles and she’ll jump all over you.”

They waited in the living room for their mother. Mark’s stomach, ever-tight, Lila’s moving through twists and turns. She excused herself to use the restroom.

She washed her hands and looked at her reflection. Her hair was too long. She wished she could put it up or under her cap. She couldn’t, of course, Mother would hate that.

In the living room, the balloons danced in the breeze of the open window. Hopefully, the sunshine would brighten Mother’s mood. Mark thought of her exit that morning on the way to church. How he refused to go under the guise of being too tired. Her words were cutting. She used to be that way with Lila, but never him. Then Lila moved across town into the dorms. He thought about how happy she seemed in between visits.

Lila came out of the bathroom, looking grim. When she made eye contact with him, a smile arranged itself on her face.

Mark looked at his watch. “She’ll be home soon.” He watched as Lila sat on the sofa and picked at her cuticles. “How’s softball?”

“It’s the best. We’re all close. They…understand me.”

“Did you get the position you wanted?”

Lila smiled and nodded. She thought about the girl that had been on her mind for weeks now. “Yes. I’m pitching.”

“I’m proud of you, sis.” Mark knew his sister was happy with that team.

“Thanks. So, how’d it go this morning?”

“I got the lecture about presentation at church. How I was letting her down by not going and what people would think. Especially on her day.”

“Did she…?”

“Yeah. She took away my chair all morning. Gave it back right before she left.”

Lila looked at the kitchen cabinets. Locked. The fridge was padlocked as well. She pulled a granola bar from her bag and offered it to Mark.

“Thanks.” Mark ripped into the package and ate its contents in two bites. He took a swig of water from his bottle.

A car pulled into the driveway and idled, then stopped. Mark stuffed the granola bar wrapper under his leg. Lila’s eyes shifted to the door. A car door slammed and then heels clicked up to the door. A key slid into the lock and the siblings watched the knob turn.

Lila stood as the door opened. “Mother.”

“Shoulders back, dear. Do you want people to think you were raised in a barn?”

Lila straightened her shoulders. Only their family was in the house and no one else would really care that much. But all she said out loud was, “Yes, Mother.”

“Dinner is at 3 o’clock, sharp.” Mother appraised Lila’s shorts and t-shirt, frowned, and added “You’re not wearing that, are you?”

Lila hurried to answer. “No! I packed clothes for dinner. I thought Mark and I could go and play catch in the backyard. Like we used to.”

“All right, I’ll call you for dinner.”

As Lila and Mark went outside, Lila thought about the card. Perhaps it would cheer Mother up if she presented it to her early. She motioned to Mark to hand it to her, then thought better of it.

“You know we should wait until we sit down for dinner so she can act surprised.”

“And have all the attention on her.” Lila added. “I know.” Lila’s voice lowered further. “Are you still hungry?” She pulled another bar halfway from her bag and turned to keep it out of sight of Mother.

Mark nodded, then shook his head softly. “Better not chance it.”

They moved out of sight of the windows over in front of the gate. Lila shifted from one foot to the other, then sat on the grass at the edge of the concrete.

Mark checked his watch. 1:30pm. His stomach growled.

The minutes ticked by as they chatted about Lila’s classes and her friends. Mark’s friends had slowly faded away as they went to out-of-state colleges. He was at home more than anything. Mother ruled. Dad tried.

Mark’s watch said 1:55 when Mother called from inside the house. It was time to set the table. Lila’s job when she was home. Mark stayed outside until Lila motioned to him to come in the house. She didn’t want to be alone with her either. Mark thought back to that morning. Every day since Lila had left for school. Cold even on the hot days. Alone no matter who was home.

Lila was in the dining room just inside the back door, setting the table. One plate at a time. She glanced at Mark as he came inside. She moved around the table stiffly, attempting grace and good posture. His eyes slid to where Mother stood. She eyed Lila with pursed lips. Mark sat up straight in his chair.

The whole downstairs flooded with the scent of corned beef. In other houses, this might have been comforting.

Mother’s voice rang out as soon as Lila finished setting the table. “Now go change into proper clothing.”

Lila thought at nineteen, she should be the one to decide when to change her clothes. This was only allowed outside of the house, in her dorm. It took a bit of getting used to once she went off to college. At times, she still stood frozen in the dorm room, waiting for Mother’s voice to tell her what to do. And when.

She picked up her backpack on the way to the bathroom. She was torn between spending the better part of the next hour arranging her hair in the bathroom mirror and staying out in the living room with her brother.

Mark opened an application on his phone to read. This book was a fantasy with fighting and action, dragons, and knights. He pretended not to watch Mother out of the corner of his eye. She had her back to him, stirring something on the stove. Hot cabbage started to permeate the air. He took another sip of water. His stomach clenched.

He felt Mother’s eyes watching. He straightened his shoulders and tilted his chin up to show he was minding his posture. She marched over to him. Her fingers reached for his face. Mauve talons, glossy and sharp. She grasped his chin with her cool, thin hands and angled his face towards hers.

“What is on your face?”

Mark swallowed.

She brushed his face with her polished pinkie finger. Her outstretched hand waited underneath. He didn’t breathe as she inspected the crumb.

“Granola. And chocolate.” Mother’s eyebrow raised. She slapped him across the face. Mark winced. He stared at the floor. It was best not to say anything except-

“I’m sorry, Mother.”

The pot boiled over onto the stovetop. As Mother turned away, he thought about rubbing his cheek discreetly. Then thought better of it. She stalked across the living room and into the kitchen.

In the bathroom, Lila turned off the water and ran her hands through her hair. She brought one side forward to fall near her face. Mother liked to see the length. She smoothed her hands over her skirt and looked woefully down at her tights. As she walked out the door, she glanced at the full-length mirror. She looked like a sixth grader on picture day. She glanced at Mark to carefully roll her eyes if Mother wasn’t around. His cheek was red and puffy. He shook his head carefully at her. Tuneless humming wafted from the kitchen along with boiled cabbage. Lila’s chest burned.

Mother’s phone rang.

It was Dad. He had been called in to work. On Her day. The phone slammed down on the kitchen bar counter.

“Well, I guess it will just be the three of us. Your Father can’t be bothered to come home.”

“I’m sorry, Mother.” They said, in unison.

She stood at the stove and stirred. They carefully watched her back.

The minutes ticked by counting down to dinner on Mark’s watch. He hoped for no further incidents. Dread piled in his stomach, a tipsy boulder on top of a mountain of history. Memories of Mother.

“Do you need anything else from us?” Lila’s eyes were trained on Mother.

She huffed. “No.”

Mark and Lila moved into the living room and waited. Their eyes spoke to each other in silence as they stole glances away from Mother’s back in the kitchen.

Lila stared out the window and thought of her friends at school. How she couldn’t bring them home. Although her parents asked her why, she thought they must have known. It wasn’t normal here. Class was normal, friends were, homework was a load that had been normal to her since she was in grade school. This was anything but. Although she hadn’t realized that until recently.

Mark read from his phone. His nose was often in a book now. Before the accident, his time was much more evenly split between school and games, friends and family, books and sports. Now… Her thoughts trailed off.

A flashback froze her in place. Her thoughts stalled. Mind drifting in a sea of murmuring, mucky swamp water the size of the ocean.

2:55pm Mark’s watch alarm beeped. It was time.

He scooted quickly to the bathroom as Lila hurried to grab the card and balloons before sitting at the table. Their seats were always the same. She had made the mistake of sitting quickly once when Mother demanded she “Sit down now.” Lila had been standing closest to Mother’s chair. She sat down as fast as she could. The screaming didn’t stop for an hour that day. The lecture continued for another two. Lila chose the chair she always sat in now, facing the living room, back door near her left, kitchen, and Mother to her right.

She glanced at the open space across the table and thought of Mark, alone with them. Her eyes stung. Her back ached. She held it ever so carefully in this house.

The bathroom door opened. Mark appeared at the table a moment later. He smiled at Lila. His eyes didn’t smile. They were swampy too.

The piles of food landed on the table. Mother’s meticulously polished hands placed shiny utensils near the full dishes. Mark’s stomach made a low roar. They all pretended not to hear it. It was better that way.

Mother sat at the table and put her hands together. “Who is saying grace?”

The words echoed in silence. Lila volunteered, even though it made her stomach queasy. Mark had enough to deal with today.

“Father, thank you for blessing us with our wonderful family. Mother is a blessing. We are so grateful for her.” The words left a sour taste in her mouth. She continued, “Thank you for Dad. Even though he isn’t here with us today, we ask that you watch over him and bring him home safely.” Lies taste strange when your friends know the truth. “Thank you for caring for Mark and watching over him.” Locks on the kitchen cupboards flashed in her mind. “Thank you for my schooling and my friends.” The gratitude was real, and she spoke it to the universe. “Bless Mother on Her day and continue to watch over us all. Thank you, Father. Amen.”

Mother said, “What a lovely blessing.” Lila’s stomach rolled. “Dish up.”

“Can we give you something first?” Lila asked, reaching for the card and balloons.

“For me?” Mother’s eyes blinked as her hand covered her heart.

The balloons bobbed as Lila brought them from the side of her plate. She half-stood, then asked, “Can I tie them to your chair?”

“They should have been there already, dear.”

“Right. Of course. May I tie them now?”

“Go on.”

She handed the card to Mother and tied the white ribbon around the back of the chair. The balloons moved above Mother’s head like a target. A beacon of who was important that day. Every day.

Mother reviewed the card. “Thank you.” She set it down to the right of her plate. “Let’s begin.”

Lila carefully scooped small portions onto her plate, while Mark piled heaps onto his. They knew this was acceptable.

“How’s your new position at the church?” Lila asked.

Lila’s eyes were trained on Mother as she droned about speaking to the women, teaching them.

“Lila!”

“Yes, Mother?”

“Are you even listening to me?”

“Yes, of course, Mother.”

“What did I just say?”

Lila looked down at her plate, then glanced at Mark.

“Well?” Mother demanded.

“I’m sorry, Mother.” Lila’s cheeks warmed. “I must have been…distracted.” Eyes back to her plate, boiled cabbage sopping on one side. “By this lovely meal,” she added.

“I can’t believe this. It’s My Day. Your turn to support me, for once.” Mother sighed in disapproval. “And you can’t even pay attention to me for five seconds.”

She rose. Lila shrank inside of herself, cringing backward and trying not to show it. Her muscles tensed in preparation. Mark watched.

Mother grabbed Lila’s chin, forcing it upwards. “You.” Grabbed Lila’s shoulders. “Need to learn.”  “To listen!” A swift wallop on her side, doubling her over. No cry escaped Lila’s lips. Pain, aloud, only increased the length and severity of the beatings. Lila knew better.

She sat up slowly when she could. Mother had returned to her chair and ate, balloons bouncing like buoys on the dark ocean. Mark had tears in his eyes. Lila pushed her food around her plate.

It was quiet now. Except for the soft clinks of silverware on white plates. Fancy plates. It was a special day.

Lila didn’t finish her meal. When Mother excused herself, she pushed the food toward Mark.

“Hurry,” she whispered.

Mark mouthed, “You sure?”

Lila nodded, holding her side.

He scraped the plate clean. Lila placed it in front of herself. She put her hands in her lap and tried to keep her shoulders back, though that was particularly painful.

“I wish I could get you out of here.” Lila said softly.

“It’s not like we could live in your dorm.” Mark spoke low. “Plus, I need their insurance.”

Lila nodded.

Mother returned, fuming. “I can’t believe your father. Abandoning me like this.”

“We’ll-”

“What.” The word spat out onto the dining table. Mother’s mouth was flat and turned down at the corners.

“We’ll get to see him tonight, right?” Lila’s optimistic voice promised hope.

“I suppose.” Mother’s chin was in the air. “Time to clean up, Lila.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“I’ll help.” Mark said, pushing back from the table.

“Fine. I’ll allow it. This time. But don’t think for a moment that is required of you, Mark. We can’t have boys getting used to doing women’s work.”

“Yes, Mother.” Mark said as he carried his plate to the kitchen.

Lila was grateful for the help. Her side hurt. She wanted to go back to the dorms. The only home that ever felt like one.

She washed the dishes. Mark dried them. The last plate slipped from her fingers and crashed. Pieces of plate littered the floor in between Lila and Mark. Their eyes wide and staring. Mouths open as a scream echoed further in the house. 

Lila hurried to grab the pieces. Mark held her arm.

“Stop, you’ll cut yourself.”

“I have to show her I can glue it back together.”

“You know she’ll never accept that.”

“He’s right. I won’t. You little bitch.” Mother’s claws came towards Lila’s neck, stretching, reaching for her. She stumbled over the leg of Mark’s chair, wobbling in the air. Mouth wide. Eyes open, shiny with rage. She fell, face first, onto the floor. Onto the jagged edges of the plate. It was a fancy plate for a special day.

Mark looked up at Lila. Lila knelt next to Mother. “Are you ok?”

They moved out of the kitchen and spoke in whispers.

“What do we do?”

“Call 9-“ Mark shook his head. “I don’t want to call anyone.”

“Well, we can’t just leave her there on the floor.”

“No shit.”

“Fuck, Mark. What are we going to do?!”

It was silent in the kitchen.

Then, a low moan.

Mark went into the kitchen first. Lila cautiously stepped closer to Mother.

Mother’s shoulder rose, then fell again. “I gave up my whole life for you, ungrateful-” Her words turned into moans.

Lila’s back was to Mark now, gently shaking Mother. Mother dragged her hand under her shoulder in effort to right herself.

“Let me help, Mother.”

She sat halfway up. Streams of blood cascaded down her face. Little cuts everywhere. A long one above her eye, running forehead to temple. Mumbling. “You.” “Could have.” “Killed.”

A scream rose and faltered as Mark poured boiling water on her head.

Cabbage rained down, slopping around her ears and shoulders. He slammed the steaming pot down on her head. She slumped down to the floor.

Water pooled, mixed with rivulets of red.

9:00pm Mark’s alarm beeped. Med time. Those medications made him feel sick and ineffective against the abuse. He canceled the alarm and placed another log on the fire. Lila sat cross-legged on the floor near him. Her brow furrowed.

“Nine o’clock already? Dad will be home soon.” She stared into the fireplace. The flames danced. She thought of campouts with her friends, a reprieve. A refrain.

“Not til after 11.” The scent of charcoal had faded into sharp steak, deep caverns of stench throughout the house.

Echoes of crackling and spitting in the fireplace warmed them. Comforting, caring, like a mother should be.  

“What about Dad?” Lila asked.

Rain pattered on the window. Lila sung softly. An old song that Grandma would sing when they were little.

But when you're crying you bring on the rain,

So stop your sighing be happy again.

“I haven’t heard you sing in a long time,” Mark said.

Lila nodded. She had been awarded solos. It had never been enough for them.

Sometimes she would stand up for herself, for what was right. When she “acted out” as they called it, she heard his booming voice say, “If you won’t respect me, you will fear me.” She shivered by the fire.

She asked again, “What about Dad?”

10:00pm

A sweet smell crept into the room. Deep and dank, entering their memory. Candles flickered. She only liked the clean and bright scents. Cotton, grass, ocean, they lit the room with dancing, cheery flames. Lila preferred the scent coming from the fireplace. Her childhood was searing hot and endlessly chilling. Empty stomach and tense muscles.

11:30pm

A car pulled into the driveway.  The engine idled for a moment, then stopped. Heavy footsteps lumbered to the front door. It swung open, stopping just short of Lila’s toes. The light from the fireplace around the corner dimly lit the foyer. The crack of a frying pan against his skull sounded as the door closed. He didn’t have time to react. Down to the floor his unconscious body fell.

No more fear. No quiet strangles or struggles against the power in charge. No more hiding starving secrets. No more unnecessary medicine. No waiting to be protected by someone. Anyone. A blessed relief to be rid of them, never knowing who would deliver the emotional or physical blow that day.

The fire roared all night. Crispy lips curled up and out, widening in grimacing smiles.

Lila sang:

When you're smiling, when you're smiling,

The whole world smiles with you,

When you're laughing, when you're laughing,

The sun comes shining through.


June: Grad Night

TW: Misogyny

I stuffed my olive-green backpack in the storage compartment of the bus and looked at my best friend, Claire. “You ready for grad night?”

“I can’t believe we’re finally out of Corville High.”

Daniel’s voice carried from a group of guys on the side of the bus. He wandered over to Claire and slapped her ass. I scanned the bus to find empty seats.

“Stop.” Claire swatted his hand.

“What, Claire, we’re graduated. It’s not like they can do anything.”

“I just don’t want that right now. Ok? I’m uncomfortable.”

Daniel leaned down to her ear. “You just don’t want me to do it in front of Gabby.”

I pretended not to hear him.

“And? What if I don’t?” Claire shook her head. “Besides, that’s not it.”

“Whatever, bitch.” Daniel walked to the front of the line.

Claire held her purse and jacket in front of her knees and looked across the bay.

I stepped up next to her in line. “You all right?”

“Ugh, I’m sick of his shit.”

“You two going to stay together when you move for school?”

“We were going to do long-distance, but I don’t know.”

I linked arms with her. “Let’s just have fun tonight.”

She smiled at me. “Best friends forever.”

“Forever.”

We scooted onto an empty bench seat near the back, chatting with our classmates about after-graduation plans. Some were heading to college, some trade schools. Others were staying in town to work for family or continue their after-school jobs. Everyone was high-spirited on the fumes of high school being over. Yearbooks adorned with the Lions mascot were passed around as the bus started down the road.

The first stop was the arcade the school had rented out for the evening. Claire and I played skee ball. We were pooling our tickets for something we both wanted when Daniel approached.

“Claire, we gonna hang out or what?”

“I don’t know.” She glanced at him. “You going to not grab my ass in public?”

“I’ll do what I want.” He stole the tickets out of her hand and ran through a group of our classmates.

Claire whispered under her breath. “Dick.”

“Seriously, what is going on with him?” I asked.

“He’s gotten volatile lately. I’m so not here for that.”

“You want to keep playing?” I put my hand out. “Or you want to get them back?”

She looked at me and smiled. “Let’s get em back.”

“All right. If we scope him out, we can see where he put them. You distract him. I’ll grab the tickets.”

“Love. It.”

“Let’s go.”

We sauntered across the arcade to the back room that held the pin ball machines, passing groups of our classmates giggling and playing games.

I bent my mouth close to Claire’s ear. “He’s playing that one on the far left.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Our tickets are hanging out of his pocket,” she said in a low voice.

“You got this?”

She nodded. “I’ll come around from the back of the room. You get close behind him while we’re talking.”

Claire weaved around clumps of seniors and swung wide to the right. She walked along the back row of pinging machines with a determined stride. I watched from just outside the entrance, waiting to make my move.

She approached him with a slight smile. He turned toward her, so his back faced me. I stepped into the room and walked toward him. Claire asked him for a hug. She threw her arms around his shoulders and squealed as I pulled the tickets from his pocket and quickly shoved them in my purse. I started walking in the other direction before falling flat on my face.

“What the fuck, Dan?” Claire’s voice rang out over the machines. Then she knelt next to me. “Are you ok?”

“I’m fine.” I managed to hold onto my purse when Daniel tripped me. I crawled up on my hands and knees. Claire held out her hand to help me stand.

“I know you’re hooking up with her. You’re both going down.” Dan chuckled. His head swiveled toward me. “I guess you already did.”

I started to answer but Claire said, “We’re actually not. But thanks for letting me know you don’t trust me.”

She slung an arm around my shoulder and glared at Daniel as we walked to the food court.

“What is he talking about?”

“He’s been insecure since I came out to him. He said he’d have to worry about girls and guys. Constantly questioning me when I’d hang out with anyone. I thought he had gotten a handle on it. But clearly, he’s still confused about what bi means.” She rolled her eyes.

“I’ve dealt with that. Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“I thought he’d get over it. Plus, I didn’t want you to feel weird. It’s not your fault. He’s jealous of everyone. We just hang out the most.” She sighed. “I need to break up with him.”

I’d never thought of Claire like that. We met in choir at the beginning of the year when I moved to Corville and were fast friends. People were welcoming but most of the class had grown up together and been friends their whole lives. She invited me over for dinner the first week of school. We rehearsed together regularly after track practice. Daniel was on the team as well. I’m sure he didn’t appreciate that I moved to town senior year, got a spot on the varsity team, and challenged him for the first spot on the roster. Apparently, he thought I was vying for his position in more than one way.

“Gabby.” Claire pointed at the menu. “Want to split some fries?”

“And a couple hot dogs?” I pushed back my chair and stood, stretching my legs.

She nodded, gazing at the pinball room.

I placed our order, grabbing a few napkins. I leaned against the counter and glanced around the arcade. A couple made out in the corner in between two machines. Some of our classmates sat on the bench seat along the front window, chatting. Games flashed and beeped. Tickets spurted out of slots as hands eagerly tore them away.

“Miss? Your order is ready.”

“Thanks,” I said as I grabbed the plastic tray. I wondered what the food would be like at college. Claire and I got into the same school in the next state over. We planned our road trip months ago when we both got our acceptance letters. She would drive. I was still working up the nerve.

“What kind of soda did you get?”

“Orange, of course.” I set a cup down in front of her.

“The best.” Claire bit her hot dog.

We loaded into the bus to head to our next stop-a boat ride around the bay. Claire held the stuffed panda we won at the arcade.

“I think we should get him a bow tie.”

“Cute! A little rainbow one.” We giggled.

The boat had two-stories with a deck around the outside. Food and drinks were downstairs with a band on the second floor. Claire and I climbed the stairs to the second level.

“You going to hang on to that all night?” I pointed at the panda.

“I’m going to dance with him instead of Daniel.” She laughed.

I eyed a flask warily as it passed between a few of the seniors. At least none of us were driving.

Drumsticks smacked together and the band started playing covers of hits from the last few decades. We crowded on to the floor and danced. I talked about leaving for school with a few of my classmates as we shook our hips to the music. I turned around just as Daniel crept up behind Claire and grabbed her hips.

She bucked forward and scooted toward me. “Get off!”

He lunged for her.

“Seriously. Back off.” My voice grew louder with each word.

He swayed like a breeze knocked him off balance. “I just want to dance with you.” His lost puppy eyes annoyed me to my core. He started this nonsense with his insecurity. I had never thought about my best friend that way. Now he wanted pity. Gross.

“Just go away.” Claire stepped back toward me as he reached for her again. “It’s over.”

“Baby, I love you.” He swung his fist at her face.

She shook her head. “What the fuck? No. You don’t trust me. You’re constantly questioning me. You don’t respect me. We’re done.”

She stalked to the side of the room and sat on one of the chairs along the wall. I followed and sat next to her.

Daniel shouted as he stomped down the stairs. “Cunt!”

Lively music kept us dancing all night. We followed our classmates down the stairs as the sun shone on the horizon. Coffee and breakfast greeted us at the tables. Daniel slumped with his arms crossed in a corner booth. He glared at us. We ate and laughed. This was the last time we would see some of our classmates.

“We put in a request to room together in the dorms.” Claire said to Tina.

“I hope it goes through.” I sipped my coffee.

Tina would be attending a college in the city about an hour away. I was glad to be going farther. This town wasn’t the best, but at least I met Claire. I watched my best friend’s expressions as she chatted. She moved her hands when she spoke, describing things with gestures and funny voices. She deserved way better than Daniel.

We loaded onto the bus, heading back to the high school. Claire sat on the back bench near the window with the panda on her lap and closed her eyes. Her head rested on my shoulder. I smelled lavender. Something stirred low in my body. I leaned back against the back wall of the bus and closed my eyes.

I woke as the bus stopped. “We’re here.” The engine idled.

Claire lifted her head and rubbed her eyes. “You make a nice pillow.” She kissed my cheek. I grew warm as little butterflies flapped in my stomach.

The bus was almost empty as we stood. Cars filed out of the parking lot to our right. The last of our class stepped off the bus. Then Daniel rose out of one of the seats near the front. His large form stepped into the aisle.

“Move.”

“No.” Daniel put his arms out. “I’m not done with you, bitches.” He strode toward us with his fists clenched. Claire plopped the panda on the seat next to her. She barreled into him with her head down and plowed into his gut. He reeled back and then hit her in the jaw. Her head snapped to the right. My vision tunneled. I chased him off the bus. Claire hit the button to close the doors.

“You ok?”

She rubbed her red cheek. “I’ll be fine.”

“What a bastard!”

He started pounding on the doors. Rocks pelted them. He must have picked them up from the line near the road. He ran to the front of the bus and heaved one after another at the windshield. He put his hand behind his back and drew a gun.

I dove into the driver’s seat and slammed on the gas as he fired. His eyes widened and he dove.

Thump.

Thump.

A trail of blood, tissue, and blue fabric littered the asphalt.

*******

I swiveled my chair around to look at the room. Posters of lesbian bands hung on the walls. Our beds were pushed together in the corner. Our panda bear, Garry, sat at the head of the bed wearing a rainbow tie. The doorknob turned and Claire waltzed in and set her bag down next to the bed.

“Hey. How was class?” I asked, closing my laptop.

“Good, I like my professor.” She told me about her upcoming photography projects and patted the bed.  She smiled as she put her hand out and curled two of her fingers back and forth.

“Come here.”

Sheets fell in a tangled mess to the floor at some point during the afternoon. I stretched and relaxed against my pillow, satisfied and reeling. Claire’s head tucked under my chin on my chest as she murmured, “I love you.”


July: Camp Del Grasso

TW: fatphobia

Ruby listened to Shauna’s taunts. Shauna, with her short shorts, long hair flipped casually over one shoulder. Rick sauntered over to the two of them and chimed in with his own jeers targeting Ruby’s size.

“I bet I can lift more than you, Rick.” Ruby smiled with her chin in the air. Her arms flexed under a sleeveless hooded sweatshirt as she lifted fallen logs. Rick’s tank top showed the top of his pecs. Their match was a tie. Rick promised he would best her later as he and Shauna strolled to the mess hall to get ready for the campers set to arrive the next day.

Geoff took his glasses off and wiped them on his camp-approved shirt. “Counselor” was emblazoned on it. “You ok, Ruby?”

“Fine,” Ruby said as she laid back with her eyes closed on a log at the edge of the camp. The hood of her sweatshirt haloed around her short, dark curls.

Ruby felt Geoff go silent. She looked at the building across the field. No Geoff. He couldn’t have gotten far. The birds in the woods behind her chirped a warning. She walked into the forest toward a white and khaki lump.

Geoff’s glasses were sideways on his face.

“Geoff?” Ruby shook him by the shoulder. “Geoff?”

His head flopped on his broken neck.

Ruby looked around the forest, lush and green leaves dappled with sunlight. Her legs shook as she stood. She walked toward the open expanse of the field.

At the edge of the forest floor was a white and blue nametag with partially smudged ink. It read:

Con

Rick sat next to Shauna on the bed as she took off her sneakers and socks. She half-stood to grab her sandals and he pulled her back onto the bed. She giggled and let him. He moved to kiss her. She playfully pushed him away.

“I’m not in the mood.”

“Ok.” Rick rubbed his palms on his basketball shorts.

A knock, then incessant pounding sounded on the door. Rick slammed it open with a “What is your problem?”

Ruby stood on the deck. She held the nametag in the palm of her outstretched hand. “Geoff’s dead. I found this on the way out.”

“Is this some kind of prank?” Rick stood in the doorway with his eyebrow arched and a lopsided, pursed smile as the sun beat down on them.

“I found him in the woods. His neck was broken.”

“Big, bad Connie’s out to get us all. I’m so scared.” Rick closed the door.

“I’m going to take a shower,” Shauna stood in her flip flops, shorts, and t-shirt with a towel and toiletry bag in hand.

“Can I come?”

“No,” Shauna pushed his shoulder with a smirk and sauntered out the door.

Ruby showed her the nametag and relayed the story as she walked along the edge of the field to the bathrooms.

Shauna rolled her eyes. “Connie is a legend. No one is out to get revenge on us.”

Shauna thought of Rick as she set her body wash and facial cleanser in the shower. He was handsome and a good listener. His alpha boy vibe was a little much, but surely, he would grow out of that. There were no butterflies in her stomach as she thought about his chest which he took the opportunity to show off much more than necessary. The sound of the water coursing through the pipes as it got warmer buzzed into her brain along with thoughts of Ruby.

Shauna clipped her hair up and stepped into the hot water. She hurried through what should be a luxurious experience. Camp showers ran out of hot water so quickly. She didn’t hear the swish of the metal door until it settled into place.

“Rick? I’ll be out in a minute. Go wait outside.”

“Ruby?”

Shauna turned off the water and grabbed the towel to dry her face. Water dripped from the shower head and down the drain as she dried her skin. A large shadow moved behind the curtain to the other side of the wall. Shauna’s shoulders tensed.

“Hello?”

The shadow moved quickly back into view and a meaty hand shot through the space between the curtain and the tile.

Shauna stepped back then chopped its forearm with the side of her hand. Another bulging forearm reached in after it as the shadow lowered. Shauna wrapped the towel around her fists and swung. The shadow and its hands retreated. The door swooshed open and closed a moment later. Shauna peeked out of the shower curtain and saw the empty concrete bench and her clothes now in a heap on the floor. Her shirt was ripped across the front and her shorts were stained with yellow liquid. Shauna’s nose wrinkled. Rick wouldn’t do that.

Rick shot the basketball at the hoop. It swished. A movement by the bathrooms caught his eye as the ball hit the asphalt. A large form moved around the corner. The glare of the cabin windows hit his eyes as he glanced around the field. Ruby was setting up the welcome table near the gravel parking lot. He jogged over to the bathrooms.

No water ran as he neared the women’s restroom. He knocked on the door. “Shauna?”

She opened the door, the towel wrapped around her in a cozy, domestic way. Her eyes were wide. She waved him inside and stalked to the end of the bench. Her clothes sat lumpy and torn in a pile. She described the encounter with the figure behind the curtain, barreling in after her until she beat it back. She finished with, “Where’s Ruby?”

“She’s setting up the welcome table.” Rick added, “Ruby couldn’t have done this.” He draped his arm over her and rubbed her shoulder.

Shauna shook her shoulders and stepped back. “Not now, Rick.”

Ruby glanced up as she taped the welcome sign to the front of the table. Rick and Shauna marched across the field from the bathrooms. They were headed her way.

Rick’s eyebrows furrowed as he stood next to Shauna. Her towel clung to her as she told Ruby what had happened.

“Are you ok?” There was compassion in Ruby’s brown eyes.

“Yeah, I’m all right. I need to get dressed.”

“What the hell are we going to do?” Ruby asked.

“We’ve gotta stick together,” Rick said.

They walked to the girl’s cabin so Shauna could change.

“Anyone have service?” Rick guarded the top of his phone from the sunshine as they moved across the field.

“My phone’s gone,” Shauna said as she clutched the top of her towel.

Ruby thumbed the nametag in her pocket as she glanced at the SOS where her cell reception bars should have been. “No.”

Rick scouted the inside of the cabin while Shauna stood in the doorway. “No one in here,” he said. She stepped inside. The splintered wood door creaked and slammed into place. Rick sat on the porch steps, facing the field. Ruby stood with her arms crossed on the grass, facing him.

“I can’t believe Geoff is dead.” Rick said.

“She’s out for revenge. Those bullies teased her about her weight. They tortured her.” Ruby said. “Now anyone with our uniform is an enemy.”

“I didn’t do anything to her.”

“But you look like them.” She looked at him pointedly. “And you act like them.”

“Look, I’m sorry. You’re right.” Rick let out a breath.

“What matters now is protecting ourselves.”

They plotted to string fishing line at the top of the cabin steps. Ruby added that when the intruder inevitably tripped, “We can take her picture. We don’t need service for that.”

Rick agreed as Shauna came out of the cabin. The three of them set out together toward the wooden shack at the side of the mess hall.

Lights from the cabin spilled out onto the field in a semicircle. Music blared out of the windows. Rick sat on a chair near a cluster of trees outside the cabin. Ruby and Shauna waited across the field.

Ruby clutched the limb of the tree with her legs clad in denim shorts. The music played an Alterna-rock song from Rick’s playlist. Shauna sat on the limb above her. They spoke in low voices as the sun settled.

“How are you able to lift trees? I mean, I know it’s not the whole tree or anything, but I’ve only seen guys do stuff like that.” Shauna said, her feet swinging below the branch.

Ruby’s half-smile settled on her face and then she said, “I’m a powerlifter. I’ve been competing for the past year. But I lifted long before that.”

The sky was blue-black when Rick’s grunt sounded across the field.

Shauna moved to climb down the tree and her shirt caught. “Help,” she whispered to Ruby.

Ruby tucked the shirt off the meddlesome twig. When she got to the bottom of the tree, she held her hand out for Shauna.

“Thanks,” Shauna said. They ran toward the side of the cabin.

“Rick,” Ruby knelt next to him as she jostled Rick shoulder. Rick’s chin wobbled with the movement. His eyes remained closed. Ruby put her ear near Rick’s face. “He’s breathing.”

“We should get him out of here,” Shauna said.

Ruby nodded. “I think we can get him to the mess hall.”

Shauna looked doubtful as she reached under Rick’s shoulders. She let out a strained noise.

“Let’s switch.” Ruby set Rick’s legs down and moved to take Shauna’s place at Rick’s head. She lifted him under the arms as Shauna grabbed his legs. They lumbered over to the mess hall. Shauna dropped his legs to open the front door.

“No lights. She’ll see us.” Ruby said. They set Rick down on the linoleum floor near a table.

The two of them stood near the window of the front door, plotting. The music continued. The lights of the cabin reached as far as they could into the dark, empty field.

“We could trap her in here,” Ruby said.

“What about Rick?” Shauna nodded at her friend on the floor.

A mumble and then, “Guys?” Rick’s voice was low.

They rushed to him as he sat up. The music stopped.

“How long was I out?”

“Not more than twenty minutes,” Ruby said.

“My playlist must be over,” Rick mumbled, his eyes shifted from the others to the front door.

“What about the back door?” Ruby asked.

After some discussion, they snuck out one by one and stood along the outside of the building. Rick held Shauna close on the corner nearest the field. Ruby stood at the corner near the kitchen. They kept out of sight of the large windows of the hall. The back door, on the opposite end of the kitchen, swung open with a low shriek. The latch closed. She was inside.

Rick crouched below the window and moved into position near Ruby. The two of them crept to the back door. Ruby slid a shovel into the handle of the door and stuck the end behind a set of metal shelves affixed to the wall. Hearing no sound in the kitchen, they crept around the corner.

They motioned to Shauna to head to the front door. The three of them moved around the back of the building as quickly and quietly as they could. A pallet and some crates stood near the front door. They slid them into place.

“That won’t be enough to hold her.” Rick nodded over to the rocks at the edge of the field. “I’ll be right back.”

Darkness enveloped him as he moved away from the building. Ruby and Shauna sat on the pallet, willing Connie to stay inside. A flashlight beam clicked on and roamed around the hall.

Shauna huddled close to Ruby. “I’m sorry. About earlier. I didn’t mean those things. I just-“

“I’m used to it.”

“You don’t deserve that.”

Ruby nodded in response.

Rick came around the corner with rocks just as something heavy slammed into the door. Shauna sat up startled. Ruby jumped up and held the door. In Rick’s hurry to set the rocks in the crates, he dropped one on his foot. Shauna moved to the other side of the door to hold it. The banging continued as strangled noises echoed from the building.

“Can she get out?” Shauna looked at Ruby.

A smash sounded next to them. The windowpane cracked. A fist flew at it again and chunks of glass fell to the concrete. Again, the fist slammed into the glass. It came through, knuckles bloody, grabbing Shauna and yanking her toward the sharp opening. Rick slammed his fist down on the arm as Ruby grabbed a rock. They beat the limb until the fingers released their grip. Glass clattered to the floor. A wail came from inside the building.

“Is this a trick?” Shauna asked the others.

“She lost a good amount of blood.” Rick pointed to the window shards. He took his phone out and shone it through the opening. The light followed red trails; Connie slumped on the floor near a table. A long gash from her pinkie ran up her arm. She was holding the skin on her arm closed. Her head bent low on her chest.

She sank lower to the floor.  

The only sound from the hall was belabored breathing. Then a whump as Connie fell.

Rick panned the light through the window at Connie. The blood had spurted around her. “She’s out. I’m going to hike out and see if I can call the police.” He held out his hand. “Shauna, you coming?”

Shauna glanced at Ruby. “We’ll stay behind. To make sure she stays put.”

“Right, she could wake up.” Ruby said.

“You sure?” Rick asked. The girls nodded, sweat beaded on their faces.

Rick walked toward the gravel parking lot across the field, into the darkness and out of sight.

Ruby stooped to peer in the jagged opening of the window. The flashlight near Connie shone on the blood-covered floor. Ruby’s phone lit up the prone body. To Shauna, she asked, “You ok?”

“Yeah.” Then Shauna added, “You’re kind of my hero.”

“Only kind of, huh?” Ruby smirked.

“You’re strong and kind and smart and hot and-“

Ruby’s eyebrows raised in response.

Shauna covered her eyes with her hands and said, “Oh God, that was embarrassing. I just mean, I’m curious about you.”

“Are you embarrassed at finding me attractive?”

“That’s not it. I’m just not usually so forward.”

“Queer people don’t have quite so many rigid gender roles. We just flow.”

Shauna glanced toward the dark spot where Rick had gone.

Crack

Two blood-soaked hands grasped Ruby’s neck. Connie’s forearms extended through the glass. The two of them grunted with the strain.

Shauna picked up a rock and threw it at the face behind the window. The hands released as Connie fell backward to the floor.

Ruby coughed as Shauna reached an arm out to her.

“I’m. Ok.” Ruby said between breaths.

Shauna grabbed Ruby’s phone and shone it through the broken window. Connie’s face resembled ground meat. Shards of glass poked from bloody pulp. Razor edges that glinted in the phone’s light. Shauna watched for her chest to rise.

Ruby rubbed her neck as she stood by Shauna. There was no movement inside the hall.

“Let’s get you some water.” Shauna said.

As they walked toward the cabin, a low rattle came out of the mess hall. They stopped, fear in their eyes.

“Should we?” Shauna nodded toward the building.

“Yes.”

Blood had spurted around the face of the body. They waited.

Simultaneously, they spoke. “She’s gone.” They glanced at each other.

As Ruby and Shauna walked back to the cabin, their arms brushed against each other. Both of their mouths turned up at the corners as they walked in silence.

Shauna grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler in the cabin and handed it to Ruby. “It’s mostly cold.”

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” Shauna grabbed one for herself.

They sat on the bed next to each other. Their pinkies eased toward each other and intertwined. Sweat and blood on their clothes ignored as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Their lips gently touched, and the warmth of the summer evening did not compare.

“Wow.”

“I know.” Ruby replied as the sirens carried through the window.


August: For the Girls

TW: Misogyny, Ableism, Stalking, Homophobia, Suicidal ideation

Bud,

I wanted to get to know her. The lines of her gorgeous body invited me in, wanting, needing. I knew what she really craved. What any woman wants, really. We were both in line at a local coffee shop, not one of those corporate jobs. A real one, with flavor. The scent of the coffee lured us both that day. I tipped my cap to her and gave her a smooth line. She wanted it. Of course, she had to act like she hated it. Keep up appearances, and all that. She was sleek, like a new Ferrari.

You know she wanted a piece of this. Anyway, where was I?

Oh yes, Brickstone Coffee. Near to a pet store and what not. Gorgeous little number. Her, I mean. Not the pets. She was all fancy in her getup. Fashionista, or something. Hot and brunette, with them real tall heels. Perfect for me. I stood behind her, checking out that sweet ass. Well, what I could see of it under her coat. Them things get in the way.

I gave her my line and she had to turn me down, see. But I knew I just needed to get her in private to hear what she really thought. She gave her name to the gal behind the counter. Abigail. I kept some distance while I followed her to work. Some big high-rise, she’s fancy. She worked on the eleventh floor. Big corner office. Pretty nice view too.

I had her in the elevator. Her wide eyes blinked like she didn’t believe what was happening. Still turned me down though. So, I made her a little gift. Women like gifts.

I went home that night and came back in the morning, early. Got there after the building opened, but before she started. I left a sweet gift for her outside her office. She shouldn’t have turned me down. Bitch.

J.M.

Bud,

I went back the next day to the coffee shop. Hot little piece behind the counter, a barister, or whatever they call them now. I asked her out and she smiled. She said no, but her eyes said yes. You know how they are.

I grabbed my coffee and waited in my car for the place to close. I thought she caught me following her home for a minute there. She left her curtains open, showed her legs off in those little shorts. I beat it right there, outside her window. She knew what she was doing.

I followed her for a week. I stood in line and asked her out every day. She kept saying no, with that sweet smile on her lips.

Back at my place, I slipped my needle into the chocolates, one by one. Her roommate’s name was easy enough to find on the internet. On the card, I wrote:

To: Bethany

Love: Chloe

I picked the lock on her back door, set the chocolates on the table, and snuck outside. I watched as she sank her teeth into the little gifts and greedily sucked. Her pretty mouth should have been wrapped around my cock. She writhed around on the floor, trying to call for help. Her roommate found her, but it was too late.

All she had to do was say yes.

J.M.

Bud,

Charlie struggled to pull the keys out of the pocket of her tight ass leggings. So tight. She spooked easy. I told her I’m a nice guy. She looked stressed, I offered to rub her shoulders. She shrugged me off and said she had a girlfriend.

“You just haven’t been with the right man yet.” I winked.

She shivered like a ghost had passed through her, slamming the door as she walked inside the dance studio. After a while, she gyrated around the room to the music. I sat outside in my car and watched her body move. She was graceful, what a waste of a good woman.

Every good woman needs a man. A man like me. I’m as good as any of the rest. Better even, I’m a nice guy. I tell every one of them that. It’s like they don’t believe me. Those dykes don’t even have parts that match up. What can they do that I can’t? Nothing, I tell ya. Nothing.

She got a surprise the next day.

I didn’t read about that one in the paper though.

J.M.

Bud,

Man, I got caught up. I’m in this psych ward thing. Doctors and nurses watching me 24 7. I hide the meds in my cheek and pretend to swallow the whole thing down. But I ain’t taken em. The one thing I got going for me in here is a way out. Time just stretches on and on in here with these crazies. Serious nut jobs. One thinks they’ve been abducted by aliens. Another is sure she’s Alice in Wonderland. She calls the doctor The Red Queen. Thinks the nurses and interns are playing card henchmen. This land ain’t no wonder, let me tell you.

If you don’t hear from me again, you’ll know I found my way out.

J.M.

Dear Diary, August 5

I love my job. One of the things I love the most is helping people. Working in a psych ward may be challenging, but I’ve learned so much. I’ve gotten to apply myself, as they say.

I took care of one of the problems in here. He tried to off himself. This creep stalked women, poisoned them, killed two of them, and then wound up in here. Pocketing pills to escape the years.

I made sure I found him in time. He got his stomach pumped. He probably would have been normal. Well, as normal as a psycho stalker in a psychiatric ward can be anyway.

I wish his victims could have seen him when he realized what was happening. His eyes were wide, his mouth gaped. And then he went slack. He’s what they call “catatonic” now. My special recipe.

Good Riddance.

Sincerely, Molly Bennett RN


September: Detention

TW: Child abuse and assault

Amelia Raine drove her clunky sedan to school that day. The fog surrounded her car and poked around at her insides. The enticing fire in her belly expanded and flexed, controlling her movements. She drove forward on her grave mission.

Her students looked different that day. The teenagers were red and orange, like the light of a flickering candle. She would snuff them out. One by one. The computer screen popped on when her hand bumped the mouse. Word 95 and a blank white page lit the screen. The schedule on her desk said “World religions class” was listed for each period. A smile played with her mouth. Detention at 3pm. Hunger burned away in her core.

The bell rang at 2:45pm as kids jostled papers into their bags and left the school room. One by one, five orange bodies replaced them.

Adam walked in, chin up with a dip in his usual swagger. He sat roughly into a desk. Ria sat near the door and fiddled with her bracelet. Her hair was tousled from the misty rain. Maddy marched in and went to the front of the class.

Her eyes narrowed as she mouthed to Adam: “Cheater.”

Guilt etched Adam’s forehead. The rain tapped harder on the window. Paige shuffled to the back of the classroom. At 3:05, Reb strolled in. His long jeans shuffled under his black boots.

Amelia Raine walked around to the front of the desk. “You are to mind everything I say.” Ms. Raine adjusted her silky black top, showing cleavage. “Adam, come with me.”

Adam stood up from the desk. Ms. Raine strode to the door in heels. Her hips wiggled in her leather pencil skirt. He licked his lips and followed.

Out in the hall, Ms. Raine pressed him against the wall, her hands on his chest. She moved strangely around his neck, grasping the top of his hair. His head wrenched toward his shoulder.

“What was that?” Maddy asked, inside the room. She looked back at the other kids.

Reb shrugged. Paige looked curiously at the classroom door.

“It sounded like a moan.” Ria said. “Maybe.” She added.

“It didn’t sound good.”

Heels clacked against the linoleum floor.

Ms. Raine entered the room, wiping her mouth. She walked to the front of her desk and leaned against it. Her red lips curved as she surveyed the other teenagers.

“Where’s Adam?” Maddy asked.

“He’s working on a special project.” Ms. Raine said. “Reb. Follow me.”

Reb sat in his desk and stared defiantly at the teacher. Paige looked back and forth between Reb and Ms. Raine.

“Now.”

Reb waited a beat, then took his time getting to his feet. He walked slowly to the front of the room. Ms. Raine pushed open the classroom door and held it open for him.

Her talons pressed into his chest as she shoved him against the wall. She parted her red lips as she leaned close to his mouth. Sharp teeth gleamed under the fluorescent lights. He struggled against her palm.

A scream echoed in the hallway and pierced the classroom. The girls stared at each other with wide eyes, then at the door.

Ms. Raine stalked in and sat at her desk. Deep in her stomach, nausea roiled. She eyed the remaining kids. “I’ve got to take care of them.” She cleared her throat. “I’ve got to take care of something.” She added, “I’ll be back.” Her silk and leather-clad form left the room.

“Something’s up with Ms. Raine.” Maddy said.

“She does seem… off.” Ria said.

“Do you think they are really doing special projects?” Paige asked.

“Not unless those projects include screaming.” Maddy said, peeking out the door. She returned to her desk.

The minutes ticked by on the clock above the classroom door. An eerie squeal sounded as the other door opened behind them. Reb poked his head in the doorway, and then scrambled inside. “Ms. Raine attacked me. I can’t find Adam.” He spoke in a low voice.

His ripped shirt was torn open at several deep gashes on his chest. His throat was red and raw.

“What happened?” Paige asked.

“I thought she was going to make out with me or something. Then she started attacking me. I got away and tried to find Adam. I didn’t see him anywhere.”

Heels sounded in the hall.

“Hide!” Maddy said to Reb. He slipped into the small closet along the back wall.

Ms. Raine tucked an errant hair behind her ear as she strode into the room. “Ria. Come here.” She commanded.

Ria rose out of her desk, nervously glancing at Paige and Maddy. Ms. Raine pulled the door closed behind them.

“We have to get out of here. And find Adam.” Maddy stood.

Paige ran to the back of the class and tapped on the door where Reb hid. “She’s gone. She pulled Ria.”

“Shit.” Reb said, stepping out of the small room. “We have to help her. But Ms. Raine is strong right now.” He shook his head. “It’s like she’s taking steroids or something.”

The door opened and Reb slid to the side of a bookshelf.

“What are you doing out of your seats?” Ms. Raine pointed at Maddy. “You. Come with me.”

Maddy ran out of the room and down the hall. Ms. Raine’s heels smacked the floor as she chased her.

“I’m going to try and find Ria and Adam.” Reb slid out the back door of the classroom. Paige glanced around the hall, then followed him.

They moved through the hallway, as quickly and silently as possible. Darting beside rows of lockers whenever they heard a noise.

“Listen.” Paige whispered.

Soft sobs emanated from one of the classrooms. Paige poked her head in, then motioned for Reb to follow. “Ria?”

Ria’s head popped up from behind a teacher’s desk. “Is it safe?”

“It’s just us. We left to find you and Adam.”

“What about Maddy?”

Reb looked out the door. “She took off toward the other end of the hall.”

“We didn’t want to cross Ms. Raine.” Paige said.

Reb crossed the room and held his hand out to Ria. “Are you ok?”

“She attacked me. I don’t know how I got away.” Ria grabbed his hand and stood.

Maddy trembled in one of the classrooms. She looked around for a weapon of some kind and grabbed a pencil. A groan came from the back of the room. As she walked to the back of the class, she glanced out the windows for Ms. Raine. Legs poked out from behind a table. As she got closer in the dim light, she saw they were smeared with blood.

“Adam?”

The five of them met in the hall.

“We have to get out of here.” Maddy said, holding Adam upright. He could barely stand. His arm was broken, and his clothes were covered in blood.

“I’m ok. I think.” He blinked his bleary eyes.

“What if she’s, like, sick or something?” Paige asked.

“Sick? She’s possessed. A sick person doesn’t act like that.” Adam gingerly turned his head to look behind him.

“I have to get my bag.” Paige said walking toward the classroom.

“What if she’s in there?” Ria said.

Paige softly padded to the classroom door and peered in the window. The room was empty. She motioned to the others. “We’ll get in and out before she comes back. Come on.”

The kids hurried into the room and grabbed their coats and bags. Maddy gathered Adam’s things.

Ria was the first to the door. It opened and Ms. Raine stalked inside. Reb grabbed a book off the shelf and ran to the front of the room, knocking her to the floor. Clutching Ria’s hand, he said, “Let’s go.”

“This isn’t right. We can help her.” Paige said.

A woozy Ms. Raine sat up slowly.

“Are you feeling ok?” Paige asked her formerly favorite teacher.

Ms. Raine leapt to her feet and landed on her heels with a smack. Shoving papers off the desk, she roared a demonic howl. She slammed into the desk, then leaned back, tears running down her face. Speeding toward the sides of the classroom, she ran into the walls, howling. She panted as she zigzagged around the room.

The kids gaped at her.

A muffled “Sorry” came out of her mouth before the howling resumed.

“Ms. Raine, come back to us.” Paige said sympathetically. This teacher had counseled her through rough times with her stepdad and her mother who refused to protect her. Her older sister leaving home as soon as possible. Her plans to move out as soon as she graduated. She was kind and always there to listen. Ms. Raine had to be in there, somewhere.

With a forceful push, she crashed into the back wall. Binders and papers flew like confetti. Ms. Raine fell on her back, breathing hard.

Sobs wracked her body. “I’m sorry,” she called to the front of the room. “It’s gone.”

The kids ran to her, half-ready to strike, half-concerned. Ms. Raine heaved and vomited on the floor.

“When I woke up this morning, something had trapped me inside my body. I could see but I couldn’t speak much. I watched as that thing hurt you kids and I couldn’t do anything to stop it.” She thought of her junior year Spanish teacher and shuddered. She was not a predator. Dry heaves took over her body. She held up her hand. “I’m ok now.” Tears shone in her eyes. “Are you guys ok?”


October: Halloween High

TW: Clowns, spiders, snakes, ghosts, drug use

They sat in a circle on the grass outside the corn maze and passed the bag. Henry scooped out a handful boasting about how he knew what he was doing. He shoved the bag at Randall. Randall laughed in a nervous way and awkwardly picked through, grabbing a small handful of mushrooms. Henry clowned him for it, daring Jack to take more. He took a mite more than Randall did, then passed the bag to Teddy. He took about what Jack did and passed to Bob. Bob questioned the strength of them, reminding us that he had done it with Henry last year. The group leaned back on their hands to watch the stars.

Henry huffed a laugh and stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Bob asked those remaining, “Do you guys feel it?”

“It feels like I’m breathing the sky in.” Teddy stretched out his arms and lay back on the ground.

“How long does this normally, uh, last?” Randall asked Bob.

Henry appeared at the edge of the circle. “Look what I found.” He shoved the snake at Jack.

Jack scrambled away, then stood. “Put it back.”

“What’s wrong? It’s just a little snake.” Henry said, bringing it closer to Jack’s face.

“That’s fine, man, just get it out of my face.”

“Just touch it.”

“No.”

“Touch it, and I’ll put it away.”

Jack looked at the rest of the circle. He put his hand out, then dropped it to his side. He looked at Henry, then touched the snake’s tail.

“See, that’s not so bad.” Henry shook the snake near Jack. “Touch it again.”

“You said you’d-fine.” He gingerly touched the snake again, this time a bit higher on its back.

Henry roared with laughter and dropped the snake at Jack’s feet. Jack shrieked and ran into the corn maze.

“Aw, come on, it’s not that bad.” Henry picked the snake up and walked away from the circle to set it down.

“Was that really necessary?” Bob asked. “You know he hates those things.”

“Terrified of em, more like it.” Teddy shook his head.

Randall looked at the rows of corn, then back at the guys. He half-stood, then brushed some grass off his pants. “Jack?”

“He probably wet his pants.” Henry said. “He’ll be back once he’s pulled himself together.”

“I don’t know. I think we should go find him. It is a maze. And it’s dark.”

“No shit. It’s nighttime.” Henry pursed his lips.

“Let’s go find him.” Bob stood.

Teddy got to his feet. “Whoa. The ground just rushed away from me.”

“Fine. Let’s go find the scaredy cat.” Henry strode to the entrance of the maze. “Gimme that.” He grabbed the flashlight from Bob.

Teddy walked in last with his flashlight. “Good thing we have two.” He said to Bob.

It didn’t take long before the group got to a fork in the maze. Both dirt paths were dry with many footprints from the days leading up to Halloween. It hadn’t rained in a week.

“Which way?” Bob asked.

“Left.” Randall shook his head. “Maybe he went right.” He looked back and forth.

“We’ll cover more ground if we split up.” Henry strode down the left path. Bob and Teddy turned right.

“Wait.” Randall said. “I think we should stick together.” His feet shuffled as he stood where the paths crossed.

Teddy shone the flashlight down the path where they stood a moment before and saw Randall’s back run after Henry. Bob turned philosophical as they walked. He posed questions about the universe and the farm. “If corn actually has ears, can it hear us right now?”

Teddy laughed. “I don’t know, man.”

Bob and Teddy turned around once they got to a block in the maze. They went several directions but couldn’t find Jack. Or the way out.

“Jack.” Teddy said in a low voice. The farmer was known to be a crack shot. It wouldn’t be good for them to get caught out here. “Jack.” He shone the light through the corn to see if Jack had ducked through the rows.

“Do you see anything?” Bob asked.

Teddy swung the light around, then back to an open spot in the row. “Wait, I think he went through here.” He ducked. “Jack. Can you hear me?”

Silence answered.

They stepped into the corn.

*******

Henry’s flashlight bobbed as he strode quickly down the path. Randall hurried behind him. They scoured the maze quickly.

“He’s probably back out already.” Henry said, walking toward the exit.

Randall walked along silently. There was safety in numbers, even if Henry was a bit of a jerk.

Stalks of corn passed quickly on their left. The pumpkin patch spread out over the land to their right.

“That pumpkin is huge.” Henry ran off into the dark. Light bounced around the field. Randall looked back at the maze. “Jack?” “Teddy?” “Bob?” He waited for an answer. Then followed Henry into the pumpkin patch.

*******

Snakes curled around Jack’s ankles. He struggled to pull his legs free, then tripped. Slithering bodies coiled around his arms. One large snake slipped around his neck. He started to scream before the snake cut off his airway. Thrashing didn’t help. The snakes crushed his bones slowly, steadily.

*******

Randall walked toward the dark space where Henry had gone through the patch. He stepped carefully over pumpkin tendrils and pumpkins, trying not to fall. Darkness ebbed around him. It crawled into his lungs and skin.

*******

Henry walked around the biggest pumpkin he had ever seen and whistled. It was as tall as his late sister. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up and he spun around. “Jack?” He swung the flashlight in the empty space, then along the ground. Someone was watching.

A transparent form floated before him. Its mouth opened wide, and it let out an eerie scream. Henry leapt back, feeling the hard skin of the pumpkin behind him.

“You’re not real.”

The form flickered, then morphed into his sister. She twirled and with a whoosh came forward to float in front of Henry. He knelt on the ground and ducked his head. The ghost danced around him, then dropped its head to Henry’s.

He opened his eyes as the ghost said, “It’s your fault.”

He couldn’t move. Guilt riddled his body. His lungs constricted, until he was still.

*******

Randall saw the beam of the flashlight on the ground. He moved carefully toward it in the dark. He bumped into a huge pumpkin and stepped around it. He picked up the flashlight, then looked around for Henry. Pumpkin tendrils curled up the side of the large pumpkin to his left. Henry was nowhere in sight.

“Henry?” He whispered into the night. “Jack?”

Randall walked back toward the corn maze. Scurrying noises moved across the pumpkin leaves. He jerked the flashlight down. Spiders moved toward him, en masse. He stumbled back, then turned. If he got to that big pumpkin and got on top of it, maybe they couldn’t get to him. His knees buckled. Spiders skittered toward him. Feathery legs crawled up his pants and on his arms. His mouth filled with crawling limbs.

*******

Bob and Teddy picked their way through the corn, finding no trace of Jack. They whisper-called for Henry and Randall, with no response. They returned to the path of the maze, finding the entrance. No one sat where they were before in the circle.

“Maybe they went out the other way.” Bob said.

“Sure, let’s go check.” Teddy’s voice was steady though uneasy feelings moved around his middle.

They walked down the paths of the maze until they found the exit. Bob pointed to the middle of the pumpkin patch where a spot of light shone. “Look.”

They hurried over to the flashlight, finding large clumps of pumpkin tendrils.

“Weird.” Bob knelt to investigate. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Teddy looked around the patch.

“Shine the light over here.” Bob waved his hand. “What is this?”

Teddy moved the beam down. A clump of hair stuck out of the top of the mass of tendrils. A red shirt poked out down below. “Randall?”

He pulled. Green stems held the body.

Bob shrieked. A clown stood just outside the corn maze. He pointed at Bob. Bob tried to move, but his feet held tight to the ground. The clown slowly stalked toward him. It moved effortlessly through the rows of pumpkins, the tendrils, and the dark night.

Its face was large and painted white. Red lips curled in a maniacal smile with triangles above its unblinking eyes. Polka dots in every color littered its costume with a wide, pleated collar. It stopped in front of Bob and a booming laugh came out of its mouth.

Teddy tried to uncoil Randall from the thick, green stems. The red shirt slipped from view. He couldn’t see his hair anymore either.

Bob’s throat dried. “Please.” He croaked.

Teddy shone the light over to Bob. Tendrils covered his body. Teddy put his arms around Bob and pulled. Bob toppled to the ground. Teddy pulled at the stems. He took his pocketknife out and sliced at them, but they held.

Teddy panted with the effort. “Bob, if you can hear me. I’m going to get help.”

He ran out of the farm and down the road into town. The sun snuck over the horizon as he told his story. No one believed him, but he convinced enough curious people to search the farm.

Large pumpkins glistened in the field among clumps of green tendrils.

November: Code Ben

TW: missing child, child in peril, possession.

Sam drove to the mall with her son Ben in the backseat. She had scoped the ads out, plotting for several weeks prior to Black Friday. The deals were incredible. Her list waited in her coat pocket. She pulled Ben out of the car seat and kissed his forehead. The top of his head smelled like home. She set him down and held his hand as they hurried toward the door. The cold wind nipped at her face, and she pulled the zipper up on his blue coat. She thought of the gifts she would buy and of course, some new romance books for herself.

They went to store after store. Shopping bags from clothing and toy stores were heavy on her arms. At the last shop, she had to set him down to stand next to her. She glanced up every few moments while reading the blurbs of book covers. She grazed the summaries. No age gaps or stalking. Perfect.

A movement at the corner of her eye caught her by surprise. A child’s head with dark hair, not her son, was thumbing through a kid’s book. Where was Ben? She hurried to the other aisles. Her son wasn’t in any of them. She called his name and moved to the walls, walking around the store. Ben was gone.

“Mommy!”

Relieved, Sam looked in the direction of her son’s voice. Through the legs of strangers, she saw his little blue coat open showing his denim overalls standing outside the bookstore.

“Mommy!”

“I’m coming, sweetheart!”

Sam hurried to him and knelt as she grasped his shoulders.

“Ben! Are you ok? Where were you?”

His blue eyes looked to Sam for reassurance. She pulled him close and gave him a big bear hug.

“I’m so glad you’re ok. I love you.”

The boy was quiet as Sam carried him back to the minivan. His lip quivered occasionally until Sam mentioned they had chocolate ice cream at home. He had questions in his eyes.

“It’s your favorite.”

Sam smiled and put her other hand around his back until she opened the van’s side door. She buckled him into the car seat, kissed his forehead, and nestled his blanket, Ducky, around him.

“Quack quack!”

He stared at Sam. She ruffled his blond hair and closed the van door.

The radio was turned low as she drove the five miles from the downtown area. The vacation home Sam rented had a well-stocked kitchen and a cozy fireplace. It was a one-bedroom with a king bed, but Sam knew her son would be glued to her side all night or sleeping like a starfish. One way or the other, he always made his presence known.

She thought back to the terror of losing him in the crowd as she grabbed a bowl out of the cupboard. A moment and he was gone. It wasn’t much more than five minutes, but it felt like a week. She found him. That’s what mattered.

“Here you go, sweetheart.” Sam set the white bowl down in front of him at the dining table. The boy looked at the scoop of chocolate ice cream and stared up at Sam.

“What’s wrong? Don’t you want any?”

She knelt beside the dark wood chair.

“Are you ok, Ben?”

The only answer she got was a blink.

“I’m so sorry about today, honey. You can’t run off like that though. You scared Mommy.”

He looked at the ice cream in the bowl, back at her, then back to the ice cream.

“You eat up, baby boy. I’ll get your bath ready.”

Sam walked to the open doorway of the bathroom, then looked back at Ben. He poked at the ice cream with one finger, then looked curiously at her. He pulled his finger out of the bowl and stared at the chocolate on his finger. A ripple ran across her skin, and she walked into the bathroom. He must have been shaken by today’s events. A nice bath and a bedtime story ought to set him right. She’d keep a close eye on him.

The bath water ran warm, and she poured a capful of his favorite bubble bath. It smelled of fresh-cut grass and citrus. He would take his rubber duck and bounce it in and out of the water. The bubbles would drop off his arm and he’d make up stories about a grasshopper and a duck going on an adventure on a lake. His grandfather owned a cabin on a lake that they used to visit every summer until-

Sam whirled around.

“Oh!”

The boy looked at her from the doorway. His bare feet poked out of the bottom of his overalls.

“Did you finish your ice cream?”

No answer.

“All right, time to get in the bath.” Tension crept into Sam’s forehead. Her son was normally talkative. A natural storyteller. He stayed in the doorway. Sam walked over to him and unbuttoned his overalls.

She put him in the bathtub and handed him the washcloth.

“Your duck is at home, but we’ll get you your Ducky blanket after you towel off, ok?”

He sat unmoving in the bubbles and held the washcloth in his fist. Sam’s stomach tightened. What’s wrong with him?

“Ben, can you wash up please?”

Sam sat on the edge of the tub. Ben let go of the washcloth and it settled into the bubbles. Sam picked up the cloth and washed him. He looked at her with cold blue eyes the entire time. Dread crawled up Sam’s back as Ben watched the bubbly water spin down the drain.

“Come here, Ben.”

Sam wrapped the towel around his shoulders and squeezed him. She was never letting him out of her sight again.

Sam brought him up on the bed and tucked him in with Ducky near his face. He often fell asleep like that. The softness of his favorite blanket gave him comfort.

She started reading one of his favorite bedtime stories about a caterpillar with a large appetite. He’d usually stick his little fingers through the holes and imitate a hungry bug chomping. His mouth would open and a “rawr!” would come out. She would “rawr!” back at him.

This night was different.

He laid in her arms with the blanket near his face, not sucking his thumb or cradling one cheek with the blanket in his hand. His blank face gazed at the book, then at Sam. She read the story. No “rawrs.” Was he asleep?

She kissed the top of his forehead as she maneuvered him out of her arms. The scent of home had almost disappeared.

Sam pushed the thought away as she scooted over to her side of the bed. She opened her phone to her latest book on loan from the library. A light and fluffy romance would take her mind off today. She read a chapter and looked over at the boy on the other side of the bed. His eyes were closed. Sam settled in and read another two chapters before drifting off to a brief, restless sleep. Her eyes popped open. The lamp on the nightstand still lit up the room.

He was staring at the ceiling with his arms at his sides. Maybe it was a pretty pattern? No, just blank white paint.

“You all right?” And then, “Ben?”

Sam’s brows met as she considered what could be wrong with her son. Getting lost like that, even for a short time, could be traumatizing. She thought about bath time and his absent storytelling. The missing “rawrs.” She decided he would be better in the morning. The clock on the nightstand glowed an eerie green. She switched off the lamp and eventually fell asleep.

In her dreams, she chased after Ben while something pursued her. Sometimes her feet were stuck like they were in molasses. Slow-motion and wailing, she cried out for her son. His face kept changing and then it moved from one strange body to another. A sea of children and she couldn’t ever grasp him. The thing behind her was so close she could hear its monstrous jaw unhinge. Sam tore herself awake as vaguely familiar chanting started in her dream.

Something was heavy on her chest. Sam reached her arms up. The outline of her boy’s head was backlit by the dim light of the fire. She struggled to sit up, but something had pinned her down by her shoulders.

“Ben?”

Sam reached up and felt the boy’s arms pressing down on her. The slender child’s arms held her with supernatural strength. Icy fear gripped her stomach.

The sheets rustled as she fumbled for her phone next to her side. The glow of its light cast on the face of the boy. Sam saw his cold blue eyes looking dead into her own.

*******

The creature isn’t Ben. Its real name isn’t very easy to pronounce for a human. Human languages are rough and tangled up. Strung together with rules that change and confuse.

It found Ben in the crowd, standing near the shop entrance twenty feet from his mother. He called out to her twice. It knelt next to him as the taller humans moved past them in between the big store and the booths in the middle of the mall. It put its hands around his face and his eyes investigated the creature’s black, wide eyes. That was all it took to move in.

The child’s thoughts knocked around inside its head.

“Mommy!”

*******

Sam froze as she saw the expression on the boy’s face turn. The corners of his mouth twitched upward. His eyes were not the warm blue of a sea anymore. They flashed cold and stormy, like that freakish summer weather at her father-in-law’s cabin. She felt his fingers slide to her neck. Small, lithe, and they felt bonier than before. Creepy tendrils that curled around her throat and squeezed. This could not be her son.

She struggled to get free, throwing her body to the side with all her might. The strong hands increased their grip on her neck. The boy’s body moved with her struggle but stayed upright. The weight drained Sam’s energy.

She threw herself forward toward her side of the bed. The force could send whatever this thing was headfirst into the wall. The boy’s head wobbled, and he stood on top of her legs. He jumped on to her belly and his little feet pressed her organs together. Sam groaned and gasped for breath. Her brain flashed to seeing the lightning hit her husband’s boat that summer. The feelings from that night reverberated through her again.

The child shrieked and backed up against the headboard. It covered its head and shook itself all over, like a dog releasing tension. Then it ran at Sam and kicked her in the lower jaw. Pain seared through her mouth and neck. The thought that flexed through her mind was what had happened to her boy and how she could get him back.

It stood on the bed. Its face pointed down at her with intense and curious eyes. Sam could finally breathe but her jaw ached. She felt her face for a welt. The side of her face burned hot and damp with sweat. She sat upright and swooped her arm under the boy’s knees, knocking him back on the bed.

“Where is Ben?” She placed her hand on its chest and kneeled, her shin pressed down across its knees. “Give me back my son!”

*******

Twenty-four hours was all it needed, and the body would be its to keep. The child’s thoughts echoed inside the creature’s brain.

*******

It struggled underneath Sam’s weight. She put her left hand on its forehead and chanted. The words came to her from a long-forgotten place. It thrashed and writhed under her knee. One of its legs got free and jerked up, knocking Sam off balance.

Her left hand came off its forehead for a moment. A flash of blue burned into the back of her eyelids. The sounding crack of Sam’s nose broke through her head to the back of her skull as she was flung off the bed and into the wall.

Sam sat dazed and wincing at the pain in her head. She staggered to get up. As the child ran at her, she struck out her hand. In one motion, Sam stopped it and landed its head in her other hand on the hardwood floor.

She knew her son had to be in there somewhere. She sat on the child’s legs this time.

Sam chanted again as blood oozed out of her nose. Her study of the occult as a teenager sprung into her mind and the words flowed out, storming with lightening and power. Something cruel and dark moved behind the child’s eyes. Black dots became pools and loomed large, filling up the white space between his eyelids. Then the terror of an entity losing life. She chanted until she saw her son in those eyes again.

Wet baby blues looked up at her and a tear rolled down the side of Ben’s face and into his hair.

He spoke. “Mommy.”

“Ben!” She picked him off the floor, cradling his head, and held him tight in her arms. He clutched her, then put his hands to her face.

“Mommy hurt.”

“I’ll be ok, honey. We’ll be ok.” The dying fire crackled as she waited for the entity to reappear.

“You found me.” The glow of the clock on the nightstand was an eerie green behind her as she watched and held her son.


December: Evil Little Fiend

TW: Possessed doll

I pulled my car into the driveway and let it idle for a minute. My date was a bust. She was cute, but too hung up on her ex. I know how that story ends. I didn’t have the time or patience to convince someone to move through that process faster and get to loving me. She tried to kiss me, but it would be a rebound for her. Not anything real. I told her it was nice to meet her and spend an evening together at the local pub. I ended the would-be kiss with a hug. I wanted the real thing.

I stepped onto the gravel outside the car. Lights shone in the living room windows as I walked the path to the front door. Carly looked up from reading her book on the plush sofa as I took off my shoes.

“Hi, Ms. Caldwell. How was your date?”

“It was all right.” I answered. There was no need to divulge more to the nineteen-year-old babysitter. “How were the kids?”

“Oh, they were fine. They went to bed about an hour ago. I read Timmy a chapter of his Boxcar Children book. I haven’t heard anything from them since.”

I smiled. The kids loved the books I kept from when I was a child. Their bookshelves held a mix of my old books and their new favorites. They had both inherited my love of reading. Their father had never enjoyed it. One of the many reasons we didn’t work as a couple. 
 

I handed her cash from my wallet and held the door as she walked through and stepped onto the small porch.

“I’ll be unavailable for a while. College is keeping me busy.”

“Of course, that’s important,” I said. “Text me when you’re available?”

“Sure.” Carly headed down the path to her car parked on the street. Her feet crunched on the gravel, the sound diminishing as she walked away. I always watched to make sure she got to her car safely. I waved as the car hummed and pulled out from the curb. She didn’t wave back this time.

She must be focused on school, I thought, as I closed the front door. I walked up the stairs to the kids’ rooms and peeked in on each of them. Francis was tucked under her blanket. The light from her flashlight shone through the fabric as she read. Timmy was asleep with his small hand tucked next to his face. An elf doll sat on his nightstand, facing him. Its legs hung off the edge. Where did he get that?

In the morning, I made the kids blueberry pancakes and bacon, our Saturday morning tradition. I poured glasses of milk and set one in front of Timmy. “Where did you get that little elf doll?”

“Carly gave it to me.” He said, grabbing a piece of bacon. He crunched it in his mouth.

“That’s a sweet early Christmas gift.” I said as I looked out the window. It didn’t feel like Christmas. No snow stuck to the ground, and it was a temperate forty-nine degrees. Gray clouds covered the sky, meeting the trees on the slight hill across the street.

Francis padded down the stairs, rubbing her face. Her hair was mussed from sleeping. She wore the scowl of a just-awakened pre-teen who was decidedly not a morning person and had stayed up late reading on a Friday night. I wasn’t doing so bad at this single parent thing.

“Morning, sweetie. Pancakes and bacon are ready.”

“I wish I could have some coffee.” She grumbled and put an elbow on the table, then plopped her chin in her hand.

“Let’s wait until you’re a bit older for that.” She was twelve going on twenty-five. “Don’t you know it stunts your growth?” She was almost as tall as me already and bragged about it frequently.

“Ok,” she said.

I appealed to her desire to appear older via height and won. I had to remember that for next time. She still liked her unicorn pajamas though. They were just on this side of being too short. I’d have to get her some new ones for Christmas. I made a note in my phone to buy some for her and Timmy. Only a few more things to get and I’d be ready. Besides wrapping gifts and cooking dinner. My chest felt relief with the satisfaction of the amount of prep I had gotten done this year. Starting in July, I packed presents onto the shelf on my closet. I picked a different hiding place every year. Kids are smart. And curious.

Timmy ran upstairs to get his elf doll after breakfast.

“Hurry back down and help your sister do the dishes.” I called after him. I was not going to raise a man like my husband. He expected me to do all the cooking and cleaning because I was born with a vagina. We didn’t need any more men like him in the world.

“I will,” He yelled back.

Francis tidied up the table and carried the dishes to the kitchen as I straightened the chairs and put away the food. Timmy ran down the stairs with the elf in his hand. “I want to put him in the kitchen so he can hang out with us.” He set the doll on the bar counter, in between the dining room and kitchen. It faced Francis and the kitchen sink. He hurried over to Francis and poked her in the side.

“Knock it off.” She pushed his hand. “Dry those and put them away.”

Timmy pulled his stool over so he could reach the dish cabinet and grabbed a towel. I pulled the hamper from my room on the first floor and loaded the washer in the mud room.

The sound of my children bickering traveled. I would let them work it out and step in only if I was needed. It was annoying, but they didn’t fight very often. It was better to let them figure themselves out in a conflict.

“Ow!” Francis yelled. Something clattered to the floor in the kitchen.

“What’s going on, you two?” I yelled from the mud room.

“He elbowed me and made me drop a plate.” Francis called back.

I poked my head out of the mud room. “No physical stuff, Timothy. Use your words.”

“She’s being bossy,” Timmy stomped over to me with a pout. His arms were folded across his chest.

“Work it out together.” I added as I carried the hamper back to my bedroom, “Francis, be kind to your brother.”

“Ugh. He’s the worst.” Francis mumbled most of what she said, getting louder at the end. Hormones had flared up recently. I was not looking forward to the next few years. My mother used to say that aliens take over a teenager’s body, not leaving it until they were about twenty-five. I hoped it wouldn’t be that long with Francis. She was a sweet kid.

She still liked dolls, though she didn’t want her friends to know that. Her favorites were now kept in a glass case on the living room wall. She rolled her eyes when her friends noticed them in the living room. They would be “mine” until sometime in the future when she no longer cared what others think. The rest we donated to the local thrift store.  

I strolled back into the kitchen. “You two almost done?” Timmy sat on the counter near the sink, swinging his legs. Francis leaned against the counter with her arms folded across her chest, glaring at him. “He won’t help.”

“Help with the dishes.” I looked pointedly at my son, who promptly stuck his tongue out at me. “Now.”

“No!” He shouted at the top of his lungs. He hopped off the counter, grabbed the elf, and ran up the stairs to his room.

“We’ll give him a minute to cool off,” I said to Francis.

She turned to me with a softened expression on her face. “I’m sorry, Mom.” She stuck her hands in the soapy water. “He’s being so annoying. I just want to get this done.”

“I’ll help.” I reached to ruffle her hair, then pulled my hand back. She didn’t like that anymore, always wanting her carefully coifed curls to be “on-purpose messy”. Although she still had bedhead, I didn’t want to chance the pendulum of hormones swinging back my way.

We finished cleaning the kitchen. She gave me a hug and settled on the couch in the living room to read with her phone on the end table. I went up the stairs to check on Timmy.

He was curled up on the bed with a book, reading to the elf. It sat next to him on the bed with a grin. He looked at me with his big eyes. “I’m sorry about earlier, Mom.”

“I hear you, baby.” I ruffled his hair. He had my straight, fine hair. He smiled and hugged me.

“I need you to help me with either the laundry or the bathroom,” I said, offering two choices.

“Neither.” He sighed. “Laundry, I guess.”

At least, the aliens hadn’t taken over him yet.

Francis went over to a friend’s house for the rest of the day. Timmy and I played Clue, his favorite board game. It used to be mine too. We curled up on the couch to watch a movie. I blinked my eyes. The clock said it was 10:52. I must have fallen asleep. Timmy sprawled out on the end of the couch. The elf doll sat next to him. I didn’t remember him bringing the doll back downstairs. I shook my head, attempting to clear the sleep from my eyes.

Timmy’s head rolled softly into my arm as I carried him to his room on the second floor. He slept soundly as I tucked him into bed. I smoothed his hair back and kissed his forehead. I closed the door, backing into the hallway. On the floor the doll sat, leaning to the side. I didn’t remember Timmy grabbing it off the couch. He must have woken up briefly, long enough to grab his new toy.

Though it didn’t look new. I picked it up and examined its worn clothes. The red and green of its outfit was pilled and threadbare. It had a smudge on its back that wouldn’t come off. I set it back on the floor next to Timmy’s door, so I wouldn’t risk waking him. He would see it when he came out for breakfast in the morning.

Francis walked in at exactly 11:00. She glanced up at me standing at the top of the stairs. “Hey Mom.”

“Hey, kiddo.” I said, descending to the first floor. “You have fun?”

“Yeah, we watched a scary movie.”

“How’d you like it?” I asked. I was impressed with her, she watched things that I never could. She had a good sense of what her psyche could take. I liked thrillers, but something about horror grated me, setting my teeth too far on edge.

“It was all right. I got the good tingles a couple of times.” She grinned.

“You ready for bed?” I asked, yawning.

“I’ll probably read for a bit.” She must have seen the look on my face. “In bed,” she added.

“All right.” I clicked off the light in the foyer as she climbed the stairs, dragging her coat behind her.

The next morning, I startled awake. Fighting had interrupted the last part of a strange dream. I pulled on my winter robe. The blue material was soft and cozy against my skin, solace on a dreary, and apparently, loud morning. Something banged against a wall. What the hell was going on out there? This was not like my kids.

I opened the bedroom door. “What is going on?” Stomping feet echoed down the stairs.

“Mom, he stole my diary. He took pictures of it and posted it online!” Francis’ face was wet with tears.

Holy shit. Timmy had never done anything remotely like that. What was happening to my kid? I ran up the stairs. Timmy’s door was opened wide. He sat at his computer, laughing maniacally. Broken toys littered the hallway floor. The elf sat smiling amongst the debris, leaning against the wall outside the door to Timmy’s room.

“What’s going on? What happened to all your toys?”

The laughter stopped. “She did it.” He pointed to the computer. “So, I did this.” He said proudly.

“Delete that.” I turned to Francis. “Pick up the toys.”

Francis picked up a toy, looked at me, and hurled the toy at the wall. Pieces of plastic rained onto the hallway floor.

“Francis May!”

“Timmy, where is the diary?” I demanded.

He ran out of his room and down the stairs with something in his hand. Francis followed him. “My diary!”

I turned toward the stairs, but something caught my eye. The menacing grin on the face of the elf doll. A shiver crawled over my spine and tingled on my skin.

I stared at the doll. It looked inanimate. As it should. Was I seeing things? I shook my head and padded down to the first floor.

“What is going on with you two this morning?”

Timmy had stopped running. Tears streamed down his face. He held out the diary to his sister. “I’m sorry!” He wailed.

Francis sobbed. “I can’t believe you did that!”

I slumped onto the couch and patted the seats on either side of me. I settled my laptop on my lap. “First things first. Timmy where did you post those pictures? We need to delete them all.”

The kids and I chatted in the living room. They couldn’t tell me what exactly had started the feud. Just that they started bickering and then it got worse and worse. Their eyes looked down at the floor, then up at me and each other, searching for validation and forgiveness.

I told them I loved them and to go get ready for the day. We’d get out of the house and go to the park. “After you pick up all the toys.”

“Ok, mom.” They ran up the stairs. I walked down the hall into my room to get dressed.

The full-length mirror in my room showed my sweater and jeans under a tired-looking face. I massaged my temples and put on moisturizer, mascara, and lipstick. As I rubbed my lips together, the kids’ voices pelted down the stairs and hall. They were at it again.

The elf greeted me at the top of the stairs, its threaded smile gleeful. Its legs dangled off the top step. I eyed it cautiously and stepped around its tiny body. The kids leaned out of their doors into the hallway to yell obscenities at each other.

“You’re not allowed to talk like that. What in the world is going on up here?”

They stopped to glare at me. They both turned in unison and ran full speed at me.

I expected them to stop, each clamoring for my attention as they convinced me their side was right. They didn’t.

They plowed into me, each grabbing one of my legs. I slammed hard into the floor, my arms flailing to either side of me. My right hand hit the elf. It flung down the steps, flopping onto the first floor.

Somehow, I managed to not hit my head. They stood over me. Recognition crept onto their faces. Francis’ hands flew to her cheeks. Timmy held out his small hand. “Are you ok?”

They didn’t know what had happened to me. It was as if their memories erased more and more with each of these…episodes. I stepped to the railing and stared at the first floor. Something was very wrong.

The elf… moved. It slowly sat up. Its cloth head swiveled to meet my gaze.

I had to get that thing out of my house.

It hadn’t affected me, only the kids.

I threw the elf doll in the backseat of my car. The kids watched me from the front door. “Francis, watch Timmy. Call me if you need anything.” Gravel pinged the side of the house as I peeled out of the driveway. My twelve-year-old could watch my nine-year-old for an hour.

I turned the rearview mirror so I could keep an eye on that thing in the backseat. It didn’t move. I second-guessed myself for half the drive to the outskirts of town. But I kept driving. My aunt used to see things that weren’t really there. Surely, that wasn’t what was happening to me. Was it?

I stepped on the gas.

A small trowel was in the trunk from my last trip to the nursery. I parked the car on the side of the road and ran into the woods. The trowel in one hand, the elf in the other. I dug as fast as I could. I had to get this doll away from me and my family. I threw it in the hole. The smudge on its back faced me as I covered it with dirt. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and stomped on the dirt pile for good measure.

The rearview mirror was still crooked when I got back in the car from watching the doll on the drive. I adjusted it. Wild eyes stared back at me. Dirt streaked across my face, and in my hair. I rubbed my hands on my jeans. I started the engine and drove back home.

There was no trace of the chaos when I walked back in the front door. Through the banister, I could see that no toys littered the upstairs hall. The kids were sitting quietly in the living room next to each other, reading. Remnants of snacks were on the coffee table.

“You two ok?” I asked.

“Yeah. What happened?”

Probably better you don’t remember, I thought.

Monday was usually a school day, but not on Christmas break. Our only agenda for the day was making cookies. I stretched as I got out of bed, grateful for my new mattress. I could almost forget the horror of the day before. My slippers felt soft under my feet. I grabbed the doorknob and turned it.

A dirty elf doll sat in the middle of the doorway. It smiled up at me. I screamed and kicked it into the wall. Francis ran down the stairs, followed shortly by Timmy. “Mom, what’s going on?” She looked at the elf, which was face down on the floor. “Did you go get it and bring it back?” She frowned.

“No.”

Her eyes widened.

“Get into the living room.” It seemed to only affect the kids when they were near the doll. I picked it up by one of its elf shoes and ran outside. I grabbed the barbecue handle and opened the lid with a slam. The knob made a clicking sound as I turned it and small flames appeared at the bottom of the grill. I soaked the doll in lighter fluid and threw it on the metal rack.

Flames caught and roared up as I stepped back. I’ll watch this fucker burn until there is nothing left, I thought. My hands waited on my hips. The kids watched from the living room window.

The fire flicked around the doll, obscuring it from my view.

I turned the knob to ‘OFF’, satisfied with the amount of time I had waited, and reached for the tongs. The doll looked the same as the first time I’d seen it. A smile on its face, red and green felt clothing, and a smudge on its back.

I tossed it into the metal trash bucket and closed the lid.

There was tarp and a rope in the shed. I could wrap the whole thing up and push it off a cliff. My mind raced as I ran to the side of the yard and threw open the wide, wood door.

“Mom!” My kids screamed from inside the house. I whipped around to face them. Right there, on the table next to them, sat the doll. Its gaze firmly rooted on my children. Its smile was wide and deep.

My head sagged.

*******

The timer sounded. I placed my bookmark and closed my book. I called up the stairs for Tim.

He held a book at his side as he crossed the living room to the couch.

“You want a snack?” I asked, turning toward the kitchen.

His deep voice carried over to me. “No, thanks.”

Francis had already left for college. Tim was almost out of high school. Then it would just be me and-

I glanced up at the glass case on the living room wall. Three porcelain dolls with frilly dresses and long curls faced the stairs. The elf doll smiled at Tim.


Do you like sharing your opinion? Leave a review. Word of mouth is always appreciated, so tell your friends and family.

The accompanying free playlist is available at: Year of Horror Spotify Playlist

Find more of my multi-genre writing and all my social media links at: www.dot.cards/jessedatin
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