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STRANGE STORIES

ABOUT ME

COPYRIGHT


For my Grandmom Annie, who was absolutely terrified of snakes and would make me change the channel whenever one showed up on TV.

She would’ve refused to read this book and, if I even tried to show her the cover, she’d have said something to the effect of: “Get that the HELL outta here, you sovonabitch!” and then cursed in Italian.

She was the greatest lady, the greatest cook, and a second mother to me and my brother.


CHAPTER 1 — Charlie

School makes me nervous.

I mean, if I’m being, like, completely and one hundred percent honest, most of life makes me nervous.

This year, I’m in fourth grade. I can’t believe it. I remember being in first grade, and my cousin Sonia was a fourth grader, and I thought she was so old and mature, and I remember she showed me her math homework and it looked like the kind of math they use to send astronauts into the moon. Fourth grade seemed like it was forever away, but now it feels like I was in first grade, like, yesterday.

It’s only the second week of school and, so far, we’re just going over all the stuff we learned in third grade as a recap, so it’s easy. Just stuff like writing a six-digit number and knowing the place value for every digit. Piece of cake. But next week, we start new stuff, and that’s where I get nervous. Miss Kennedy says we’re gonna learn fractions, and decimals, and long division, and even geometry. Yikes.

My mom was always my math tutor, and she was great at it. She was real patient, and she knew how to take something real confusing and break it up into little things I could understand, and then string ‘em all together for me like a pearl necklace.

This year, my brother Jake is supposed to be my math tutor. He’s a smart guy and all, but he’s an actor. He doesn’t do math that good. But he’s in college, so he says this’ll be a piece of cake for him, but I don’t think he can explain it like Mom did.

My mom died in May. People say I’m gonna miss her less over time, but I think I keep missing her more and more. Sometimes, something happens where I need her, and I wanna go ask her to help me, and then I remember that she’s not there anymore, and it hurts so much I can’t breathe. It’s like this pain behind my ribs, I don’t know how to describe it. When I get this pain, it comes with this big rock that goes on my back and pushes down on me, pushes me to the ground, like it wants to squash me like a bug, splat, and I have to go lay down somewhere until the rock goes away.

My mom said if I get upset and I start to cry, to just let the tears come out. And if I’m home or alone somewhere, I do. But if it happens at school, I squeeze real hard and try to keep the tears in because there’s this kid in my class named Kevin and, if he sees me crying, he’ll laugh at me and say I’m a big baby. I don’t like him. I don’t think anyone does. He has “friends,” but I think they’re just kids that’re afraid he’d beat them up if they didn’t act like they liked him. He’s beat up a bunch of people.

Every grade has a color, and fourth grade’s color is purple. I don’t really like that color; it’s kinda girly. The walls in the classroom are cinder blocks all painted purple. Up on the walls near the ceiling, there are pieces of construction paper that’re all different colors and they go all the way ‘round the room. Every kid had to write their name on the top half of the paper and draw something they liked on the bottom half. My paper is red—that’s my favorite color—and under my name I drew a picture of Jupiter. It’s my favorite planet. When I was little, I was really into trains, but now that I’m older, I’m more into planets and moons and that kinda stuff.

While Miss Kennedy reads us a story about a bird called a macaw that can talk like a person, I keep looking over at the new girl in class. Her name’s Monica. She has long straight blonde hair all the way down to almost her butt. On her yellow construction paper under her name she drew a butterfly with all different kinds of shapes on its wings. She looks sad and lonely. She’s real quiet and seems shy. Ronny Gibbons said her clothes smell funny, and now some of the kids don’t wanna talk to her because they think she’s dirty. I don't have a lot of friends, so I don’t wanna get called a dirty kid too just for talking to her. But I can hear my mom in my head. She says, “Charlie, what if your clothes didn’t smell good, but it wasn’t your fault, and there wasn’t anything you could do about it? How would you feel if no one talked to you at school?”

I’d feel real sad. My mom was always right, and whenever I hear her, the sound of her talking in my head, everything she tells me is always right still.

I’m gonna talk to Monica at recess and see why she’s so sad and see if I can cheer her up. Hopefully the other kids don’t make fun of me for it.

~      ~      ~

Monica is sitting by herself in the recess room, working on a little jigsaw puzzle. I can’t tell what the puzzle is from upside down, she only put together the edges. She’s at a table made for four kids. I go over to her and say, “Hi, Monica. Can I sit here?”

She looks up at me and smiles, but she doesn’t look like she heard what I said. I can tell her smile isn’t real; it’s the kind of smile I do when I’m sad or upset but don’t want the other person to feel bad.

I wait for her to say something, but she just keeps smiling. “Is it okay if I sit with you?”

She looks around at the table and chairs like she’s surprised to be there. “Yeah, yeah. You can sit. Sure. What's your name again? Sorry, I have so many new names to learn.”

I sit across from her. “No biggie. You’re the only new name I had to learn this year other than Miss Kennedy, so it's easy for me. I’m Charlie.”

“Charlie.” She smiles and nods her head. Then she closes her eyes and whispers to herself, “Charlie. Charlie. Charlie.” She opens her eyes and gives me a thumbs up. “Charlie. Got it. Thanks for sitting with me. It’s lonely when you’re the new kid and everyone else already is friends from forever.”

I don’t want to just jump into why she’s so sad, so I start with the only thing I really know about her. “So, you like butterflies, huh?”

Her eyes light up. “Yeah, I do. You remembered! Wow.”

I smile, proud of myself. “It’s what you drew under your name on the construction paper.”

She puts down the puzzle pieces in her hand and leans forward in her chair. “Know what’s so cool about butterflies, Charlie?”

I lean forward too. “No, what?”

“They start out as a catapillar. So, like, first, a mama butterfly lands on a leaf, and she lays eggs. And the eggs hatch, and that’s called larva, and that’s, I guess, another word for a catapillar, because it’s the same thing. And then, the catapillar’s first meal is that it eats the egg it was hatched in. Isn’t that weird and kinda gross?” She sticks out her tongue and shivers and shakes her shoulders back and forth.

I laugh. “That’s disgusting. It would be like if you ate your own underpants when you were done wearing ‘em.”

She laughs so hard she snorts. “Ewwwwwwwwww. Charlie!”

I put my hands up like I’m saying I don’t know, that’s how it sounds to me.

“Then, it eats the leaf it was hatched on.”

“So, after the caterpillar eats its own underpants, it eats the house it was born in? What the heck?”

Now we're both cracking up.

“Then, the more it eats, the bigger and fatter it gets, and it keeps having to shed its skin and get bigger and fatter skin so it can fit in it. And then it makes this layer of covering around itself called crystals.”

“Uh oh, here we go again. I bet it eats the crystals and then eats its own boogers or something, right?”

“Charlie!” She covers her eyes like it’ll keep her from picturing what I said. “Then it goes to sleep. And now it’s called a pupil.”

“A poop?!”

“No, Charlie! A pupil. And inside that crystals, it changes into a butterfly, and busts out of the crystals, and now it has little wet wings. And it pumps up the wings until they get real big, and then it flies away.”

Monica looks around like she’s thinking of something good to say, and then she says, “And then it eats its own butt. The end!”

“Haha. Good one.” I point to the table “What’s the puzzle of?”

She holds up the lid so I can see. “It’s unicorns flying over a rainbow.”

“Cool.”

“Wanna help?” She pushes the chair next to her out a little so I can sit over on her side.

I come around and sit next to her and start digging around the box for pieces. “I’m not really good at puzzles.”

“Me either.”

Now that I’m closer to her, I can tell that her clothes do smell a little. I think it’s called mildew. It’s not that bad, it’s not like it stinks, I don’t know what the other kids are making such a big deal about.

After a couple minutes of trying to fit pieces, I ask her, “Monica, are you sad about something?”

She looks down at the table and tilts away from me. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

I put my hand on her arm. “Okay. It’s okay if you don’t wanna. But if you do, I promise not to tell anybody. I suck at puzzles, but I’m good at keeping secrets.”

Monica doesn’t turn to look at me. “I’m afraid if I tell you, something bad will happen.”

I try to snap two puzzle pieces together a couple times before I figure out they don’t go together. “Nothing bad will happen to you if you tell me what’s wrong. When I go—”

“Not to me. To you.” She still isn’t looking at me. Now she’s just staring at the hole in the middle of the puzzle.

“Nothing bad is gonna happen to me just from listening to you. It’s good to get stuff off your chest. I go to a counselor because my mom died, and it always makes me feel better to say what’s wrong out loud to him and get it off my chest.”

She looks at me with that droopy face everyone makes when I say my mom died. People always look like a dog who got in trouble when I tell them she’s gone. “I’m sorry about your mom, Charlie. What happened?”

The words get stuck in my throat like when I try to swallow a big pill and it won’t go down. I feel my eyes water. Don’t cry at school. “She had cancer. But she didn’t suffer. She had a big party to say goodbye to everyone she liked right before she died. It was cool. But I miss her so much. Just all the time.”

She pats me on the shoulder. “That sounds really hard. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. It really does help to talk about it. Every time I tell someone I’m sad, I feel just a little bitty bit less sad because I told them, even if they don’t care or if they’re a stranger. I think when you keep sad things, or things you’re scared of, a secret, that makes it twice as hard because now the feelings have nowhere to go but back down in you, deep down.

“And that’s where they get stronger. It’s like if there’s smoke in your kitchen. If all the windows and doors are closed, the smoke is stuck in there and just gets worse and worse until you can’t even see. But if you open the windows and the door and put on a fan, the smoke blows away.”

Monica closes her eyes, and I get the feeling like she’s fighting with herself in her own head. She starts to chew on her bottom lip like it’s gum. I look around to see if any of the other kids are watching us; no one seems to be paying attention to us, they’re all doing their own thing. That’s good.

When she opens her eyes, she says, “Is it okay if I whisper it to you? What I’m sad about?”

I wonder if her clothes are gonna really smell bad when she’s that close to me. “Yeah, sure. If that makes it easier for you. I don’t care.”

She leans in and cups her hand against my ear. Her hand is sweaty and it slips a little. She gets so close her lips are almost touching my ear and it tickles. I wanna move back before I laugh, but I just bite my lip because I don’t wanna be rude.

“I’m sad because, when I go to bed at night, there’s a lady in my closet. When the lights are out, she comes out and gets me. Kids call her the Snake Lady. She has bright red eyes that glow in the dark. They light up like flashlights. And she smells bad, like rotten food or something. She has scaly skin like a snake. She makes this hissing sound all the time and she’s always laughing at me.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up and I get goosebumps all over my arms. Her breath is warm and I feel my face getting hot listening to her.

“She floats over to my bed and spits this stuff on me and then I can’t move. She opens her mouth so wide, like as wide as a trash can, and slides her mouth up over me and just stares at me, then she wiggles away back into the closet. One night, she’ll swallow me all the way up, and then I think I’m gonna die.”

Oh no, I think Monica has mental illness. She needs help. I should probably tell Miss Kennedy, but I just promised Monica I’d keep whatever she told me a secret.

I lean back and look at her face to make sure she’s not pranking me. She’s not kidding. She has tears in her eyes but she’s smiling. I think she’s relieved to tell somebody about it.

I whisper to her, “Monica, did you tell your mom and dad about this?”

She nods and looks down at her lap. “Yeah. They don’t believe me. They said I’m just having nightmares. But I’m not asleep, Charlie. I’m awake. I swear to God.”

Okay, at least she told her mom and dad. If she needs to see a counselor, they’ll take her. That’s good.

I look around again to see if anyone is looking at us. Oh no, Kevin’s watching us, and he’s got this weird, weird smile on his face. I look back at Monica and pretend I didn’t see him.

“Do you believe me, Charlie?”

“Yes.” I don’t know if I do or not. I mean, I’m really scared of the dark, but I don’t know if anything is really hiding in my closet trying to get me. Sometimes late at night I’m totally sure there is, but then in the morning I think I was just being a baby. All I know is that it makes people feel better if you say you agree with them or that you believe them.

Monica hugs my neck and kisses my cheek. I hear Kevin make a puke noise across the room. While she squeezes me tight, she says, “Thanks, Charlie. It’s—it’s so hard when nobody believes you. It means you’re all alone.”

I pat her on the back a couple times and then lean back so she knows the hug is over. This time, I’m too scared to look around the room and see who saw us. “Did you tell anybody else about the Sna—”

“Don’t say it out loud! Don’t tell anyone about it. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Never ever tell anyone about that . . . thing. Okay?”

“Okay.” I pick up some more puzzle pieces and try to line them up with what’s down on the table. I keep looking at the puzzle pieces and say, “Monica, did you ever talk to a counselor about this problem?”

“Uh huh. My therapist can’t help me. I don’t think any grownup can help me. They don’t believe.” She takes a piece out of my hand and fits it with the little part she’s making in the middle of the puzzle.

“Well, how ‘bout this: what if you just draw a picture of the . . . thing? Just to get it out of your head. You don’t have to show anybody what you drew. You can even rip it up as soon as you’re done. My counselor tells me to draw the things I worry about so I can take a look at them and break them down and see they’re not so scary.”

She laughs. “I don’t think that would work with this. Sorry.”

Miss Kennedy walks by us and says, “Two-minute warning, gang. Start cleaning up, please. Thank you.”

We start scooping up the loose pieces and dumping them into the box. I say, “I’m real afraid of the dark. Like, real, real afraid. It’s hard to fall asleep at night. My mom always said something that made me feel better. She would say—when she was tucking me in, she would say, ‘Charlie, remember: there’s nothing in the dark that wasn’t already there before you turned out the lights.’” I smile at her. I hope that makes her feel a little better.

Monica puts the lid on the puzzle box. “No offense, Charlie, but, for this one thing, maybe just for me, what your mom said just ain’t true.”


CHAPTER 2 — Monica

I’m so excited that I finally made my first friend at school.

I’ve been really sad and nervous lately, so I’m happy to feel happy.

Charlie is really nice and really sweet and he’s super duper cute but I’m not gonna let myself get a crush on him because I know that when young kids are boyfriend and girlfriend, they break up and then they don’t talk anymore. So we are just gonna be just only friends and nothing else. Except maybe best friends, that would be okay.

Now that I made friends with Charlie, I hope then his friends become my friends, too. That’s how my dad said it works. He said don’t worry about trying to make friends with everybody. Just try to make friends with one or two kids, and then they can bring you into their friend circle, and before you know it, you have a whole bunch of friends.

Every day when I get home from school, my mom always says, “Hey, Mon. How was school today? Did you make any new friends?” And, like, I know she’s being a good mom and seeing how I’m doing and she really cares, but, like, every day that goes by that I don’t have a new friend and have to say “No, not yet,” I feel like a loser because I failed again. I started to want to not come home at all because I didn’t wanna have to let my mom down again. It’s like, she doesn’t get how hard it is to just go up to a kid who’s just a total stranger and then get them to be your friend.

It’s so hard when everybody in class is already BFFs with everyone else and you’re the only person nobody knows. At my old school, I had a bunch of good friends. I don’t even remember how we made friends, I was so little. I think we just all started out the same time and didn’t know nobody and so we were just like, “Okay, let’s just all be friends with each other.” I don’t know.

So, I’m excited to go home today for the first time in a few weeks because I finally have good news for my mom. For the last week or so, after I got off the school bus, I’ve been walking around the neighborhood for a little while just because I wanted to wait as long as I could before I had to tell my mom again that I didn’t make friends again. Today, I would be fine going right home, but yesterday I saw a little cat that was limping, and it ran away and I couldn’t find it. So I go left off the school bus—instead of right, where my house is—because I’m gonna try and find that cat and take it home so I can help its leg get all better.

Last night, I asked my dad to make me a tuna sandwich for my lunch for today, and I only ate most of it and saved some of the tuna in a little plastic thing so I could try to give some to the cat with the limp. While I’m walking, I take my schoolbag off my back and unzip it and dig around in there for the plastic thing with the tuna. When I find it, I just hold onto it and start looking around for the cat.

If I find the cat and take it home, I’m gonna name it Bolt because it has black fur and a white stripe down its back that’s all ziggyzaggy like lightning.

Yesterday, the cat was laying on the little strip of grass on the sidewalk that’s next to the street; it’s been hot and sunny, and I bet the grass is nice and cool to lay on. When this old lady walking by got too close to it, it ran away, and I saw it was limping. So now, I look up and down the streets at the grass parts of the sidewalk for the cat. And after a couple minutes, wouldn’t ya know it, there’s Bolt, laying on some grass, just hangin’ out.

I know if I get too close, Bolt is gonna run away, so I stay two cars away from it and take the lid off the little plastic thing. I don’t know how far cats can smell, but I’m hoping Bolt gets a whiff of the fish and gets hungry and walks over to me.

“Pssspssspssspsspsssspssss. Want some tuna, Bolt?”

Bolt gets kinda stiff when I talk to it, like it’s getting ready to make a break for it if I come any closer. I take a pinch of the tuna in my hand and I take a couple really slow steps (like, really slow, like one step every half a minute) over to Bolt, and then I fling the little lump of tuna toward it so it really can smell it. Then I take another pinch and throw it a little less far. Then I put a lump every couple feet and put down the little plastic thing with the rest of the tuna in it. And I sit on my knees a couple feet behind the container.

At first, Bolt just stares at me, its eyes are almost all the way closed, like it thinks I’m up to no good. And I just sit there and smile and show it I’m not gonna hurt it. Then, after a couple minutes, Bolt gets up and limps over to the first lump of tuna and sniffs it, looks up at me, and then looks back down at the tuna and licks it up. Num num num. I bet Bolt was starving and the smell got to it.

“Good job, Bolt. Go head, eat the next one. I won’t hurtcha, I promise.” I use a soft whisper kind of voice that shows Bolt I’m not a bad person.

Bolt looks at me again, that almost-closed-eyes look, and then walks to the next lump of tuna and licks it up. Num num num.

It stares at me a little bit less before licking up the next lump. Num num num. And even less with the next lump. And then, before ya know it, that cute cat has its little black head down in the little plastic thing eating up the rest of the tuna. Num num num num num.

Now, this is the hard part. This is where people mess up. They try to pet the cat or pick up the cat because they think that, now that they fed the cat, the cat owes them one. But animals don’t play by those rules, especially not kittycats. You have to let them come to you. It’s not easy. You have to have patience. And the worst part is, just because you let the cat come to you, doesn’t mean it will. It might not. It’s up to the cat. You don’t control it. You gotta just let go.

So, Bolt finishes the tuna in the little plastic thing, and I just sit there. I turn sideways so I’m not even facing it. I just pretend like I’m hanging out, not waiting for it to come over. The Snake Lady’s scary old lady face pops into my head, but I close my eyes really tight and hum “Let It Go” until I force the thought to float up away from my head like a balloon. And then, before ya know it, guess who walks across my legs and starts nuzzling my hand.

Fifteen minutes later, I’m carrying Bolt back to my house to take care of it and help fix its foot.

~      ~      ~

“No no no no no no no. Monica, no. Don’t even bring that thing in here. I’m not running a vet hospital in here.”

I knew my dad would be like this when I brought Bolt in the house. Mom says Dad is a total Germanphobe and he thinks all animals are carrying the Blue Bionic Plague. He’s soooooo dramatic. Like, Bolt isn’t even really that dirty at all.

Mom went to CVS, so she wasn’t here when I came in with Bolt. Usually, I have to wait for my mom to try to convince my dad to let me keep whatever pet I bring home, but this time, I have a +4 card in my hand. (There’s this fun card game called Uno, and the best card in the whole entire deck is the +4 card. When you play it on somebody, they have to take four cards from the deck.) My +4 card is that we just moved away from all my friends and everything I know and everywhere I like to go, and my mom and dad know I’m really sad about it.

So, I start thinking about Jenkins, a gerbil I had that died, and that makes tears come into my eyes. And then I say with a big, pouty lip. “Dad, I hate it here! I have NO ONE TO HANG OUT WITH! Bolt is my only friend. You can’t take away my only friend.” Dad doesn’t know about Charlie yet, so I can get away with bending the truth a little. And then I run upstairs with Bolt in my arms making lots of boo-hoos, and I go in my room and slam the door.

Dad is not gonna come into my room after I had a crying fit. He doesn’t come in here almost ever anyway. It’s like he thinks there’s a No Boys Allowed sign on the door (such an old Boomer thing). So, he’ll wait for Mom to come back from CVS and tell her what the deal is, and she’ll feel bad because we had to move because of her job, so she’ll definitely convince him to let me keep Bolt—hopefully forever, but definitely until its foot is healed.

~      ~      ~

I don’t like being in my room alone because this is where the Snake Lady comes out to get me at night. If I didn’t think I needed to go up here and slam the door to get my parents to let me keep Bolt, I never would’ve done it. She won’t come out until bedtime, and I don’t think she’s actually in my closet during the day, but still.

I wonder if having Bolt sleep with me would keep the Snake Lady away. Maybe Bolt would be like a cat version of a guard dog.

Bolt walks around my room and looks at everything like a cop looking at a crime scene. It goes under my bed and I don’t hear anything for a bit, and then it runs out the other side. Cats are so weird sometimes.

After a little bit, Mom knocks on my door. “Mon, can I come in please?”

“It’s open.” Time to put on my pouty face again.

Mom opens the door and comes in. Bolt runs under my bed again and hides.

Mom has on nice jeans and charcoal gray high-heel boots and a lavender blouse and a charcoal gray blazer that matches her boots. She’s always dressed great for work. She comes in and sits next to me on my bed and gives me a big hug and a kiss.

I can’t wait for her to ask me if I made any friends today so I can finally say yes.

“Where did you find the cat, Mon?”

I lean over the side of the bed to see if Bolt came out yet. Nope. “I found Bolt a couple blocks away laying on the grass on the sidewalk. It has a limp. It needs help healing.”

“Bolt?”

“It’s a black cat with a white lightning going down its back in ziggyzags.”

She nods like she’s impressed. “Great name.”

“Bolty. Pssspssspssspssssss. Come say hieeee.”

It doesn’t come out, but under the bed, it gives a little yowwwww.

“Bolt says hi.”

“I heard.” She looks around the floor for Bolt. “Mon, this is not like a bunny or a bird or a gerbil. Cats are a big commitment. They can live to be twenty years old sometimes. Do you really want to be taking care of this cat when you’re in your twenties?”

“Absolutely.” I nod my head up and down a bunch of times to really be sure she knows I mean it.

“I don’t think your father is going to let you keep the cat, Mon. It’s too—”

“You have to convince him. You have to make him. I don’t—it’s lonely here. I don’t know any kids in this neighborhood. I have nobody to play with at all. Like, at all. It’s just me and Bolt.”

In a whisper to herself, Mom says, “Why’d you have to name it? Can’t believe you named it already.”

Bolt must know it needs to come out now and show Mom how cute it is because it comes prancing out like a runway model and wiggles its little butt around.

Mom goes “Awwww.” That’s a good sign. “You’re right, it really does look like a lightning bolt. Hi, Bolt! You’re very cute—but also kinda smelly. Hooo.”

I put my head on my mom’s arm. “Mom, I need Bolt. It’s hard being here without all my friends. Bolt makes me happy. And it’s got a limp. It can’t be out in the wild by itself, if something bigger tries to get it, it can’t run and can’t fight back.”

Mom laughs. “We live on the Main Line, Mon. It’s not exactly ‘the wild.’ It’s not the Serengeti.”

“The what?”

“Serengeti. It’s a place in Africa. Lots of wild animals.”

Bolt jumps up on my bed and nuzzles up against Mom’s leg. “Dammit.” Mom starts petting Bolt and it purrs. She shakes her head back and forth, another good sign, like she’s giving up.

She stands up and Bolt yows and jumps off the bed and goes under my desk. She starts to walk out of the room, but then turns back and opens my dresser drawers.

Uh oh. She’s gonna see that they’re empty and know I didn’t finish doing my laundry.

She turns and looks at me and her eyes are squinty like Bolt’s were when I was trying to catch it with tuna. “Mon, tell me your clothes are in the dryer and not still in the washer from yesterday.”

I try my best to smile and not look like I’m lying. “They’re in the dryer?”

“Monica! How many times are we going to do this? What happens when you leave wet clothes in the washer overnight?”

I scrunch up like I’m about to get hit, even though my parents never hit me. “They smell funny?”

She slams all the dresser drawers closed. “Yes. They get moldy. I’m not doing your laundry for you, you’re old enough to do it, it’s not hard at all. Aren’t you sick of having to wear smelly clothes to school?”

I put my head down because I’m embarrassed. “Yeah.”

“Set an alarm on your iPad or something. Put a note somewhere where you’ll see it. You can’t just be dreaming about owning a potbellied pig all the time. You have responsibilities.”

“I’m sorry.”

She lifts my chin so I look her in the eye. “It’s okay. I’ll tell you this trick because I don’t want your clothes smelling bad, I don’t want you getting picked on at school, but you can’t do this every time because it’s a big waste of water: wash the clothes again, that gets the smell out. Then put them right in the dryer. You hear me?”

I nod.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“If you don’t do this tonight, Bolt is going to a shelter. I mean it. If you can’t take care of a pile of clothes, how can you be trusted with a cat?”

“I will. I promise.”

“Good.” She leans over and kisses my forehead. “I’m getting pizza for dinner.”

I put my hands up above my head because I’m excited because I love pizza. “Pepperoni and mushrooms please!”

She nods. “I know. I know. Go re-wash your clothes, you little pain in my ass.”

I get up from my bed. Mom turns and walks out of the room. “Wait!”

She turns around. “What’s wrong now?”

“What about Bolt?”

“Let me talk to your dad.”

“Thank you! I love you! You—”

“I’m not making any promises, Monica. I’m just saying I’ll talk to him. But, I can tell you this much, even if he says yes—and that’s a big if—this cat is not sleeping here tonight. It’s going to a vet to get shots and cleaned and whatever else. Understood?”

I pout. “Yeah.”

Mom walks backwards out of my room. “Don’t get attached. Go wash your clothes.” She turns around to go down the steps.

“Mom!”

She turns back and comes back in my room. “Monica, what now, for God’s sakes?”

I smile. “You didn’t ask me if I made any new friends at school today.”


CHAPTER 3 — Jake

I stand at the front of the classroom, so that the class sees me in profile, and mime knocking on a door. I stomp my shoe against the floor with each air-knock to make the knocking sound.

Byron, my scene partner, has the collar of his polo shirt popped to get into character as Theo. He mimes opening the door and says, “Yeah?” in such a douchey way. He’s nailed his character in a single word. I’ve got my work cut out for me.

“Are, uh, are you Theo?”

He squints at me as if the act of thinking long enough to confirm his own identity is a huge imposition. So good. “Yeah. Who are you?”

“My name’s Bobby. I was a good friend of Ron’s.”

Byron squints even harder. “And?”

I look down at Byron’s shoes and scratch my chin thoughtfully, feigning nonchalance. “Pretty terrible, what happened to him, huh?”

Byron scoffs. “I’m not all broken up about it. That guy was pathetic. The only thing that ‘happened to him’ was his own fear. Suicide doesn’t happen to you.”

I grit my teeth. “He didn’t kill himself.”

Byron does this hilarious shrug-sneer thing while rolling his eyes. “How do you know?”

“He wouldn't have. He had too much going for him. Like seeing Helen.” I try to spit the name at him, but it doesn’t come off as sneeringly as I’d hoped.

“Stop. Stop. Bobby, something’s not coming through in your performance.” Addressing me by my character’s name, Professor Fielding approaches me and puts her hands on my shoulders, turning me to face her and the class. “You’re just reciting the lines. And while memorization is impressive, it’s not acting.”

Professor Fielding turns around to face the class, but her question is addressed to me: “What question do you think I’m going to ask you, Bobby? I’ll give you a hint: it’s the only question that matters in acting.”

I smile because I know the answer. “What do I want?”

She nods, then spins on her heel—with the grace of a woman trained in various styles of dance—until she’s facing me again. “Yes, Bobby. Yes. Every person, every being, every creature . . .  wants. What do you want? What do you want right now, Bobby Pinker? In this moment?”

I fold my hands in front of me, tapping my thumbs together as I think. “To find out if Theo killed Ron.”

“No! No no no no no. Nooooooooooowuh.” She smiles at me and I start to giggle. “That’s too surface. Dig. Diiiiiiig.”

Byron laughs and shakes his head; he must know the answer.

I open my mouth to speak, and Professor Fielding puts her finger to my lips. “Take your time, Bobby. There’s not a timer on this question. It’s not a game show. Don’t rush it. Think it through.”

I close my eyes, which has always helped me think. I open one eye at a time when I think I have the answer. “He wa—I want to get under Theo’s skin. To irritate him. To get a rise out of him.”

“No—but! You’re on the right track. You’re pulling the thread. Just keep pulling it. He does want to get a rise out of Theo, but why?”

“B—uhhhhh. Because he wants Theo to, uh, be the killer?”

Holding my shoulders, Professor Fielding jumps up and down gently. “Yes! And the want is right under that. It’s just one level lower than where you just struck. Why does he want Theo to be the killer?”

I look over her head at the rest of the class, who have this look on their face like I just shot a buzzer-beater from half-court and they’re waiting hopefully to see if it goes in. “Be . . . cause . . . I want a villain. I need a villain. And Theo’s such an asshole that he’d be the perfect villain. I want a reason to hate him. To hurt him. To kill him.”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Her voice rises with each yes, and it sounds like she’s coming—which I’m sure she’s doing on purpose. A couple of the guys behind her cackle at this orgasmic display. “Gold star, Jake—Bobby, oh my, sorry, Bobby. Feel that want right here,” she taps her fist against my stomach three times, “and do the scene again. Don’t think. Feel that want. Go. Go! Action!”

~      ~      ~

I hang around after class to talk to Professor Fielding.

One of the guys in the class—I’m not sure who—whispers in my ear as he slides by me, “Bruh, you made the teacher nut with your answer. Way to go, stud!”

I shake my head in subtle disagreement, smirking.

After the rest of the class has cleared out, I say, “Hey, I just wanted to say sorry for whiffing so hard on my want in that scene. I just—I couldn’t—yeah, I went—didn’t go deep enough. I thought the scene was just an interrogation.”

Professor Fielding takes my hands and swings them lightly. “Jake. Jake Jake Jake. Stop apologizing. It’s not becoming of an actor, particularly not one with your talent.

“Okay, so you didn’t figure out Pinker’s want in the scene. So what? What matters is that, once I guided you toward it, once you found it, when you redid the scene, you absolutely nailed it. Nailed it, nailed it, nailed it. That’s what directors want, Jake. Not a mind reader, but someone who takes a note and internalizes it and gives the director even more than they were hoping for in their course-correction.

“You’re superb at betraying your emotions through the totality of your performance. Your posture, your gestures, your inflections, your pauses, your expressions. But your true gift—the reason I think you could make it in this game—is your vivid imagination. It’s so important for an actor that they believe everything happening to them, everything they react to, is real. And you have that.”

I feel my cheeks getting hot. “Thank you for saying that. Thanks so much. That’s—I play with my little brother a lot now—he’s nine—and I always try to get into things on his level, so that keeps my imagination active. I always try to come at acting like a little kid. They have so much commitment, it’s just their default. Ya know?”

She rubs the back of my arms like she’s trying to summon a genie from a lamp. “I do know. I know exactly what you’re saying. Actors need to stay children on the inside forever. Kids don’t make believe. It’s adults who make believe. Kids make real.”

I whip out my phone and start typing that amazing aphorism. “Just so you know, I’m not texting someone. I’m typing out what you just said so I have it for later. That was super deep, yo.”

“Oh, well, I’m glad you liked that, uh, yo.”

“Great stuff, professor.”

“You can call me Veronica after class, Jake.”

“Great stuff, Veronica.”

As I slip my phone back into my pocket, I look down at the floor and say, “You really think I could make it?”

She shrugs. “Do you have the talent? Absolutely. Is talent what leads to making it? No. Do you have the looks? Absolutely. Look at this jaw line, that head of hair, your physique, those green eyes. You’re a matinee idol, Jake. Is that what leads to making it? No. Whether or not you make it comes down to one thing: tenacity. Grit. Persistence. Call it what you will. It comes down to hanging in there long enough to get lucky. And seizing that opportunity and knocking it out of the park.”

Professor Fielding—Veronica—tilts my chin up a little. “Yeah, you’re a looker, alright. And don’t take this the wrong way, but you have a big head, and that’s good for the screen. A lot of leading mean have slightly bigger heads. It’s not an insult at all. Merv Griffin always said people destined for fame had slightly bigger heads, and that’s part of why he cast Pat Sajak and Vanna White for Wheel of Fortune. I’m sure you have no clue who the hell Merv Griffin is.”

“None.”

“Really dating myself with that reference. Long story short, you’ve got a big handsome head, great imagination, and lots of charisma. If you want it bad enough, some degree of fame is yours for the taking.”

That’s so great to hear. And she doesn’t even know that I’ve got nepotism on my side.

~      ~      ~

I pace zigzags around the quad before meeting my girlfriend Kristen for lunch, muttering to myself, preparing to ask her something I’ve been dreading to bring up.

In the few months since my mom died, I got dumped by a girl because I wanted to bring my little brother along with me to everything. I broke it off with a different girl because she kept complaining that I brought my brother everywhere. I’ve only been dating Kristen for two weeks and this’ll be the first time I’ve broached the topic with her.

I stalk through the cafeteria looking for her. When I see her from the back, her poker-straight, dirty blonde hair bouncing ever so slightly, I know she’s listening to her AirPods. Creeping toward her with the stealth of a ninja, I crouch down behind her, inch forward, and grab both her shoulders while planting a kiss on her cheek.

She yips like a dog from the surprise. “Don’t . . . do that! God, Jake. I could’ve peed my pants.”

“You’re not wearing pants. You’re wearing a skirt.”

“Well, I could’ve peed my skirt.”

I sit in the chair on her right and give her a few more pecks on the cheek.

“Such a charmer you are.” She takes out her AirPods and puts them in their case.

“What were you listening to? A real slapper? A total bop?” I affect an old man voice.

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, gramps. A total slapping bop.”

“Would you go so far as to say it was a total slapping bussin’ bop?”

She playfully covers my mouth with her palm, and when I counter with the classic move of sticking out my tongue and licking her palm, she counter-counters by wiping my spit on my cheek. Touché.

“How was Anatomy of a Scene? Did Fielding try to fellate you?”

I nod my head up and down slowly and with great exaggeration. “Oh yeah. She didn’t just try, she succeeded. Emphasis on suck and seed.” I roll my eyes at her. “Why do you think my teacher wants to bed me?”

She puts her hands on my triceps and gently strokes them while making bedroom eyes at me. “Oh . . . I don’t know . . . maybe because you say she’s always touching you like this. Wildly inappropriate for a teacher to do.”

I’d better not mention how she told me I have a big handsome head made for Hollywood fame. At least not right this minute. “She respects my acting chops, that’s all. She said I have a childlike imagination today.”

“Oh, did she? I can agree with that. You act like a five-year-old most of the time.”

I laugh while sneering at her, realizing in my mind that speaking of childlike is a perfect segue into asking if I can bring Charlie to—

“Speaking of childlike, I was thinking, why don’t we bring your brother with us to Hershey Park? I feel like it’s more a place for him than for us anyway.”

Whoa. It’s like she read my mind. My mouth hangs open in pleasant shock. I’m in love with you, Kristen Thompson. Right now, in this moment, I am positive I’m in love with you. For sure. But I can’t say it, or even hint at it, because we’ve only been dating two weeks, and you will run screaming thinking I’m a psycho if I say the L-word this fast. “We should get married.” Much better.

She smiles her beautiful, crooked-toothed smile. “Jacob . . . Andrejs . . . Sharmonts, you cannot propose to me before even, like, our, I don’t know, one-month anniversary. That’s insanity. Or, it’s, at the very least, uncouth.”

“I’ve never been much for couth.”

“You need more couth, Jake.”

“Okay, so, raincheck?”

“On our marriage?”

“Yah.”

“Yeah, Jake. Raincheck. On our wedding.” She leans in and kisses my lips for a second, then pulls back because we’re in public.                

I stand up and take Kristen’s hand. “I’m getting chicken enchiladas today. What’re you getting?”

We walk through the cafeteria, where there are a dozen different kiosks selling various cuisines. Kristen bounces my hand back and forth as we shuffle around. “I was thinking I’d look at every food stand for two minutes and then get pizza again and only have fifteen minutes to eat it.”

“Great. Oh, how was money class?”

“If by money class, you mean Accounting and Financial Management, it was intellectually stimulating, as always.”

“Oh, good. I’m glad you like money class.”

Snickering, she slides her hand free and wanders off in search of sustenance.

While I’m in line for enchiladas, a guy I had Art Appreciation with last year, whose name escapes me, slaps my shoulder, “Dude. Dude. I saw your dad on Colbert last night. Dude, he was fuckin’ hi-LAR-ious, bro. Seriously. Crushed it. Did you watch it? Why’m I asking you that? Of course you watched it. It’s your DAD.”

I didn’t watch it. “Yeah, yeah, he crushed it. Very proud.”

The girl in front of me in line whips around to face me. “Who’s your dad?”

I sigh, which I’m sure they think is false modesty, but is actually mild disdain. “Um, my dad is Teddy Sharmonts.”

This girl I don’t know at all is positively gobsmacked by this revelation. “Your dad . . . is Teddy. Sharmonts? Are you effing kidding me, dude? Dead-ass?”

“Dead-ass. The ass is dead, young lady. Deceased butt.”

“Come on, no cap?”

“None. Zero cap. Completely capless. Caps lock? Not on. And, since I can tell where this is heading: yes, on God. Okay?”

“Bet. That’s insane. That’s literally insane. He’s, like, famous. My parents have seen him three times. At the Borgata, at the Santander thing in Reading, and I forget where else. Oh man, are you rich?”

I do my patented sarcastic slow nod. “Uh, yeah. Bet. Bet. Filthy. This guy,” I point to the guy I had art class with, “he’s my personal assistant. One of his jobs is to taste my food before I eat it to make sure it’s not poisoned.”

Her befuddled expression tells me to back off on the sarcasm a bit. “Is he really your assistant?”

“No. And we’re not rich. Well off, sure. If we were rich, I’d be in an Ivy League school.” That’s not really true. We definitely have enough money that Dad could buy my way into the Ivy League. I just didn’t want to go to school with a bunch of pretentious assholes like in The Social Network.

“Oh, haha. Gotcha. You’re funny like old dad, huh? You must love having a famous father, right?”

“I must.” She seems like a lovely young lady, and I don’t want to burst her bubble by telling the truth.


CHAPTER 4 — Charlie

The first thing I smell when I come through the front door is my bagel toasting in the toaster.

A bagel with peanut butter on it is my favorite after-school snack. My mom made one for me every day when I got home. Now, Miss Janine makes them for me.

I put my schoolbag behind the couch so I won’t see it and get nervous about school for a little bit. Miss Janine comes out of the kitchen to say hi and I run over and give her a big squeeze. Miss Janine is big and soft like a teddy bear, and giving her a hug is like hugging a bed, and that’s great. My mom was little and skinny, and her hugs were different but I liked them better.

“How was school today, Charlie Brown?”

I laugh because that’s not my last name and she knows it. “It was pretty good. At recess, I made friends with Monica, the new girl. We were doing a puzzle of unicorns with wings going over a rainbow. We didn’t finish it before recess was up, though. Maybe we can try again tomorrow.”

Miss Janine messes up my hair and then fixes it. “That’s wonderful. I’m glad you’re making friends, and I bet Monica is really happy to have a friend since she’s new.” In the kitchen, the toaster goes pop. “Hup, there’s your snack. Come in and get it in a minute. Can you wash your hands for me first, please.”

“Yeah. I gotta go pee anyway. BRB.”

I go pee, and I wash my hands for thirty seconds with warm water and lots of soap, and then run back to eat my bagel. While I’m eating, Miss Janine starts cutting up cucumbers for salad.

“What’s on the menu for tonight, MJ?”

I never called her that before and she laughs. “MJ? That’s me now? I’m MJ? Like Michael Jackson and Michael Jordan?”

I wipe the crumbs off my chin and then brush them on my plate. “I don’t know. I thought it would sound cool. It’s fun to have a nickname, like Charlie Brown. You don’t like it?”

She puts down her knife and turns to face me. “I love it, Charlie. It just surprised me because I never heard it before. I’m impressed that you came up with it all by yourself.”

Oh good, I thought maybe I hurt her feelings. “Okay, MJ, what’s for dinner?”

“Chicken tinga enchiladas!”

“Yes! So good. I can’t wait. Don’t forget, no cheese and no—”

“No sour cream. I know, Charlie Brown. I won’t ever forget. And—and—and—I got you vanilla cream soda too.”

I start clapping and then see I have peanut butter all over my hands. “My favorite! Alright!”

Miss Janine starts chopping up celery, and she says with her back to me, “I watched your dad on DVR while I was cleaning up this afternoon. He did really good last night. Lots of laughs.”

I’m not allowed to watch my dad’s act yet because I’m too young and he talks about grown-up stuff I’m not allowed to hear. I think that means he talks about having sex. “Good. That’s good. Did he get any applause breaks?” An applause break is when you say something so funny that the whole crowd stops and claps for you; my dad says it’s one of the best compliments for a comedian.

Miss Janine looks up like she’s trying to remember or trying to count. “He got two, actually. Two applause breaks. And then he sat and talked to the host, I forget who it was.”

“Colbert.”

“Right, right, Colbert. And their little talk at the desk was funny too. You have peanut butter all over your hands.”

I start licking it off. “I got it. I got it.”

“Okay, but, wash your hands when you’re done, too. Licking isn’t cleaning.”

“Yes huh.”

“No way.”

“What about cats?”

Miss Janine puts down her knife and giggles. She tries to look at me over her shoulder and says, “Ya got me there, Charlie Brown. I stand corrected. But—but—you’re not a cat, as far as I know. So you use soap and water. K?”

“K.”

~      ~      ~

I like to do all my homework before dinner and then put my schoolbag back behind the couch, so I won’t think about it again until right before I go to bed.

I’m on the floor in the living room doing my English homework. I have my favorite movie, Sonic the Hedgehog, playing on TV; I’ve seen it so many times that I don’t get distracted by it while I’m trying to work, it’s just nice to have it on in the background.

When my brother Jake gets home, I jump up and run over and give him a hug. His hugs are strong and kinda hurt a little, but not in a bad way. “Hi, Brunc.” I call him Brunc, which is short for Bruncle, which is a combination of brother plus uncle, because, even though he’s my brother, he’s so much older than me, he’s basically like an uncle. I’m nine and he turned 20 on July 16th.

He gives me a noogie.

“Heads up: we’re calling Miss Janine MJ now.”

“Oh, we are? Good thing you told me.”

I go back to doing my homework.

Miss Janine comes in to say hi to Jake. “Hey, handsome.” She gives him a big long hug, and presses her nose to his chest, and makes a noise like when you lay down in bed to go to sleep because you’re so tired.

“MJ, how’s it goin’?”

“Oh, you got the memo?”

“I did. It’s now Charlie Brown, Brunc, and MJ.”

Miss Janine lets go of Jake. He sniffs at the air like a dog. “Something smells fanTASTic.”

“Chicken tinga enchiladas.”

“No way. I had chicken enchiladas for lunch! That’s crazy.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Jake. I can whip you up something el—”

“No, it’s—what—why would you do that? I love chicken enchiladas. Having them for lunch and dinner just makes this a better day. Refried beans?”

“Check.”

“Yellow rice?”

“Check.”

“Dessert?”

“Caramel flan.”

“You goddess, you.”

“You sweet talker, you. My husband better watch out.”

“My girlfriend better learn how to cook like you.”

They always talk weird like this and giggle. I don’t know what they’re doing.

~      ~      ~

After me and Jake are done with dessert, Miss Janine starts cleaning up the kitchen, and I get my schoolbag out and start checking my homework. I do this every weeknight before she leaves because I get really nervous when she goes home, and I need to do something to keep my brain busy so I don’t just focus on my nerves.

I wish Miss Janine lived with us.

I check my homework in the order I have my classes: English Language Arts, Math, Art, Social Studies, and Science. First, I check that the homework is all done, then I check that Miss Janine signed it, then I make sure I put it in the right folder. I end up checking all of it four or five times before Miss Janine says she’s gonna get going.

She has on her jacket and her keys are jingling in her hands. “Okay, Charlie Brown. I’m headin’ out. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

I get up and give her a big squeeze. When my face is against her jacket and she can’t see it, I start to cry a little. Nighttime is when I get the most nervous, and my mom was the one who helped me stay calm. Jake tries to do it but he’s not like a mom.

Miss Janine strokes my hair. “It’s okay, buddy. It’s alright.”

I wipe my face on her jacket so she doesn’t see that I was crying. “Okay, MJ. See you tomorrow. Drive safe. Okay?”

“Yes, sir.” She has tears in her eyes. I feel bad for making her upset. She gives me a kiss on the top of my head and then leaves.

~      ~      ~

My dad FaceTimes with me at 7:00 every night when he’s away, which is most of the time. I’m laying down on my back on the couch holding up my iPad with both hands so I don’t get a tired neck.

Dad’s sitting at a desk in some random hotel room and there’s a basketball game playing on TV behind him. He’s wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, so I guess he doesn’t have a show tonight. “Hey, hey, hey, Chuckles the Clown! How’s it going?”

I don’t really like that nickname, but my dad says it’ll grow on me. “I’m good! MJ saw you—we’re calling Miss Janine MJ from now on—she saw you on Colbert and said you got two applause breaks! Good job!”

“Thanks, Chuck! You tell Miss Ja—uh, what, um, MJ—you tell MJ that it was actually three applause breaks. What’d she make for dinner tonight?”

“Chicken tingle enchiladas with yellow rice and refried beans and caramel flan for dessert.”

Dad closes his eyes and licks his lips, then shakes his head back and forth. “Oh man, I’m so jealous. I had room service fried chicken and it was so dry I drank, like, three cans of Sprite to wash it down. The potato wedges were good, but they were cold.

“And where, pray tell, is my eldest boy? Jacob?”

“He said he has too much homework to do, but he says hi.”

Jake didn’t actually say hi. He didn’t say he had too much homework to do either. He just said, “Tell him I’m busy.” I can hear him playing Overwatch 2 upstairs.

Dad seems bummed Jake isn’t on the call. “Guess he’s going for straight As this semester. Seems like all he does is homework these days.”

“I did all my homework already and MJ signed it all.”

“Good. Good. How many times have you checked it so far?”

“Five times.”

He smiles and shakes his head. “Just like your mother. Every I dotted, every T crossed, everything in its right place. A great Radiohead song.”

“What is?”

“‘Everything in Its Right Place.’ Off of Kid A.”

“Never heard of it. I’ll YouTube it when we hang up.” I roll over on my stomach and sit up on my elbows. “I made a new friend at school today.”

“Oh great. What’s his name?”

“Her name is Monica. She’s new to our school this year.”

My dad raises his eyebrows up and down and makes a silly face. “Ohhhhh. A girl who’s your friend. A girl . . . friend. Huh.”

I make sounds like I’m throwing up. “No, dad, she’s not my girlfriend. She’s just a friend. She’s a nice person. She seems lonely.”

“She cute?”

“Dad! I don’t know if she’s cute. It doesn’t matter either way because girls are yuck.”

“Girls are still yuck. Got it. I mean, I have to check in on that every year because pretty soon they won’t be. Or whatever you’re into, I don’t want it to sound like you have to like girls. You like who you like.”

“Alright, dad. That’s enough. Let’s play . . . ummmm . . . 20 questions. You go first.”

Dad stares above his head for a while and then looks back at me when he has a thing for me to guess. “Okay, go.” He starts looking around for paper and pen so he can count how many questions I ask.

“One: are you living or dead?”

~      ~      ~

Before I get in bed, I have some things I do to help me be less scared when the light is out:

First, I look under my bed and in my closet with a flashlight to make sure no one or nothing is hiding in there. I hear my mom saying, “Charlie, remember: there’s nothing in the dark that wasn’t already there before you turned out the lights.”

Second, I tuck in my sheets and covers in between the mattress and the hard mattress under it so my feet don’t come out the bottom when I’m sleeping if I toss and turn.

Third, I put on the night light in the hall right outside my door, and I make sure the door is open six inches so light is always coming in and it never gets completely pitch black in my room.

Fourth, I open my window just a little bit because I hate the idea of being sealed in the room with no fresh air coming in.

When I do get in bed, I put two pillows under me so I’m tilted up in bed, so I can see everything. My bed is pushed up against the wall, and with my head tilted up, I can see every inch of the room.

I lay down and keep looking around the room to make sure nothing is there to get me. My brain usually keeps thinking about things I said that day, or school stuff coming up that I’m worried about, or stuff I already did for school that I’m afraid I messed up on.

I can hear Jake playing Overwatch 2 down the hall, and it helps me remember that I’m not alone. If I needed to call for help, I know Jake can hear me and he’d come help me, but it’s not the same as having my mom in the next room.

I turn off the light above my bed and climb into bed. Now the only light on is the light on my nightstand, and it has a cord with a switch on it so I can turn it off from bed; I like that, because otherwise I’d have to turn off the light and then run to get in bed in the dark.

Once the light is out, everything looks different to me. It's like the shadows of things change the way things look—the way they are. In the dark, the lamp on my desk looks like a weird bird with its neck bent wrong that’s dying. My hoodie hanging on a hook on the wall is some kind of dark grey ghost with furry skin that got trapped there by a ghost hunter and is trying to chew through whatever has it pinned to the wall so it can get free and float over to me and stick my head in the hole it has instead of a face or a mouth. The doctor Teddy Bear my mom and dad got me when I had really bad bronchitis is a really small man with a swollen head full of puss and snot and sickness that is waiting until I fall asleep to crawl up on my bed and suck the health out of me so he won’t be sick anymore, and then I’ll be sick and I’ll be swollen like him.

After a couple hours, I don’t hear my brother’s TV anymore. The house is really quiet, and the quiet starts to have its own noise, like a hum or a buzz that goes up and down in the notes it plays, like what a vacuum sounds like if you’re downstairs when someone’s running it upstairs.

The silence wums in my ears and vibrates. Wummmmmm-mmmm-mm-m-mmmm-mmm. It almost tickles. I don’t like it, and sometimes I’ll hum just to cover up the wum with something else.

I think about what song I can hum to get rid of the wum. Oh, I can hum that song dad told me about, “Everything in Its Right Place.” I liked it, it sounded like a video game in the beginning.

I replay the song in my head so I can remember how it went. I’m just about to start humming when I hear something weird. It’s not the silence in my ears. It sounds kinda like air being let out of a bike tire, or when you deflate an inflatable pool. But it doesn’t sound like either of those really, it sounds more . . . wet. Like when a sick old person has loud breathing because they have trouble getting the air in their lungs, or because they have fluid in there that kind of rattles. This has that kind of rattle to it.

Where’s it coming from? If it’s coming from outside, it must be really loud, because I can hear it so clear. It’s not constant, there are little stops every few seconds. Sssssssssssss. Then nothing for a second. Ssssssssssssss. Then nothing.

I pull the covers up to my chin. I don’t like the sound at all. It doesn’t sound like a machine—a car, an air conditioner, a pipe. It sounds alive.

The longer I listen to the sssssssss, the more I can tell that it’s not coming from outside for sure. It’s coming from inside the house. Inside my room. In my closet.

There’s something in there, I think. Something alive. Maybe it’s real small, because I checked every spot in there with my flashlight and it was all just clothes and shoes and toys. I smell something too. It smells like the old people at the nursing home where we used to go see my Aunt Rita. I don’t like that smell. It smells like sick people to me, like dying. Every time we went to see Aunt Rita, she’d tell us about someone else who died in there. “They’re dropping like flies,” she’d say. And I started to think that the smell was when death is getting closer and closer.

I keep staring at the closet door, almost, like, waiting for it to open or to see something moving around in there from the shadows under the door.

I wanna call for Jake, tell him he needs to come help me. I wanna get up and run out of the room and go to his room where it’s safe. But I can’t move. I can’t say anything. I’m too scared to move an inch. I try to breathe as quiet as I can. Maybe whatever’s in the closet won’t know I’m here if I don’t move and I don’t breathe too loud.

The hissing sound finally stops, and I let out my breath. I keep staring at the bottom of the closet door to see if anything is moving around in there. The shadows stay still.

Then I hear giggling coming from the closet. It’s a scratchy giggle, like someone who has a bad cold. But there’s, like, another layer to it, like a million bugs crawling on a dead animal on the side of the road. I don’t know how, but I can tell that whoever’s laughing, they’re not just laughing, they’re laughing at me because I’m scared.

Monica said the Snake Lady is always hissing and laughing at her. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. I have to get out of here, but I can’t move. I just have this fear that if I move, if I get out of bed, she’ll come bursting out of the closet and get me. I have to stay in bed. I have to stay under the covers. This is the only place where I’m safe.

Maybe my mom was wrong about the dark. Maybe Monica was right.


CHAPTER 5 — MONICA

I want to believe my parents when they tell me the Snake Lady isn’t real. I really do.

The therapist my mom made me go see, she says having my whole life uprooted and moving to a new place where I have no friends and no family and don’t know where anything is can be very traumatic. She says nightmares and hallucinations are a very common side effect of extreme stress. I want her to be right.

The day before we moved, Mom sent me on a museum trip with a bunch of random kids to get my mind off the move. A boy on the trip that was a year older than me offered me ten dollars if I would listen to a scary story. I thought it was a scam or something, but he was giving me ten dollars, not asking for ten dollars, so I said sure. And he took me to a table in the cafeteria far away from everybody else and he told me about the Snake Lady. When he was done, I said, “That wasn’t even a story. You just described a monster.” He just sorta nodded and then said he had to go to the bathroom and he’d be right back. But he never came back, and after, like, fifteen minutes, I went back and found the tour.

The therapist says that the kid’s story gave my brain something to latch onto when the stress of the move got to be too much and I started imagining the Snake Lady was coming to get me. Fixate. The therapist says I fixate on the idea of the Snake Lady because it came along at the perfect time. She says sleeping in a new house can be scary; I was born in the house on Dutch Street, it was the only home I knew, the only bedroom I ever had. She said that, since the bedroom in the new house is completely unknown for me, my mind is playing tricks on me, making me think there’s something in the shadows.

I want her to be right. I want the adults to be right. But I don’t think they are. For one thing, I saw the Snake Lady in my real house, the house on Dutch Street, that night after the museum. Well, I didn’t see-her-see-her, but she was there. I heard her laughing. I smelled her. The first time I saw-her-saw-her was in the new house, but it was that same laugh and that same smell. The Snake Lady followed me all the way from Springfield, Ohio to Wayne, Pennsylvania. I’m not sure how she found me. Did she sneak into the moving truck, hide behind the furniture?

If my parents are right, if the therapist is right, then I’m crazy. But that’s okay. People can’t help that they have problems with their brains. I can get on some medicine or something. If the adults are wrong, if the Snake Lady is real, then I passed her on to Charlie, my only friend in this crappy place.

God, I shouldn’t’ve told him about her. That was so dumb. He’s such a nice boy, if I made him see and hear the stuff that’s been driving me crazy every night, I’ll be mad at myself until the end of time.

The Snake Lady told me if I told three other kids about her, she would leave me alone. Tomorrow, if Charlie says he slept fine, didn’t see anything scary or hear anything, then maybe I am crazy, and the Snake Lady is just my imagination, and maybe telling two more kids about her will make her go away because I’ll trick my own brain by playing the game it made up.

Part of me thinks I told Charlie just because I wanted someone to believe me. I don’t like the way adults look at you when you say something they don’t believe. They’re making this face like they believe you and they’re taking you seriously, but there’s something behind their eyes I can see that they’re hiding, that they don’t really believe me, they think I’m crazy or stupid or both. It makes me angry and makes me feel like a loser. Charlie didn’t look at me like that when I told him. I don’t know if he believed me or not, but behind his eyes, it was just him being worried for me, not thinking I was being a big baby.

I’ve tried to make a rule not to think about the Snake Lady when the sun’s still out. When I think about her, I get scared and sad and panicked. It makes me exhausted to spend all day like that. So, I just try to push it out of my head until nighttime. Today was easy because I made friends with Charlie at school, and then after school, I found Bolt and took her home.

Dad said we can keep Bolt for a while. Me and Mom took her to the vet to get her shots and get her leg looked at and her nails trimmed and stuff. They told us she was a girl. They kept her overnight, but tomorrow she’ll come stay with me.

I was hoping I’d have Bolt in bed with me tonight to see if she could scare off the Snake Lady. There’s this scary movie I saw when I stayed at my cousin’s house where this girl had a boyfriend, but he was secretly a big lion monster thing who wanted to suck the girl’s soul out of her face while she was sleeping, and in the movie, the big lion monster things weren’t afraid of anybody except cats, and they kept killing all the cats in the neighborhood, but then, at the end, all the cats they didn’t kill came and scratched them to death. I didn’t like the movie, it freaked me out, and I hate, hate, hate seeing pets get hurt or killed, but that part at the end with the cats saving the day was cool.

I don’t like my new room. Everything is a little off. My mom had it painted the exact same color of my real bedroom, and put unicorn stencils around the top of the walls just like in my real bedroom, but it’s not the same. It’s all my stuff, and things are in the same spot, but not exactly. My bed is on the opposite wall from my real bedroom, so everything is opposite even though it’s in the same spot. My desk is too far away from my closet now. In my real bedroom, the closet was close enough to the desk that I could keep the closet open and have a little trash can in there and throw trash in it from sitting down at my desk and never miss because it was so close. Then I would close the closet door and you wouldn’t see the trash can. Now the trash can is so far away I couldn’t get trash in there from sitting at the desk unless I was in the WNBA.

This room is so stupid. This house is so stupid.

I know they’re gonna say no, but I’m gonna go ask Mom and Dad if I can sleep in their room tonight.

~      ~      ~

I have my pillow next to me, holding the top of the pillowcase like it’s a handle, when I knock on my parents’ bedroom door.

Their door is all the way open, so I’m already kinda standing in their room to knock on the door; the door is up against the wall.

Mom is in bed reading, she has her red reading glasses on. Dad is at his desk looking at stuff on his laptop.

Mom says, “What’s wrong, Mon?”

Dad turns around and looks at me, looks down at my pillow, and shakes his head no—not to me, just to himself.

“Can I sleep in here with you guys tonight? Please. I can’t sleep by myself. Just for tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll have Bolt. Pleassssseeeeee.”

Dad says, “No,” and turns back to his laptop.

Mom makes an angry face at him, “John, let’s—we’re not—Mon, go to your room for a minute so I can talk to your dad about it. Okay?”

I nod, and my mouth is twisted sideways the way it always is when I know I’m not gonna get what I want. I walk back to my room and put my pillow down, then sneak back down the hall and stand in the bathroom so I can hear what they’re saying:

Mom: “John, she’s—this is really hard for her. It’s one night.”

Dad: “No, no, no. It starts as one night. Then, next thing you know, it’s every night, and then we haven’t had sex in a month.”

Gross. Yuck. Puke.

Mom: “I’m always too tired during the week anyway. We never do it on a school night. How about I promise no sleeping with us on Friday and Saturday, will that—”

Dad: “This is a boundaries thing. She’s nine. She’s too old for this stuff. I know you feel guilty about the move, but you shouldn’t. We’re in a nicer house, a much nicer area. She’s in a better school. She’ll get a lot of things she wouldn’t get in Springfield here.”

Mom: “Fine. I’ll just go sleep in there with her. You can have the bed to—”

Dad: “No! Absolutely not. No. That’s worse.”

Mom: “How’s it worse?”

Dad: “I don’t know! But I said it and now I have to stick with it.”

Mom: “John, it’s—”

Dad: “It’s not worse. It’s the same. And you’re not doing it. Having her sleep in here is telling her that we think this monster lady is real. The only way she’ll ever see that it’s not real, that there’s nothing in the fucking closet, is when she sleeps alone and nothing happens to her.”

There’s a long time where no one says anything, and that means my mom knows she lost the fight and gave up. I tiptoe back to my room before my mom finds me in the bathroom and yells at me for listening to their conversation.

~      ~      ~

After Mom gives me the bad news that I already knew was coming—that I can’t sleep with them tonight—I lay down in bed with my favorite book, Roller Girl, and wait for the Snake Lady to get me.

She always waits until my mom and dad are asleep, until the house is so quiet that the only sounds I hear is Mom’s grandfather clock ticking in the den and Dad snoring. I think she likes to make a grand entrance, like a diva. If I wasn’t scared to death of her, I would probably think she was lame.

Usually, I smell her way before I see her. She stinks so bad, like the dumpster behind the seafood place back in Springfield. She has scales like a fish, maybe that’s why she smells so bad. Maybe that’s why fish stink, because the scales, like, grab the bad smell and hold onto it. But I also bet she’s never ever had a bath before in her whole entire stinky life. Puke.

I would usually smell her way before I see her, but I started to run away as soon as I smelled her, so now the second the smell hits me, she pops out of the closet. Running away didn’t do anything, she just chased me down. She usually moves really slow and creepy, floating like a butterfly, but when she wants to be fast, she’s scary fast, she buzzes after me like a hornet. I tried hiding in a trunk in the basement, but she found me. I ran out into the yard once, but she came out there and got me. There’s no point to running, it just makes me tired and she still gets me.

The longer I wait by myself, the later it gets, the more sure I am Mom and Dad are sound asleep, my hands start to shake a little because I know she’s coming soon. I probably wouldn’t even notice them shaking, but I’m holding Roller Girl, so my hands are right up to my face.

The house is so quiet. It’s just the grandfather clocking ticking, Dad snoring, and the scratching of the page I’m turning rubbing against the page behind it. And then BOOM! My closet door flies open and I smell the rotten seafood and I drop Roller Girl and she hisses at me and I put my hands over my eyes because I don’t like to look at the Snake Lady and she spits her poison at me so I can’t move and can’t really talk.

My arms get frozen with my fingers over my eyes, so I only see pieces of her through them, which is good because my eyelids are frozen open.

Even though I’m not moving at all, my heart is pounding.

She has a snake’s body, but all around the body are these flapping wings you can see through. She has four legs like a lizard, and these creepy saggy snake boobs that make me feel sick to my stomach. She has an old lady’s head that looks really familiar to me for some reason, and these big pink gums and two big snake fangs and a long yellow tongue that’s really thin. She floats over my bed and her snake body moves in place like water in a pool after somebody does a cannonball.

“MONNNNNiccccccuhhhhhhhhhhh.” Her voice sounds like someone’s sticking a pin in my ear. It literally hurts to hear it. “I am hunnnnggggrrrrryyyyyyyyyyyy.”

I can’t move my mouth, but I try to talk from in my throat. “I told a kid about you today. Please let me go.” It sounds like nonsense to me, but somehow the Snake Lady always knows what I’m saying.

“I know you did, MONNNNNiccccccuhhhhhhhhh, but you were supposed to tell three children about me. You failllllllllllllled me. And now you have to sufferrrrrrrrrr.”

Even though she rushed to come out of the closet, now she can take her time because I can’t move. She grabs the covers with her front legs and pulls them back all the way until they fall on the floor. She uses her gummy, wrinkly mouth to yank my socks off so she can smell my feet. She sniffs the bottom of my feet and it’s hot and it tickles and itches but I can’t move, I just grunt like a dog. “MMMmmmmmMMmmmmm.” She smacks her wrinkly lips together. Yuck.

She floats up to my face like an ugly old mermaid swimming under the sea. Her stinky tongue flops out of her mouth and she licks my face like a dog. Luckily, my hands are covering the top half of my face. She whispers in my ear, “I lovvvvveee the way your sweat tastesssssss—especially on the soles of your feeeeeEEEeeeet.”

In my throat, I say, “I hate you.”

She does that sick little laugh that sounds like she’s hocking a loogie. “My dear child, you do not have to like meeeeeeeeeeeeeeee. You are not my friend. You are just my foooooOOOOOood.”

She floats back down to the bottom of the bed. I can’t see her down there because I can’t move my head, or even look down with my eyes, but I hear the gross sound of her mouth opening super wide. It sounds like someone ripping duck tape mixed with the sound of baby goats crying.

First, her thin tongue licks the bottoms of my feet really slowly, over and over again. Then, I feel the warm pressure of when she slides her mouth up over my feet. I hear the whipping sound of her wings flapping against the mattress because she lays down flat at the bottom of the bed to do this part.

It takes forever for her mouth to move up along my body. It’s so warm and sticky. It feels like I’m standing in a tub and when I turn on the water, warm spit and snot and tears and blood comes out instead of water, and now I have to stand there and let that gross stuff rise up super slow as the tub fills up.

The first night she did this, she only swallowed me up to my ankles. Every night, she goes higher up. Tonight, she goes all the way up to my belly button. It takes forrreevvverrrr. I hate it so much.

Tomorrow night will be different, you ugly jerk. Bolt will be here, and she’s gonna protect me from you. You’re gonna get scratched and bitten and smacked around, and you’re gonna be the one in pain for a change. Bolt’ll make you regret you ever bothered me.


CHAPTER 6 — Charlie

“Not hungry today, Charlie Brown?” Miss Janine points to my plate. I cut my waffles up into six triangles each and covered them in syrup, but I only ate one bite, and it was hard to get that one bite down, I just kept chewing and chewing, and then forced myself to swallow. Since that first bite, I’ve just been pushing the pieces around on the plate to make it look like I ate more.

“I ate so much enchiladas last night that I’m still all full in my stomach. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize. You don’t have an obligation to be hungry.” She takes my plate away and starts eating my waffles. I’m glad they’re not going to waste. When she’s finished, she says, “Did you have a hard time falling asleep last night?”

How can she tell that? I didn’t sleep at all. The hissing and giggling stopped after an hour or so, but I was terrified to get out of bed, or move at all. I kept listening for the sound to come back, and staring at the shadow under the closet door. The harder I listened, the louder the silence wummed, and eventually it got so loud it was cold and painful in my ears. I held in my pee so long it hurt; I didn’t get up to pee until the sun came up and the birds were chirping. It seemed like the birds were singing It’s okay, Charlie, the coast is clear.

“I didn’t get much sleep, actually. And it wasn’t too good, the sleep. I, um, I guess I’m nervous about school because we’re gonna start learning new stuff soon and I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to keep up.” I don’t like lying, especially to someone like Miss Janine, but I don’t know how to tell the truth about this without starting a whole big thing.

She puts her wrist against my forehead. “You feel up to going to school? If you’re too tired, I can call you out.”

“No, that’s okay, thanks. I can make it. Missing school is just gonna make me even more nervous that I’m gonna fall behind.”

~      ~      ~

At recess, Monica is working on the unicorn puzzle again.

I walk up and sit across from her. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

I’m not sure how to start talking about what happened to me last night, so I just grab a handful of puzzle pieces and start trying to line them up. After a couple minutes go by, I ask her, “Did you see the Snake Lady last night?”

She keeps working on the puzzle and doesn’t look in my eyes. “Yeah. She came out again and swallowed me up to here.” She slides her hand back and forth on her stomach. Her hand starts shaking. “It was really bad.”

“I’m sorry.” I snap a piece into place and it’s actually the right piece for once. “Do you think the Snake Lady can be in two places at one time?”

She gets perfectly still all the sudden, like she’s on pause. She still doesn’t look at me. “Did you see her too?”

Maybe the reason the Snake Lady stopped giggling after, like, an hour was because she had to leave and go to Monica’s house. How does she go from one closet to another? “I didn’t see her. But I heard a hissing sound coming from my closet, and giggling, and it smelled like a nursing home.”

Monica lets the puzzle pieces fall out of her fingers and covers her face with her hands. She starts to cry.

I put my hand on her arm and pat it. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s okay. Don’t cry. It’s okay.”

“No, I’m sorry, Charlie.” She’s talking through her hands, it’s kinda hard to understand her. “It’s all my fault.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is! It is! I never should’ve told you about her.” She puts her head down on the desk and cries so hard her shoulders go up and down. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Miss Kennedy rushes over. “Charlie, what happened? What’s wrong?”

“I . . .  I said something that made her upset.”

Monica gets up and runs out of the room, crying so loud, and all the other kids stop what they’re doing to watch her go.

Miss Kennedy bends down in front of me. “Can you come out in the hall with me for a minute?”

Oh no, I’m in trouble. I feel my mouth starting to get dry and my tongue sticks to the inside of my lip.

I follow Miss Kennedy into the hall and she closes the classroom door so no one can hear what we’re talking about. “Can you tell me what you said that made Monica cry please?”

“I didn't say anything mean, I swear. I swear. I—we weren’t fighting. I didn’t call her names.  I didn’t make fun of her. It was nothing bad. I promise.”

“Okay. So what did you say?”

I squeeze my first two fingers on my left hand with my right fist. I need to think of something to say that doesn’t involve the Snake Lady.

“Charlie? Come on.”

“Sorry. Sorry. I . . . Monica told me a . . . secret. Yesterday. I can’t say what the secret was because I promised not to tell anyone. Today I told her . . . like . . . the . . . secret made me . . . sad. And she felt guilty. She felt guilty because she made me sad. That—that’s it.”

Miss Kennedy stares into my eyes without blinking, and I feel like she’s shining a hot light on me and asking me if I killed someone or robbed a bank. “Charlie, I trust you. You haven’t lied to me before. And I know you respect other people’s feelings and you don’t like being mean.

“I’m going to find Monica and make sure she’s okay. If I ask her what happened, I trust that she’s going to tell me the same story you just told me. Right, Charlie?”

I just stare at her, too nervous to talk.

“Right? Charlie?”

I feel like I’m hypnotized. I’m just staring at her, I can’t think. I nod my head yes all of a sudden, but I didn’t even plan to do that.

~      ~      ~

Miss Kennedy brings Monica back to the recess room. I’m sitting at the table we were at together, fiddling with puzzle pieces, but not putting any together without her.

Monica sits down next to me and hugs my neck tight. She whispers in my ear, “I’m sorry, Charlie. I didn’t want you to see the Snake Lady too.” Her clothes don’t smell bad today; they smell normal.

On the other side of the room, Kevin starts making smoochy noises. In a high, girly voice, he says, “Ohhhh, Charlie. Ohhhh, I love you.” I hate that guy. Stupid jerk. I hope he falls down riding his bike and breaks all his bones and has to stay home from school in a full body cast the rest of the year, and he only has a hole for his mouth big enough to fit in a straw, so he has to drink all his food, and then gets held back a grade and I never see him again.

Monica whispers, “I might know a way to make the Snake Lady go away. I’ll tell you tomorrow if it works.” She pats me on the shoulder and then picks up some puzzle pieces and gets back to it.

“What did you say to Miss Kennedy? She asked me why you cried. I said you told me a secret and then I told you your secret made me sad, and you felt guilty, and that’s why you cried. I didn’t know what else to say without mentioning you-know-who.”

She nods. “Good idea. I didn’t tell her anything. I just said it was private, and that you didn’t do anything bad or mean to make me cry, that I just cried because I was upset about something.”

Huh. I would never even think to say to a grown-up that something was private. I thought grown-ups had the right to know anything they wanted to know about kids.

Monica says, “The Snake Lady told me if I told other kids about her, she’d leave me alone. That’s not why I told you, though, I swear. I told you ‘cause—I think ‘cause I knew you’d believe me and nobody else did. You’re the only kid I told, the other people were grownups. But, I think she’s lying, the Snake Lady. I don’t think she’ll go away if I tell more kids. I think she just says that so more kids’ll find out about her. I’m not sure why I think that, but that’s how I feel in my gut. That’s not how I think I can make her go away. I’ll tell you about that tomorrow if it works like I think it will.; I don’t wanna jinx it.”

~      ~      ~

That night before I get in bed, I do my usual routine:

One: look under my bed and in my closet with a flashlight.

Two: tuck my sheets and covers between the mattress and the hard mattress.

Three: put on the night light in the hall and leave my door open six inches. Actually, tonight I decide to leave the door all the way open, just to be safe.

Four: open my window a little bit.

Monica said she thought she knew a way to make the Snake Lady go away. I wonder what it was, and why she didn’t tell me about it today.

While I’m laying in bed trying to stay calm, going over the lines from a scene in Sonic to keep me distracted, Jake walks by my open door.

“You want this closed?”

“No, it’s okay. I want it open.”

He gives me the okay symbol with his hand. “Did you get spooked?”

“I got spooked.”

“Alright. Remember, I’m right down the hall. Nothing can get you because I’d run in and kick its ass all up and down the house. K?”

“K. Thanks, Brunc.”

“No problem. That’s what big brothers are for. And I don’t mean that in the cliché way. That’s literally what big brothers are for. My job is to kick the ass of anything that tries to get in here and hurt you. I mean, especially since I’m a bruncle. Like, if you’re nine and I’m eleven, if a bad guy gets in here, I can’t do much more than you can. But I’m twenty. All kinds of muscles and chest hair and a deep voice. I’ll go straight-up Van Damme on a bad guy.”

“Can you do a straight out split like he does?”

He nods his head up and down real slow, something he always does when he’s full of crap. “Of course. Of course. Piece of cake. But not right now. It’ll get me too amped up before bed.”

I laugh and it makes me feel better. My mom used to make me laugh about silly stuff before bed to help me not be so tense when I went to sleep.

Jake sorta drifts away, and then I’m alone again. I feel better having my door all the way open. Maybe if the Snake Lady comes again and is laughing, Jake will hear it and come help me.

The light from the night light only makes it as far into my room as the edge of the door. The rest of the room is black and shadowy.

I can’t concentrate enough to do the lines from Sonic. I try doing something simpler. Something I don’t have to think about at all. I do my times tables.

One times one equals one. One times two equals two. One times three equals three . . .

I go up as high as I know—12 times 12 equals 144—and start over. When I’m back at the threes, I hear the hissing.

I stop counting, pull the covers up to my chin, try to breathe in a square like mom taught me. While you’re breathing, you picture a square in your mind. Deep breath in, going up the left side of the square, one two three four. Hold the breath in, going across the top of the square, one two three four. Let the breath out, coming down the right side of the square, one two three four. Hold the breath in, going across the bottom of the square to get back to the beginning, one two three four.

“Charrrrrlieeeeeeee.” Oh my God, she knows my name.

Her voice sounds like a big witch’s pot of blood, bones, and hair, boiling over while she scrapes the inside of the pot with a spoon covered in rusty nails. It gives me a cold feeling in my teeth and makes my shoulders go up.

“CHARRRRRRRlieeeeee.”

Jake, can you hear that? I don’t hear anything coming from his room; he probably has his headphones on.

The giggling starts again, that scratchy, sick sound with the itchiness of a million angry, hungry bugs underneath it. It tickles in my ears.

I’m too scared to move. Too scared to call for Jake. Too scared that if I do anything, then this’ll be for real. Maybe if I just stay perfectly still, and don’t say anything, and barely even breathe, maybe this’ll stay just a thing that’s in my mind.

Maybe it is all in my mind. Monica told me about this thing that scared her, and then I got that idea in my head, and now I’m just imagining what it would be like if I saw the Snake Lady. Or maybe I’m dreaming. It’s just a dream. A nightmare.

“CHARRRRRRRlieeeeeeee. I am HUNgryyyyy.”

Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Shut up. You’re not real.

It’s almost like she heard me saying she’s not real in my head, because the closet door rattles. I close my eyes tight.

The closet door rattles again.

I keep my eyes shut.

The closet door starts to slowly creak open. I open one eye and see the shadow of long, bony fingers with long pointy nails gripping the door from the inside and pushing it open.

When the door is all the way open, there’s a wet squishy sound of something dragging across the rug. I can’t see what it is. All I see is the shadow growing on the wall across from it.

In the center of the shadow there’s a red glow. The shadow gets bigger, and the smell of a nursing home gets stronger. I pull the covers up over my nose.

The shadow of the Snake Lady turns to face me, and I see the red glow is coming from her eyes. Her eyes are close to the ceiling, so she must be a couple feet taller than Jake. Her eyes seem like they’re floating in the dark, like her body and face are made out of shadows and the only solid part is her eyes. The light shining from them is like two road flares burning out of her eye holes; the light comes out as far as the foot of my bed.

I can see her eyes so clearly. Red with bloodshot veins that are white. Black in the center and black in both corners, the part where my eyes are white. Long spiky eyelashes poke out all over the place. Her eyes’re too wide open. I can’t see the rest of her face—I can’t see the rest of her at all—but I can tell that her eyes are, like, smiling at me.

Not smiling. Laughing. Her eyes are laughing at me. The same way Kevin’s do when he’s making fun of me.

“CHARRRRRRRlieeeeeeee. I am going to get you.” She makes a really gross, wet, slurping sound, and more sick, scratchy laughing.

Jake, please help. Please come out of your room to go to the bathroom or something. My door is open and you’ll see the red glow and walk by to see what’s going on. I wanna yell for help, but it’s like my brain is frozen.

I wait for her to come closer so I can see exactly what she looks like in the light from the nightlight. But she doesn’t move. She just stands there, staring at me, laughing at me with her big red road-flare eyes. Why doesn’t she just come closer and do whatever she’s gonna do to me? Just do it already. Claw at me. Bite me. Do something. Don’t just stand there staring at me like that, it’s making it so much worse!

Oh. That’s the point, isn’t it? To drag it out. To make it as horrible for me as possible. It’s fun for her. Last night she just made noises in the closet and terrified me. Tonight she’s staring at me from the dark so all I can see are her eyes.

I hate this. I hate the Snake Lady. I want my mom. I want my mom to show up right now as a ghost and kick this monster lady’s butt all over the house for trying to hurt her baby.

I shut my eyes tight. The Snake Lady’s eyes are so bright I can still see the red glow through the skin of my eyelids.

I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die.


CHAPTER 7 — The Snake Lady

My name is Nantlicoatl. The children call me the Snake Lady.

I am made of imagination.

I was created by a six-year-old girl named Metzli in Mexico City in the year 1935.

Every generation births an infinitesimally small group of special children with supernaturally powerful imaginations. These rare children can dream up a monster like me and, with nothing but the sheer force of their will and the potency of their fear, conjure us into the material world. They do this not because they want to, but because they fixate on their worst fear until it is made manifest.

I am passed from child to child as a story. Once a child matures enough to abandon their imagination and cling to logic and reason, they become immune to the story—they are unable to see me, and I am unable to visit them or do them harm.

I am always hungry.

I feed not on a child’s flesh, but on their suffering. Their terror. Their agony.

Once Metzli, my god and creator, infected a dozen children with the story of my existence, I devoured her. She suffocated in my contented belly, the most delicious meal I have ever had—or ever will, for that matter. Nothing can match the ethereal pleasure of destroying your creator, a fact I had to learn the hard way. Had I known this, I would have waited years before consuming her.

Now I chase a high that I know I will never again attain.

I do not need to extinguish a child’s life to sate my hunger. I can sustain myself thoroughly on a child’s prolonged torment and then move on, let them live their lives, grow up, fulfill their dreams, have children of their own. I could one day feast on their progeny. I choose to snuff out their life force because I hate them. I despise all children. Their beauty. Their innocence. Their happiness. Their hope. Their potential. Their love.

I am a curse. I live in darkness. I will never see the sun. Never have a friend. Never see someone smile at my approach. Never love or be loved. I am hate and hunger.

I lack a persistent form. When each child hears my story, their imagination weaves me into a unique beast. The first time I emerge from a child’s mind, from the dark recesses they fear most in their sleeping chamber, I discover my new shape. Perhaps I have the fangs of a cobra, or rows of shark teeth. Perhaps I have spindly human limbs. Perhaps I am an enormous boa constrictor with the face of a crone and no other human features. Perhaps I am a woman with a proportionate viper’s head. I may be no larger than a bear cub, or I may be so gigantic I must hunch at all times to avoid the ceiling.

My red eyes are my only persistent trait.

I am without a reflection, so, with each novel transmogrification, I look down at myself and feel around my anatomy—assuming I have feelers of some sort.

I can appear in multiple places at once—as many places as there are children contaminated by my story. So, I have many simultaneous forms.

Tonight, I stand at the foot of Charlie Sharmonts’ bed, where I am eight feet tall with eyes that burn in their sockets and skeletal arms like the forelegs of a praying mantis that end in long, jagged claws.

At the same time, I am about to slither out from under the bed of Aaron Wagner, where I am a segmented cottonmouth covered in putrid mucous and my tongue is a flayed woman’s face.

At the same time, I hover above the bed of Monica Russell, the length of my fluorescent python torso lined with translucent butterfly wings that constantly flap in syncopation. I have sagging, wrinkled breasts in this form, and legs like a Komodo dragon—with the same long, thin, yellow, forked tongue that large lizard uses to sample the air in search of food. I have a human head with a face that looks like a distorted version of Monica’s great grandmother Gladys. Gladys was a miserable, belligerent woman Monica feared until the day the old woman died from respiratory failure during the most recent pandemic.

Tonight, Monica has a friend lying in the crook of her elbow: a little black cat with a bolt of white lightning down its back. This is her new pet Bolt, who stares at me, squinting suspiciously, its tail thrashing with disdain. After observing the cat for a few seconds, I notice that Monica seems emboldened tonight. She has a gleam in her eye, and is not shielding her eyes with her fingers. Her cocksure demeanor puzzles me for a moment, and then I realize she believes her new feline companion will protect her from me.

This will be highly entertaining.

Bolt keeps its squinty eyes trained on me. Monica has a hand on the cat’s back. As the child tenses, the cat hisses at me.

I hiss back.

Bolt stands up, its back curved into an archer’s bow, all the fur poking straight up as if an electric current were running through it. Its feeble claws pierce the fabric of the child’s bedspread.

Monica whispers, “Get her, Bolt.”

I giggle as the inane creature takes one futile step toward me before leaping off the bed at my hovering form, its claws splayed, fangs bared, snarling, a tiny ball of furry, impotent rage hurtling into my torso until it bounces off harmlessly, claws and fangs unable to find purchase, and tumbles cartoonishly backward, landing on its white-lightning back with a furious howl before scuttling out of the room yowling obscenities into the night.

“Bolt! Bolt! Come back!” the imbecilic child cries.  

Unlike most children I visit, who become paralyzed and mute with fear just from the sight of me, Monica poses a flight risk, so I spit my venom on her to induce neuromuscular paralysis.

Monica manages to talk through pursed lips, the way ventriloquists do. “You promised me if I told three kids about you, you would leave me alone forever.”

“I did promise you that, MONNNNNNiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii-ccccccuhhhhhhhh.”

“I did it. I told two more kids today.”

“You’re lying. You only told one child about me. I have met sweet little Charlie. Afraid of his own shadow. Afraid of life itself, yet terrified of death. What a delicious treat he will make. I shall savor that one for quite some time.”

“Please don’t hurt him. He’s nice.”

“Well, if he is nice, then I certainly would not want to injure him. I tell you what: I promise you that I will not harm a single hair on his head. Does that make you feel better?”

“You’re lying. I bet even if I told three kids about you—or three hundred kids—you still wouldn’t leave me alone.”

I float down to the ground and lay my mouth—the wrinkled mouth of Great Grandma Gladys—in front of Monica’s tender little heels. I have fangs, but no teeth, just pink gums, because Gladys stopped wearing her dentures after severe weight loss rendered them too big for her mouth, a sight which horrified young Monica. “Such a smart little girl. So sad that you will never grow into a powerful, intelligent woman.”

She is unable to lower her head to look me in the eyes when she pleads for her life, her voice trapped in the back of her throat. “Please, don’t kill me. I didn’t do anything bad. Please. I’m a good girl.”

“MONNNNNNiiiiiiiiiiiiiccccccuhhhhhhhh, tell me, what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“I want to own a animal sanctuary.”

I knew this is how she would answer. Many children her age do not have as specific a dream, and I am very pleased that she does. “And why do you want to spend your life doing that?”

“Because taking care of animals makes me happy.”

“I want you to know something, Monica: I am going to kill you now—”

“No, please! Please! Mommy, help! Mommy!”

“She cannot hear you. What I want you to know is that, since you will not live to see another day, many many animals will suffer—dogs and cats and pigs and ponies will die alone and in pain because you were not alive to save them. And the first one will be Bolt.”

“Please! I have to help them! I need to grow up.”

Cackling, I unhinge my jaw and start slowly ingesting her from her feet. I love the acrid taste of children’s dirty little feet.

“I’ll tell two more kids at school about you. I swear to God. I’ll do whatever you want. Plllleeeeaasssseeeee.”

My ravenous mouth inches up over Monica’s ripe, succulent, helpless body with aching slowness. I watch the tears drip from the corners of both her big blue eyes as I envelop her more and more, as she realizes with grim certainty that she cannot bargain her way out of this, that these are her final moments. She will never know romantic love, never feel the immense pleasure of an orgasm, never hold her newborn child in her arms. I feel her heart racing as my decrepit gums pass over it. When I get to her chin, I stop to savor the torturous anticipation she is experiencing. Mmmmmm. Then I slide up over her head, tasting her salty tears the moment before I close my mouth over her.

Once I have fully ingested her, I evaporate the venom—it is only make-believe, after all—so that Monica thrashes and screams in the final three minutes of her wasted young life. Her screams are muffled by my thick, leathery skin.

No matter how many times I do this, the aspect of it that will always bring me the most joy is the knowledge that these children die of fright. I am not real. I am a figment of their imagination. Monica is not suffocating inside the belly of a great snake, she is lying on her bed alone, completely unfettered, capable of breathing normally. It is her mind, not I, that is murdering her.

She scrapes at my insides with her razor-thin fingernails, gagging on the stench, jerking her feet against my stomach because she cannot get enough leverage to kick.

Then comes that sublime moment of surrender, when this sweet little girl, a friend to all animals, runs out of breath, out of energy, of fight, of the will to go on. Her muscles tense as she begins her death spasms, and my gummy Great Grandma Gladys mouth widens into a fanged grin.

I lie there, euphoric, with Monica’s fresh corpse inside me, for hours. When I have had my fill of the delectable flavor of this particular tragedy, I dissolve back into the shadows, leaving a pristine carcass for Monica’s beloved parents to find once the sun has risen.


CHAPTER 8 — Charlie

After seeing the Snake Lady’s red road-flare eyes and hearing her scrapy voice say my name, I don’t sleep at all for the second night in a row.

I don’t even bother to cut up my waffles into six triangles and put syrup on them. I just tell Miss Janine I’m not hungry.

She puts her wrist on my forehead again. “Do you have a stomachache?”

“No.”

“Sore throat?”

“Uh uh.”

“Diarrhea?”

“No.”

“Headache?”

“Nope.”

She tilts my chin up and looks at my eyes. She makes the kinda worried face a doctor makes when they examine you. “How’d you sleep last night?”

“Not good.”

“Do you want to stay home today?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? I can—”

“No! I don’t wanna stay here!”

Her eyes get real big. “Okay, Charlie Brown. Sorry I asked.” She takes my waffles away and grabs the syrup.

While she’s cutting my waffles for herself with her back to me (she doesn’t do the six triangles like I do, she cuts all crazy different size pieces), I say, “Sorry, MJ. I’m not mad at you. I’m just—I need to get out of the house and be with my friends. I—that’s all.”

She turns around and wipes a drop of syrup off her chin. “I know, buddy. It’s okay. We all get cranky sometimes. If you need to talk about anything, I’m all ears.”

~      ~      ~

The first thing I notice when I walk into class is that Miss Kennedy’s eyes are all pink and puffy and bloodshot. Her nose is red. She was crying.

I don’t know what’s wrong, but it must be pretty bad for her to let us see her like this. I get all tight in my shoulders.

I look around the room to see if any of the kids are crying. No one is, and no one seems to know anything is wrong.

When Miss Kennedy plays the first thirty seconds of Mozart #13 on her phone, the signal that class is starting for the day, I look around the room and the only desk that’s empty is Monica’s.

Miss Kennedy drags her chair in front of her desk and sits down. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath and lets it out real slow with her mouth small like when you whistle. She opens her eyes and looks around at us, takes another deep breath, and says, “Gang, we’re not going to do our lessons today. I’m afraid I have some horrible news. So, I just want to take a second to prepare you that what I’m about to say is going to upset you. So, before I say it, let’s all take a deep breath, in the nose . . . and out the mouth. And I just want you to know that everything will be okay. Okay?”

I fold my hands on my desk and squeeze so hard that all my fingers turn dark red but the tips are white.

Tears start to come out of Miss Kennedy’s eyes before she starts to talk, “Um, there’s no—I’m just going to come out and say it because there’s . . . Last night, Monica Russell . . . died.”

I hear the words, but they don’t make any sense to me. They’re just a bunch of sounds that don’t go together. Last-night-Mo-ni-ca-Russ-ell-died. It’s gibberish.

A couple kids gasp. A couple start to cry. Kevin stands up and says, “No! She can’t be dead. She’s not dead! No!” And he bursts into tears and runs out of the room.

I don’t get it. I thought Kevin didn't like Monica and that’s why he made fun of her. But maybe he really really liked her, and that’s why he made kissy-face noises at us when he saw us sitting together, because he was jealous. My mom said sometimes kids are really mean when they actually really like someone but don’t know how to show it. It never made any sense to me. If I like someone, I’m extra nice to them, not mean. What’s the point of being mean to someone you like? It’ll just make them not like you.

Miss Kennedy stands up like she’s gonna follow Kevin, but then she sits back down and shakes her head. “Just so you know, we don’t know yet how she died, but apparently Monica passed in her sleep last night. Very peacefully. She wasn’t in pain. She didn’t suffer. As far as we know—that—she’s—um, she wasn’t sick, like, with cancer or a heart condition or anything like that. As far as I know, anyway. Like, I know your medical conditions because I need to know what to do if one of you gets sick in class . . .”

Miss Kennedy’s voice starts to get far away, and all mumbled, like how the teachers sound in Charlie Brown cartoons. And it looks like she’s moving away from me, or I’m moving backwards away from her, and she’s in a spotlight, and it’s dark all outside the circle she’s in and then the spotlight gets smaller and smaller until it’s just a dot.

“Charlie, are you okay?”

My eyes pop open and I see Miss Kennedy and some of the kids leaning over me.

How’d I end up on the floor?

When she sees that I’m awake, Miss Kennedy puts her hand on her heart and does a sigh of relief. “Are you alright?”

“I don’t know what happened. I was sitting there, and then you—I couldn’t hear you anymore, and it was like I was looking at you in a telescope. Did I fall down?”

“You fainted at your desk. I laid you down here. I think what happened was you got upset about Monica, and sometimes grief can manifest itself physically in our bodies. If we get overwhelmed, it’s like your body goes, ‘Okay, Charlie, that’s all I can take right now. I’m going to sleep. I’ll see you in a bit.’ Does that make sense?”

I nod and push myself so I’m sitting up. “Yeah. Makes sense. It happened to me when my mom died. I’m sorry I scared you.”

“Aw, Charlie, it’s okay.” Miss Kennedy gives me a big hug. “I’m just glad you’re alright.” She hands me a glass of cold water. “Drink some of this, okay?”

I take a few big gulps and then hand it back to her. “Thanks, that helps.” I get on my knees because I wanna stand up.

“Careful. Careful. Look at me. You feel dizzy or nauseous?”

“Uh uh. I just feel sad.”

Miss Kennedy helps me to my feet. “I want you to go see Mr. Nasuti. Craig, Neil, you go with him and hold his arms in case he gets woozy. Take the elevator. No stairs. Okay?”

While Craig and Neil walk with me to go see the school nurse, I hear Miss Kennedy say, “Steven, can you go look for Kevin in the bathroom, see if he’s okay?”

~      ~      ~

Riding in the elevator with Craig and Neil, my brain starts to work again. I realize why I passed out: because I know that Monica didn’t just die in her sleep, the Snake Lady got her, and I’m next.

Even though we’re only going down three floors, the elevator goes real slow, and I feel trapped in it and start to sweat. I just wanna get out.

Monica told me yesterday that she might have figured out a way to make the Snake Lady go away, and that she’d tell me about it today. So, either the Snake Lady got to her before she could try it, and now I’ll never know what it was, or she did try it and it didn’t work, and then it doesn’t matter.

If the Snake Lady got Monica, why does Miss Kennedy think she died peacefully in her sleep? Wouldn’t the Snake Lady eat her whole, and then there’d be nothing left of her, or chew her up and rip her apart? I don’t understand.

When the elevator doors open, I jump out.

~      ~      ~

Mr. Nasuti says I have a “clean bill of health,” which, I think, means I don’t have to pay for my visit.

He walks me back to my classroom and then talks to Miss Kennedy in the hall about me.

There are only five kids left in class out of 18. I ask Neil where everyone went. He says, “Miss Kennedy said we could all go home if we wanted to, if we were upset. I think most of the kids weren’t actually upset, they just were looking for an excuse to go home and play video games. The rest of us are still here because we don’t have a way to get home.”

When Miss Kennedy comes back, she has us put our chairs in a little circle and talk about how we’re feeling.

A girl named Callie says, “I feel scared because, if someone in my grade died, that means I could die too, and I didn't think that was possible. I thought dying was something old people do.”

A boy named Anders says, “I feel bad because I wasn’t very nice to Monica. If I knew she was gonna die soon, I would’ve been really nice to her all the time and gave her my desserts at lunch and played whatever games she wanted or do whatever would make her happy.”

When it’s my turn to talk, I don’t tell Miss Kennedy and the kids in the circle that I’m terrified because I know how Monica died and because I know I’m next. I don’t tell Callie that she’s absolutely right to be afraid that she could die too. We all could. I don’t say how I wonder if anyone in class will cry when I die. I know Miss Kennedy will, but I wonder which kids will. I know Kevin won’t. Instead of saying any of that, I say something else that’s true, but not really what I want to say. “I feel bad for Monica’s mom and dad. My mom always said she’d rather die a hundred thousand times than have to see me or my brother die. She said it was every parent’s worst nightmare and that no parent ever gets over it.

“I also think we should all go to a therapist to talk about our grief so we can process it. Maybe as a group, like this. I can give you the name of the guy I see about my mom. He’s great.”

Miss Kennedy smiles and gives me a thumbs up.

“Can I say one more thing?”

“Sure, Charlie.”

“So, if any of you are wondering about what it’s like to go to a funeral, I can tell you. It’s not too bad. I mean, it’s very sad, but it’s nothing to be scared of. You see the person dressed all nice like they’re going to a graduation or a wedding, and looking peaceful. It just looks like they’re sleeping. It’s not something scary like in a movie. The hardest part is seeing lots of people cry. And then after, you go out to eat and you try to make each other laugh and have a good time. If you have questions, I can answer them.”

~      ~      ~

Jake comes to pick me up after his last class.

When I get into his Elantra, he says, “Hey, man, I’m sorry about your friend.”

I give him a hug and don’t cry because I want to seem strong in front of him. I think if my mom was here, I would’ve cried to her. I want to cry and just let it out. I’ll do it when I’m alone. “How did you find out to come get me?”

“The school called Dad and Dad called me. He wants you to FaceTime him as soon as you get home.”

I nod. I’ll probably wait until after I cry to call him.

Jake taps on the thing that you click your seatbelt into to remind me to buckle up. When he pulls away from the school, he says, “I’m sorry Dad isn’t here for stuff like this. He should be.” He puts on his turning signal and gets into a different lane. “He should be.”

When we’re halfway home, he says, “Hey, do you wanna come with me and Kristen to Hershey Park this weekend? I promise it’s not a pity thing because of what happened to your friend. Kristen suggested it before today.”

“Oooh yeah, absolutely. Thanks! I can’t wait to meet my new Braunt.”

“Your what?”

“Well, if you’re Brunc, she’s Braunt.”

He shakes his head at me but keeps his eyes on the road. “No. The bruh part of Brunc is brother, obviously—this is your made-up nickname, you should know that. So, Kristen could be your—uh—Saunt. But not your Braunt. She’s a girl person.”

“Brunc, when you’re right, you’re right. She’s my Saunt. Saunt Kristen.”


CHAPTER 9 — The Snake Lady

During the day, I do not sleep.

I have never slept.

I spend my days behind the eyes of the children cursed with my parasitism, seeing what they see, hearing what they hear.

I know not only what they see and hear, but also whatever I learn while observing the world through them.

I am not able to read their minds, but I do not have to. After a few days of living with them at every moment, I know more about them than they know about themselves.

I have amassed 88 years worth of knowledge across many cultures, many vistas, many languages, many eras.

If I were ever able to have a conversation with a human adult, I would be captivating. I would be a popular dinner party guest.

I see Charlie Sharmonts’ world cloud over the moment he closes his bedroom door and can have the cry he seems to have been waiting to be alone to have. He presses his face into his pillow as he sobs, so that his brother and the housekeeper-cook do not hear him.

He talks to his father on his iPad from across the country. His father is a somewhat famous entertainer whose benign narcissism has been validated by throngs of fans, sinking him deeper into an emotional solipsism that has turned his older son against him and wounded his younger son in a way the child lacks the emotional vocabulary to recognize, much less articulate.

Charlie’s father loves him the only way a narcissist loves anyone: as an extension of himself. His fatherly love is merely a cleverly veiled extension of his overindulged self-love. He no doubt has convinced himself he spends all his time away from his family because he is building a legacy for them, and not a temple to his inner deity.

It is clear from the way Charlie praises the housekeeper-cook to his father that he secretly wishes for his father to wed her, so that she will officially be his new mother. Charlie would never admit this, of course, because he would consider it a brutal betrayal of his deceased mother, the focal point of his existence. His overactive empathy leads him to fret over the possibility of hurting the feelings of the dead.

Charlie does not recognize that the housekeeper-cook lacks the striking physical attractiveness and captivating charisma that a narcissist like his father requires for his consort, particularly now that he has ascended fairly high in the celebrity hierarchy.

~      ~      ~

Before beginning his nightly obsessive-compulsive sleep ritual, Charlie trepidatiously knocks on his older brother Jake’s bedroom door.

“Youuuuu ranggggg?” Jake speaks in a fake deep voice and makes his eyes droop. A pop culture reference I recognize but Charlie likely will not.

Charlie squints. “I didn’t ring. I knocked. There’s no bell—”

“It’s Lurch from The Addams Family.”

“Is that, like, a prequel to Wednesday?”

Jake shakes his head in mock disdain. “Kids today. No sense of history.”

Charlie taps his fingertips against his chin and taps his right foot, two of his most common telltale signs of nervous energy. “So, um, can you come in my room real quick? I think I heard something in my closet. Like a squirrel. Raccoon. Something.”

Oh, dear Charlie, you are checking your room for me, and you want your brother to protect you. Silly child. I am not in your closet. I am not under your bed. I am inside your head, burrowing deeper and deeper with the claws you fashioned for me, laying eggs.

As they enter his bedroom, Charlie holds up one finger to his brother. “Wait!” He steps into the corner next to his desk and grabs his little league bat, brandishing it above his head.

“You love animals. Are you gonna bash this thing’s brains in just because it’s on your turf?”

“I . . .  I don’t know. I guess not.” He lowers the bat and rests it on his shoulder. 

Jake reaches for the closet door handle.

“Just! Ahh! Be careful. It could jump out and scratch you or bite you or something. Rabies. I don’t know. Be prepared.”

Jake rolls his eyes. “Fine. Gimme the bat. I won’t hit it, but I’ll use it to deflect if something comes at me.” Jake takes the bat from Charlie and holds it down at his feet as he swings the door open and then jumps back, one hand up to his face. He looks down and sees nothing on the closet floor but abandoned toys and fallen clothes. “I don’t see anything.”

Charlie lets out his breath and unclenches his fists. 

“Okay. Maybe it was in the walls or outside and just sounded like it was—”

Jake throws back a sweatshirt from the closet floor and hops back. “I think it’s all clear, dude.”

Charlie nods, tapping his foot again. “Wait, while you’re here, just let me . . .” He lies on his belly and turns his head to look under his bed. He scans systematically from top to bottom, left to right, squinting into the darkness.

“Anything?”

Charlie pushes himself to his knees and hops up with youthful spryness. “Nope. Thanks for helping me check, Brunc.”

I am looking forward to tonight, Charlie. Showing a child my full form for the first time is always the second-best moment of this entire dance.

~      ~      ~

Through Charlie’s eyes, I see his placid bedroom, the calm before the storm.

As he settles down, I wait to be projected into the material world, a phenomenon I have no control over.

I have often wondered: if children knew that I inhabit their minds whenever I am not stalking around their bedrooms, would that knowledge terrify them so much that they would pray for me appear before them rather than remain within them?

Charlie scans the room back and forth in a perfectly regimented movement, like an oscillating fan. I see his tidy little desk, a picture of his recently deceased mother angled so he can see it from his bed. Then his dresser, also tidy, but the second drawer from the top does not close properly, which I am sure irks him to no end. Then a bookcase with a shelf of Lego space shuttles and lunar landers, two shelves of books about outer space, and a shelf of books about trains. Then his closet door, with two rows of slats, top and bottom, that he can see into during the day. Over the top set of slats is a poster of a movie he loves called Sonic the Hedgehog. Then his bedroom door, open all the way for the second night in a row. Then his nightstand, with a lamp whose shade is covered with celestial bodies, and a space shuttle alarm clock.

The desk, the dresser, the bookcase, the closet, the open door, the nightstand.

The desk, the dresser, the bookcase, the closet, the open door, the nightstand.  

The desk, the dresser, the bookcase, the closet, the open door, the nightstand.  

Again and again. The monotony is as palpable as it is pathetic. I cannot wait to burst forth from Charlie’s mind-cage and wreak a tiny bit of havoc in this suburban slice of tranquility.

Without warning, I feel the burning effervescent sensation in my core that heralds my departure from the confines of Charlie’s skull. I do not believe Charlie—nor any other child—has any awareness of this moment of release.

I appear on the floor of his closet with a fleeting sensation of freezing cold and the sound of the violent tearing of a large membrane—or so the sound is for me. Each time I am made flesh, I begin as small as a mite, so the accompanying sound is correspondingly microscopic. I am under Charlie’s sweatshirt, and at this size, it seems as though I am staring up at a gray sky that stretches infinitely in every direction. With each passing moment, I double in size, and I reach my full form in under fifteen seconds. I yank the sweatshirt off the top of my head and let it fall silently to the floor.

The pure giddiness I feel in the time between when I cross into the material world and when I make myself known to the child I am tormenting is akin to how children feel during a game of Hide and Seek. The thrilling anticipation of my impending entrance is more potent than the payoff.

I keep my eyes closed and keep my back to the closet door to prevent the red glow from giving me away. I do not have to breathe, and I can remain perfectly still for an eternity. Many nights I will hide in a child’s closet or under their bed for hours, riding that anticipation, reveling in the false sense of security they have. I just have to make sure the child does not fall asleep; once they are asleep, my form evaporates. But many of the children are worrywarts like Charlie, and I have all the time in the world. On rare occasion, a child has gone into their closet to retrieve something and found me inside, prompting me to pounce on them dramatically and give them the kind of fright that often induces fainting.

The only thing that could give me away in this moment is my odor—another aspect of my form that varies from child to child. I have smelled like sulfur, vomit, feces, a decaying animal, rotten eggs, human body odor, spoiled fish, an infected wound—far too many to name. To Charlie, I smell like the elderly, meaning one of Charlie’s biggest fears is growing old and infirm.

Worry not, young Charlie, I will ensure that you not only never grow old, but never even glimpse puberty.

Every half-minute or so, I feel Charlie’s gaze drift over the closet door like the meandering flash of headlights from a passing vehicle. I hear his metered breathing, a technique he surely learned from his mother. Inhale: one two three four. Hold: one two three four. Exhale: one two three four. Hold: one two three four. Good, Charlie, breathe deeply, take control of the chaos in your racing thoughts and your fluttering heart. Lull yourself into a false sense of security.  

I do not believe Charlie will sleep at all tonight, and so I take my time. After more than two hours of lying in wait, I creak the floorboards. I hear Charlie’s shocked intake of air. I freeze once more, allowing him to think it was just the house settling.

Several minutes later, when his breathing has normalized, I creak the floorboards again. Another sharp intake of air. He whimpers like a puppy, so pathetic and anemic, and I cannot help myself. I start to snicker. A little at first, but then it starts to roll out, as water in an unwatched pot boils over. I cover my mouth with one of the oversized, clawed hands Charlie imagined for me, but the sound of my muffled giggles persists.

“Jake.” Charlie whispers. “Help.”

The first two nights, he was unable to find his voice. Good for you, Charlie. This is much less fun for me if you do not put up any fight. Unearned acquiescence is a huge disappointment for me.

I turn around and open my eyes so Charlie can see the red glow seeping through the closet slats. The hand that had been covering my mouth pushes the closet door open, but I linger in the shadows, prolonging my reveal. From the muted quality of Charlie’s panting, I can tell he has his covers up past his nose.

“Jake!” A little bit louder now, but barely audible through the comforter.

I will have to silence him before his brother hears him. I can only be seen by the child who imagined me; if any other person is about to see me, my form is temporarily obliterated to prevent that, and I cannot reconstitute myself to that child until the next night.

The talons on my webbed feet scrape the hardwood floor as I trundle out of the closet. I step into the light from the hallway so Charlie can get a good look at me.

Though I cannot see my face, I have felt it extensively. My enormous head is walnut-shaped with ovular sunken pockets of flesh and drooping jowls dangling from my jawline. My mouth is like a jagged line slashed across the skin of a rotting pumpkin. My lips seal every time I close my mouth, and to open my mouth, I must lower my jaw to tear the flesh. My teeth feel like splintered bone shards of varying lengths; I picture my smile as two skylines of demonic skeletal cities, one facing down and one facing up. My tongue is lined with what feel like baby teeth.

I am so tall, the top of my walnut skull drags across the ceiling. My shoulders slope up into gnarled knots. My skeleton is humanoid, with a barrel-shaped ribcage that serves as the roof for a great, distended belly. Semitranslucent skin stretches over my belly, and as the hallway light hits it, I see what I have felt from the inside: the masticated, partially digested carcass of Monica Russell, lying on top of the meaty bones and body parts of other young victims. Like the rest of me, Monica’s corpse and the body parts are purely a figment of Charlie’s imagination.

As I lift my arms to envelop Charlie in my cold, damp shadow, I see his mouth opening, preparing to scream. I drop my jaw, causing the sealed skin around my lips to tear and bleed, and my tongue juts out, spraying my venom across Charlie’s cherubic face.

In this incarnation of my form, my venom has the distinct, resinous scent of acrylic and clove oil. This tells me that Charlie—like many children before him—suffers from acute dentophobia.  

With my venom thickly coated over his pursed mouth, Charlie believes he can neither move nor scream. I watch his eyes widen, his nostrils flared as he hyperventilates. He has two pillows propping him up, his head tilted at a 45-degree angle, so he has no choice but to stare into my burning red eyes.

I can hear his tiny, fragile heart racing as I step closer to the bed. I stoop over, folding my spine. He flinches when my elongated claws grip the bedspread and yank it down away from him, exposing his gray NASA pajamas. I have always found it adorably hilarious that all children confer their blanket with the power to shield them from monsters, demons, goblins, vampires, zombies, werewolves, and everything else that goes bump in the night. It is nothing but a flimsy piece of cloth. So silly.

Dragging the bedspread to the floor, I see Charlie’s bare feet, his toes curled. I drag one broken, pointy  fingernail up and down the length of his left sole. “CHARRRRRRRlieeeeee. I am hungry. Will you be my midnight snack?”

I close my mouth and smile wide, cracking the corners of my lips. The skin of my lips rip and bleed again as I open my mouth, my eyes smiling as I unhinge my jaw, and I open wide enough to fit Charlie’s delectable, unwashed feet in my mouth. He attempts in vain to look toward his bedroom door, eyes paralyzed, probably hoping to see his big brother coming to his rescue. Tears ooze out, rolling down his little chipmunk cheeks as I rest my chin on his bed and start to slide my mouth forward.

Mmmm, his feet are sweaty and dirty. My eyes roll back as my baby-teeth-lined tongue laps at his filthy heels. Yum yum yummmmmmmmm.

Do not worry, Charlie, tonight is not the night I end your life. I will drag this out for as long as I can, making sure you tell at least a couple of your classmates about me before I send you into perpetual darkness. I wish I could follow you into that abyss, to revel in your realization that your mother is not waiting for you—that there is eternal life, but you spend it alone, blind, deaf, and dumb.

Once I release his feet from my gaping, blood-soaked maw, I stand up and say, “CHARRRRRRRlieeeeee. If you tell four of your little friends about me, I promise I will leave you alone.”

His face paralyzed from my venom, mouth closed, he says from his throat, “You’re lying.” To a human listener, his words would sound like muffled gibberish, but I understand him perfectly.

I cannot help but chuckle at the astuteness of his skepticism regarding my false promise.

I hear footsteps in the hall. No! Not now. Let me have my fun! I have waited so patiently for this moment. Do not rob me of this euphoria and cast me back into Charlie’s restless mind.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see a long shadow eclipsing me as Charlie’s older brother approaches. This is so unfair. I am partly to blame. I should have closed Charlie’s bedroom door. Damn my hubris!

Just before Jake passes in front of Charlie’s open door, I combust into octillions of miniscule blood-orange embers.


CHAPTER 10 — Jake

Pausing the episode of BoJack Horseman I’ve been half-watching, I get up to take a pee. It’s the middle of the night.

Walking past my little brother’s open bedroom door, I glance in and see him lying stiff as a board, arms at his sides, bare feet sticking up, covers on the floor. Huh, that’s weird.

A split second after I pass his door, he lets out the most insane, blood-curdling shriek I’ve ever heard come out of anyone in my life. It catches me so off guard that I fall to one knee and, if I’m not mistaken, two drops of pee come out.

I scramble into Charlie’s room and find him lying as he was before I passed by, still screaming, his face beet red, mouth and eyes creepily wide—like Donald Sutherland in the final shot of the ’78 version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

“Charlie! Charlie! What’s wrong?”

He doesn’t move, doesn't seem to see me, keeps screaming bloody murder. He’s crying. I grab him by the shoulders and shake him. “Charlie! Charlie!”

Grabbing him seems to break the spell, and his rigid body relaxes. He grabs my arms like we’re skydiving and he doesn’t have a parachute. Sucking in air desperately, as if he hadn’t been able to breathe until now, he hugs me so hard he pushes air out of my lungs in an involuntary moan. The back of his pajama top is drenched in sweat. “Oh my God, Jake. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.”

He sobs against my T-shirt, and I just hug him and let him cry. “It’s alright, dude. It’s alright. It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re fine. I’m here, man.”

Once he’s cried himself out, he collapses back onto the bed with an exasperated sigh, utterly exhausted. “Awww. Oh God. Thank God.” He wipes his eyes. “Sorry, Jake. Sorry.”

I put my hand on his chest and try to transfer my calm to him, something our mom did often, and much more effectively. “You don’t have to apologize, man. Can you tell me what happened?”

He shakes his head no and tightens his mouth the way he did as a toddler when Mom would try to spoon-feed him medicine.

“You don’t wanna tell me?”

“Uh uh.”

I pat his chest and withdraw my hand. “You don’t have to be embarrassed. You can tell me anything and I’m not gonna make fun of you, I promise.”

“I just, uh—I, um—uh, I, uh, had a real real real bad nightmare. Like the worst one of my whole entire lifetime.”

Oh man, this is about the little girl in his class. She died in her sleep. He probably had a nightmare that he was dying or something. Poor kid. “Do you wanna tell me what the nightmare was about?”

He shakes his head no. “I can’t.”

“Sure you can. Like I said, you can te—”

“I can’t, Jake. I’m sorry. I just—I’m not—can’t.”

I stand up and back away from him. “No worries. No problem. Hey, I gotta pee so bad, I’ll—be right back.”

“Okay.” He springs out of bed and follows me into the hall.

I leave the bathroom door open while I pee because I can tell he can’t stand to be alone right this minute. When I come out, he walks in front of me, passes his bedroom, and walks into mine.

He turns around and wrings his hands. “Look, I know this is gonna make me seem like a big fat giant baby, but can I sleep in here with you tonight? You can keep watching TV or whatever, I will be a quiet thing in the corner you won’t even notice. I’ll be like a teddy bear.”

I laugh at the mental image of him sitting in the corner with lifeless eyes like a doll. “Yeah, you can sleep in here. Get the fold-out thing from Mom’s closet and set up camp right there.” I point to the side of the bed closer to the door.

He blows out the air in his lungs slowly and softly, like he’s smoking weed. “Thank you. Thanks. You’re a good big brother.”

Aww, thanks, man. “I would argue that I am, in fact, the best big brother in the entire universe. Numero. Uno.”

He smiles. “Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far. Maybe, maybe, the best big brother on the planet. Possibly the solar system. But, the entire whole universe? That’s kinda cocky.”

“Alright, Seinfeld, go get your shit and then show me your best teddy bear impression.”

He zooms down the hall and lugs that heavy fold-up cot thing back to my room in thirty seconds flat. Then he sprints into his room and comes back panting like a dog with his pillow and blanket. He leaves my door open enough to see the nightlight in the hall.

After a couple minutes fiddling with the fold-up cot thing, he gets it open and plops down on it, pulling the covers over him. I can see his hands on top of the covers—they’re shaking.

I hit play on BoJack.

“Brunc?”

I hit pause on BoJack. “Yeah?”

I turn to see him sitting up on the cot. He’s hiding his hands under the covers now, but I can still tell they’re shaking. “Can we play cards for a little bit. Or 20 Questions or something? I need to—my mind is—it won’t stop.”

Can’t say no to a nine-year-old with big, scared eyes and trembling hands. “You got it, buddy. You pick the game.”

He looks up at the ceiling for a few seconds, then nods to himself and runs out of the room. I hear him scamper down the stairs, clicking on lights and then clicking them off again, and he returns with checkers.

He has trouble setting up the pieces because he can’t keep his hands still, so I help him out. He lets me be red.

He’s at an age where I refuse to let him win at anything, even on the day where his friend died. If he’s gonna beat me, he’s gonna beat me fair and square.

I win the first game, but it’s very close.

He asks for best-of-three and I say sure. He beats me handily in the second game, and by now his hands have stopped shaking.

I kick his ass in the third game, and he takes the loss like a gentleman. He lifts the board, folds it into a V, and pours the remaining pieces back into the box.

“Ok. Go to sleep. Show me your best teddy bear impression. Keep it zipped. I’m watching this.”

“You got it, Brunc.”

I hit play on Bojack. Before I finish the episode, Charlie is snoring.

~      ~      ~

The next day, I spend my walk from my last class rehearsing another little speech I need to make when I meet up with Kristen, who told me she’d be reading a book under her favorite tree.

I like that she has a favorite tree. And that she loves to read as much as I do. Even if all she likes to read is—barf—nonfiction.

I contemplate sneaking up on her, but she sees me coming a mile away. “Hey, good lookin’.”

“What’s a beautiful girl like you doing reading a dry, boring book like that?” I can’t even see the title of the book from here; I’m just making an educated guess.

“It’s neither dry nor boring. It’s fascinating. It’s called The Optimism Bias. It’s about how all human beings are irrationally optimistic because it’s the only way to survive. Like, if we all were honest about the fact that any one of us could die at any minute, we would be constantly depressed and just lying down doing nothing, because we’d be all, ‘What’s the point?’”

“Hmmm. That does sound interesting, honestly. But, I want a plot. And punching. Shooting. Maybe stabbing. You got any of that?”

Kristen shakes her head. I lean over and kiss her. “I need to ask you something and I want to get it over with now because—I just do.”

She tenses up a little. “Sounds ominous. Well, pull up a . . . patch of grass.”

I sit next to her with my legs folded under me. “So, you’re being a really great girlfriend being cool with Charlie coming to Hershey Park tomorrow.”

She hooks her arm in mine and kisses my neck. “I am a really great girlfriend. We’re starting off in total agreement. Proceed.”

I take her hand and lace my fingers through hers. “And I don’t wanna take advantage of your generosity at all. You know? Like, tonight’s gonna be your first night sleeping at my place, and I know you’re probably in your head, like, ‘Yeah, tonight’s gonna be the shit. I bet Jake and I spend the whole night giving each other HJs and stuff. Can’t wait!’”

She crinkles her nose. “What are HJs?”

“Hand jobs.”

“Jake, ew. You think I think we’re gonna give each other hand jobs tonight? I don’t have a problem with the act, but the name for it is so—it’s like when someone says ‘penis.’ I just—it’s too clinical. Plus, why wouldn’t we do mouth stuff, or just, like, normal, actual sex?”

I force an awkward smile. “This is what I’m gettin’ at. I am . . . asking you . . . if you would mind it . . . terribly . . . if Charlie were sleeping on a cot next to us?”

She tilts her head in this really cute way that I love. “Aw, yeah, a sleepover. It’ll be fun. We can tell scary stories or something. Play games.”

I love this girl so much. I will marry her and we will have four kids and that’s that. I didn’t even have to tell her the reason why Charlie might be sleeping with us. “No scary stories—that’s the—Charlie slept next to me last night because he had like—I don’t know—a night terror or something. He just—he woke up screaming bloody murder, it was actually terrifying to me.”

She makes this really cute sympathetic face. “Aw, poor kid. Is it because of your mom?”

“No, it’s—I mean, yeah, that’s always part—but, no, yesterday, a little girl in his class died.”

“Oh my God! What happened? Why didn’t you tell me?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. It just felt like it’s too soon to be dumping this kind of stuff on you. I’m trying to have a honeymoon phase for us. Y’know?”

She strokes my cheek with her free hand. “That’s very sweet, but you need to know you can come to me with anything. It doesn’t matter that we’re new. We’re together. We’re a couple now. A unit. So, if a bad thing happens to you, it happens to me. K?”

“What’s your ring size? This finger.” I tap the third finger on my left hand.

Kristen blushes. “You’re playing with fire, pal. I am gonna get it in my head that we are getting wed, and you’re gonna realize you’re twenty and look like a model and are in no rush to be tied down. Okay, enough of that baloney. What happened to this little girl? Was Charlie close with her?”

“She was new in school. I don’t think he knew her well, but I think they hit it off. She died in her sleep the night before last. I have no idea what happened. Charlie said his teacher said she didn’t have some pre-existing thing that she knew of. So, you know, I think Charlie thinks now he’s gonna die in his sleep because he’s that kind of worrywart kid who assumes everything bad he hears about is gonna happen to him next. I don’t think he has a drop of that optimism bias you’re reading about.”

“Well, I think it’s great that you’re willing to let him sleep in your room. And if he needs to do that for a couple weeks or whatever, then that’s what you have to do. He’s more important. Ya know? I mean, I can always give myself an HJ. Right?”

I shake my head and smirk disapprovingly. “You can’t give yourself an HJ. That’s just masturbation.”

Kristen looks around to make sure no one is in earshot. “What say you and me go to my room right now and do everything but HJs now since we can’t later?”

“I like the way you think.”

~      ~      ~

Charlie sits on the fold-up cot thing running his tongue back and forth across his upper lip, trying to decide on his next move against Kristen.

Seeing how good she is with him, how well they get along, has me picking out a house in my head where Kristen and I will live.

Charlie moves a red checker forward but keeps his finger on it, then moves it back and shakes his head. He does this two more times before deciding on a move. Without looking up from the board, he says, “Sorry I’m buttin’ in on your alone time, Kristen.”

Kristen turns to me with a look of mild shock. She looks back at Charlie “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m having fun. I love sleepovers. You’re pretty empathetic for a nine-year-old, you know that, Charlie?”

“I’m pathetic?” he pouts.

Kristen leans over the board and hugs him. “No no no. You’re not pathetic at all. I said you’re empathetic. E-M-P-A-T-H-E-T-I-C. It means you care about how other people are feeling, like you’re tuned in to it.”

Charlie nods slowly, trying to grasp the concept. “Is that like sympathetic?”

“Yeah, it’s very similar. But empathetic is even better than sympathetic. Sympathetic is like, ‘I can sorta guess how you must feel,’ and empathetic is like, ‘I can actually feel what you’re feeling in my heart.’ That make sense?”

He strokes his chin thoughtfully, something he picked up from our dad. “I think you’re right. Like, if I see someone at school get made fun of, and I know they’re upset, I get sick to my stomach.”

Kristen makes her cute aww face and puts her hand on Charlie’s cheek. I can almost hear him falling in love with her in his mind. “That’s it exactly. You’re a very sensitive person. It can be really hard, huh?”

He nods, closing his eyes as if to say, You said it, sister.

“But it makes you a really good person. I wish I had a little brother like you.”

Charlie beams. “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

Kristen shakes her head. “It’s just me. I grew up just me and my mom. I think that’s why I like this sleepover so much. I always wanted brothers.”

“Me and Jake can be your brothers!”

I wave my fingers back and forth in front of my throat to kill that idea. “Nope. No, sir. I don’t wanna be Kristen’s brother. We make out. That’s not a good idea. You can be her little brother. But that’s where it ends.”

“Deal!” Kristen and Charlie say at the same time.

What have I gotten myself into?

~      ~      ~

I give Charlie three milligrams of melatonin before bed and he sleeps through the night beside Kristen and me without incident.

I drive us to Hershey Park in the morning. One great thing about having a famous comedian dad is he has lots of money and gave me my own credit card for when he’s away, which is all the time. It has a $5,000 limit on it (he pays it off every month), and my dad says I can spend it on anything Charlie or I want. So today is on Dad.

There’s this dueling wooden coaster called Lightning Racer that Charlie loves. It has two tracks, Lightning and Thunder, and they each send off a train of cars at the same time, and the two trains “race.” Charlie wants to go on with Kristen and for them to race me. I pick Lightning because Thunder almost always wins, and when Thunder does win, Charlie says, “In yo FACE, sucka!”

Kristen mothers Charlie all day, and he seems to love it every bit as much as I do. We get hot dogs at Burke’s with all kinds of stuff on top—I get chili and cheese, Charlie gets beans and tater tots, Kristen gets a fried egg on hers—and after we’re done, she won’t let Charlie go on any rides for an hour because she doesn’t want him to get sick.

At the end of the day, we go to Chocolate World, and I let Charlie get whatever he wants. He gets a $20 Kit Kat bar that’s bigger than his head, 3 packs of Extra Long Twizzlers, and a bucket of assorted candy from the Amazing Candy Machine.

On the drive home, he eats half of one piece of the giant Kit Kat (the package is 2 lbs, so each stick is half a pound), gets chocolate on the back of both front seat headrests, says he feels “pukey” for the rest of the drive, and then is bouncing off the walls when we get home.

Kristen looks up ways to counteract the caffeine in Charlie’s system so we can get him to go to sleep. We make him drink, like, six cups of water so he’ll pee out the caffeine; I have him run on the treadmill for a while to tire him out. I microwave a couple Super Pretzels for him, to soak up the caffeine. When none of that works, and it’s 2AM, despite vehement protests from my lovely girlfriend, I make him drink a green apple Smirnoff Ice and that does the trick.

Charlie says he really likes the taste of Smirnoff Ice, and I tell him that’s too bad because he won’t have another one until the year 2035. I give him melatonin again and he sleeps through the night beside Kristen and me.

~      ~      ~

Charlie insists on coming with me to drive Kristen back to school Sunday afternoon.

I can tell from their lingering hug goodbye outside my car that they’re both hopelessly smitten with each other. As happy as this makes me, it adds a pressure to the relationship that I don’t need this early on. It’s hard enough knowing I’ll be heartbroken if things don’t work out with Kristen. Knowing Charlie will be just as heartbroken makes it so much worse.

~      ~      ~

A couple hours after dinner that night, I come downstairs and see Charlie sitting on the floor in front of the couch drawing or coloring something on the coffee table. I can’t see what he’s drawing from where I am.

As soon as he sees me, he gets all flustered and folds the paper in half and stuffs it in the folder he was resting the paper on. He clutches the folder to his chest and darts for the stairs, knocking right into me because he’s not looking where he’s going. He’s too flustered to notice that the folded-up piece of paper fell out of the folder when he bumped into me, and he just hightails it upstairs to his room.

Bending over to pick it up, I wonder what he could’ve been drawing that he would be that embarrassed by me seeing it. A naked lady? I think girls are still gross to him. Maybe it’s a portrait of Kristen, and he doesn’t want me to know he’s falling for my pretty girlfriend. Hopefully it's not a naked Kristen.

I unfold the piece of paper and almost drop it when I see what it is: a drawing of this giant reptilian monster standing at the foot of his bed. It has these crazy red eyes that look like they’re on fire, and these really big hands with long fingernails. The mouth is insanely wide and dripping blood, the teeth are like rusty nails, the tongue is V-shaped and lined with rocks or something. I think there’s a little girl’s head sitting on a pile of bones inside the monster’s stomach. Jesus.

This is not Charlie’s normal drawing style. He usually draws these very placid scenes; used to be all happy trains, and in the last year or two it became all these stars and planets and rockets. Very geometric and balanced and friendly. This looks like he drew it while in the throes of a fever dream and wanted to hurt the paper with the colored pencils, to gouge every detail into it so that you could close your eyes and feel this monster like braille.

“No!” Charlie screeches from behind me with the same blood-curdling intensity he had when I passed his bedroom the other night. I’m so startled I drop the drawing. Charlie dives for it.

“Don’t look at that! Close your eyes! Don’t look!” The moment his fingers make contact with his macabre masterpiece, he tears it to shreds.

“Hey, why’d you do that? That was a really good drawing. You’re getting really good.”

“No, it’s not! It’s not good, it’s—that’s private! That’s none of your business! Pretend you didn’t see it. It’s not even a real thing, it’s just—I just made it up because I got bored. It’s no—it’s stupid. Forget it!” He scoops up the torn shreds and presses them against his chest, then runs upstairs like he’s being chased by the monster in his drawing.

I don’t think Charlie has ever spoken to me like that in his entire life. What’s gotten into him?

~      ~      ~

“He’s in that cave. He’s in the cave.”

I say into my headset, “You got eyes on him?”

“No, you can tell from the sound of the gunshots. The way they’re muffled. He’s in the cave. Trust me. Go after him.”

“I’m on it.”

I’m having trouble focusing on the game I’m playing. I keep thinking about Charlie’s drawing. Is that what he saw the night he screamed? His nightmare? I mean, why would he draw that thing standing in his room? If it were from a movie or a video game or something, he’d draw it in whatever environment it belonged in. So, why his room?

“There’s a mega health pack on the right side of the push robot on New Queen.”

The girl’s head in the stomach of that reptile monster, was that supposed to be Monica? Is this how Charlie’s nervous little brain interpreted what dying in your sleep is caused by?

“Jake. Did you hear me?”

I didn’t. “Yeah. Yeah. Say it again?”

“Mega health pack on the right side of the push robot. You’re mostly dead, you need it.”

“Got it. Thanks.”

~      ~      ~

I give Charlie melatonin again that night. Even though he has barely said two words to me since he ripped up his drawing and ran away, he still insists on sleeping next to me on the fold-out cot.

He doesn’t ask to play games with me or anything. He just lies on his side facing away from me and drifts off to sleep. He doesn’t seem mad at me, he seems scared of me—or for me? I don’t know.

When I shut the lights and get in bed, something feels different. I have this weird sensation in my hands and feet; it’s the way it feels if you shuffle your feet on a plush carpet and you build up static electricity in your body but you haven’t touched something metal to discharge it yet.

Lying there, staring at the ceiling, I keep picturing Charlie’s drawing. It was so disturbing. I don’t think I’ve ever been afraid of a child’s artwork before. Why did he have to rip it up immediately? And not just rip it up, but take the pieces and run away like they were radioactive. So weird.

A foul, stinging odor I can’t place wafts up from the floor. It’s too awful to be a fart, I hope. Charlie, if you were eating in here and left something under the bed that went bad, you’re in deep shit with me in the morning.

I hear snickering, and I look over at Charlie, who has his back to me. It doesn’t sound like him, and it doesn’t sound like it’s coming from where he’s lying. It has a muffled quality to it.

I close my eyes to listen for the snickering again, and when it comes, my guess is it’s coming from under my bed. It’s a combination of a snicker and a smoker’s cough.

My gut is telling me that someone—something—is under the bed. That I need to grab Charlie and get out before something very bad happens. But, at the same time, I feel dipped in an existential inertia that has me convinced the safest course of action is to not move a muscle.

My brain has intuited what’s hiding under my bed, but I refuse to articulate a thought that preposterous, to water a flower I’m so frightened will bloom.

I hear a husky hissing sound.

With my eyes closed tight, I whisper to the night, “Just go away. Just go away. Just go away. Just go away. Just go away. Just go away.”

As if in response to my plea, I feel pressure at the foot of the bed. I hear something dragged across the hardwood. I want to open my eyes—I need to see it for some reason—but my eyelids feel glued shut.

What sounds like the sick, wet crunch of a cockroach as you step on it makes my teeth grind together. With my eyes closed, I feel the chill of the figure’s shadow spread from my feet to my face as it rises to full height, and the ominous warmth of its red glare.

This is real. It’s really happening. This is why Charlie reacted the way he did when I saw his drawing. I have to get him out now, but this dark dread is like a stone blanket holding me down.

“JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee.”

Oh my God, that voice. Like a thousand razors dragged across exposed bone. I’m not sure how, but I know it’s feminine.

“Look at me, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee.”

Like a good little puppet, my eyes pop open. I lift my head and see exactly what I expected, impossible as it is: Charlie’s drawing breathed into life, a three-dimensional rendering of a two-dimensional creature, every one of Charlie’s artistic shortcomings baked into the imperfections of scale and dimension. An impossible monster, composed entirely of frantic pencil strokes, that should tip over from her nonsensical weight distribution.

Blood drips from what is unmistakably her smile.

Her burning gaze has me hypnotized, unable to move a muscle—or convinced I can’t.

I close my eyes, let my head drop back onto my pillow, and find a rage deep down inside me. This is the monster that made your baby brother cry, that made his hands shake, that made him have to sleep beside you or not be able to sleep at all.

The rage works its way into my throat, where it forms into two whispered words:

“Charlie. Run.”

The creature laughs again. “I’m not here for Charlie. I’m here for you, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee.”

“Charlie! Get out! Charlie!”

I hear Charlie spring up on the cot next to me, and then a sound like the crackling of dozens of campfires.

“Whuh—what’s wrong? Jake? Did you—I thought I heard . . .”

I open my eyes and sit up. The monster is gone, and in her wake, she left a miniature meteor shower of dark red glitter that burns up in the atmosphere before it hits my bedroom floor.


CHAPTER 11 — The Snake Lady

In my 88 years of existence, this has never happened before.

How is it even possible?

Has something changed, or is this a once-in-a-lifetime fluke?

One minute, I am watching Charlie draw a rather unflattering portrait of me, and the next, I find myself blossoming in a new mind, staring down at that same unflattering portrait.

I know that no one else is in the house but Charlie and his older brother. And I can tell from the size of the hands holding the drawing that I am now looking at the world through Jake’s eyes.

But how can this be? Children become immune to me long before puberty. Jake is 20 years old. Having observed him at length, I can rule out any type of severe developmental delay or intellectual disability. On the contrary, his diction and command of the English language indicate a highly literate and sophisticated mind.

When Charlie discovers that he dropped his rudimentary portrait of me and rushes to tear it to bits, I hear Jake’s deep voice say, “Hey, why’d you do that? That was a really good drawing. You’re getting really good,” from inside his skull. Though I have heard his voice many times through Charlie’s ears—and am, in fact, hearing it through Charlie’s ears simultaneously, a common occurrence for me whenever two of my hosts interact—hearing it from the inside excites and titillates me in a completely novel way.

Though I spend the rest of the evening observing the world through Jake’s mature eyes, I am skeptical that he will be able to see me when he lies down to sleep. What makes this man so special that he can see what no other has ever been able to see?

Jake displays the hallmarks of extended adolescence prevalent among college-aged Americans, and yet, I find his virility intoxicating. I tend to gloss over adults I encounter while in the confines of a child’s mind because I know I will never interact with them; my main concern is avoiding them in the night once I breach the physical plane. But just knowing that there is some chance—no matter how minute—that I may be seen by Jake has me watching him closely.

When he tousles his hair in the bathroom mirror, I notice for the first time how incredibly handsome he is. His wavy, onyx hair is voluminous and aglow with a healthy sheen. His arresting eyes bear the color and twinkle of sapphires. His cheekbones are high, undersized, and triangular. His skin is flawless, creamy, and radiant. His prominent, aquiline nose has a tip pointing down to pink, plump lips. His strong, smooth jawline culminates in a chiseled chin. A sparse pattern of stubble darkens his jawline and stops just beneath his jutting Adam’s apple.

Jake’s broad shoulders and thick arms sport bulging, well-defined muscles. A dense mat of onyx hair shrouds his sculpted pectorals and abdominals.

His hormones and pheromones form an exhilarative elixir that inebriates me in the most addicting way.

At 9:30 that night, he locks his bedroom door, takes off his shorts, and sits at his computer watching pornography and masturbating. The vignette he watches showcases a woman in her late forties engaged in a sapphic tryst with a woman half her age. He lazily strokes his hulking cock with one hand while gently massaging his testicles with the other. His feral grunting at the instant of ejaculation shudders through my being. The lingering alkaline aroma of his semen prolongs the ecstatic experience for me.

I long for the hour when I reveal myself to him, but I am anxious that he will not be able to see me. If I discover tonight that I am as invisible to him as I am to all other adults, the disappointment will be devastating.

~      ~      ~

Charlie possesses a gift of astute perception and insight far beyond his years. He recognized right away that Jake’s mere presence temporarily annihilated me, and by sleeping in the same room with his big brother each night, has been able to evade me.

Luckily, I still have a few other children to keep my nights entertaining.

When Jake lies down for the night, I materialize under his bed with the familiar frigid sensation and the brutal cleaving of the ancient membrane separating figment from matter. As I swell to full size, I look at my arm and curse my bad fortune: Jake’s imagination has fashioned me into a rather literal translation of his brother’s shoddy, misshapen likeness of my form. For a shapeshifting phantasm like me, this is equivalent to a very bad hair day.

Normally, I would wait until the third night to reveal myself, but I need to know if Jake can actually see me. As I prepare to slide out from under the bed, I hear Jake whispering just go away over and over again. That is no way to speak to a potential paramour, now, is it, Jake?

Standing at the foot of Jake’s bed, I see that I am more than a foot shorter than I am as Charlie’s iteration of me. Jake has his eyes shut tight. I call his name, but he does not open his eyes. I tell him to open them and he obeys.

The moment he beholds me, I feel as though I truly exist for the first time. A tingle works its way up and down my crooked spine. I did not realize until this moment that I have been waiting for this my entire existence. A new purpose beyond torment and satiety has been born in me. I shall never be the same again.

After only a minute or so, Jake manages to rouse his little brother and temporarily eradicate my physical manifestation; I was too taken with him to think to paralyze him before he could do so. But I am not crestfallen, nor even frustrated. I could subsist on the potency of this brief encounter for an eon.

Until we meet again, Jake.


CHAPTER 12 — Charlie

I sit straight up in bed, my heart’s pounding, I feel like I just ran a race. It takes me a second to figure out I’m not in my bed, I’m on the cot in Jake’s room. I forgot.

I thought I heard Jake screaming for me to get out, but now I’m not sure if I dreamed that or if it really happened. I look over and see Jake laying in bed. “Whuh—what’s wrong? Jake? Did you—I thought I heard . . .”

Jake sits up next to me and grabs the top of his head. “Jesus fucking Christ. What the fuck was that thing?”

Oh no. “Did you see her too?”

“How do you know it was a her?”

Wait. Let me make sure we’re talking about the same thing. Maybe he just had a bad dream. “Jake, what’d you see?”

He jumps up and turns on the light and puts his hand above his eyebrows to keep the light out. “I saw that—that—that thing you drew. It—it—it, fuckin’, it crawled out from under my bed and said my name. Is that—” 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“—what you saw the other night when you screamed?”

“I didn’t want you to see it too. That’s why I ripped up the drawing. I shouldn’t’ve done that drawing. I’m sorry.” I start crying. “I just, I couldn’t think of another way to get her out of my head without telling someone about her.”

Jake grabs my shoulders and looks right in my eyes. “Charlie. Listen to me. You did nothing wrong. Nothing. You have nothing to be sorry about. This is not your fault. At all. You hear me?”

“Yeah.” I wipe snot on the back of my arm.

“Say it out loud. Say: This isn’t my fault.”

“This isn’t my fault. But, if you didn’t see my picture—”

He starts putting his jeans on over the mesh shorts he wears to bed. “Charlie, it was an accident. The drawing fell out of your folder. And even if you showed me on purpose, that doesn’t make any of this your fault. There’s an actual, literal monster in our house. There’s no set of rules for how anyone should act when that happens, because it never happens in real life.” He pulls his hoodie on over his head, grabs his overnight bag out of his closet, and starts stuffing stuff into it. “We’re gettin’ outta here, right now.”

I look at his alarm clock. 1:38AM. “What—where we gonna go, Jake? It’s middle of the night.”

He zips up his bag. “I don’t know. A—a—a hotel or a motel or something. If that thing comes back, we’re not gonna be here to see it.” He grabs my hand. “Come on, get whatever stuff you need for tomorrow and let’s get moving.”

We go in the hall and he turns on the hallway light and then he turns on my bedroom light. I start grabbing clothes for school but I’m already getting nervous thinking about what if I leave my schoolbag home and don’t have my books for class tomorrow. I don’t wanna leave in the middle of the night like this on a school night, but I can’t really ask Jake to stay because I just cursed him with the Snake Lady, so I just have to keep my mouth shut.

When we leave my room, Jake takes my little league bat with him.

~      ~      ~

We pull out of the driveway and Jake says, “So, tell me everything you know about that thing. How do you know it’s female?”

I have my schoolbag in between my legs. It’s uncomfortable to have to spread my legs wide to fit it there, but I like knowing where it is while we go wherever we’re going. I checked all my books and my folders three times before we left. “She’s called the Snake Lady. She comes out of kids’ closets and opens her mouth scary wide and eats them. The other night when I screamed, she had my feet in her mouth and I couldn’t move. She spit this stuff on me and I couldn’t move.

“I found out about her from Monica at school. She said she thought one day the Snake Lady would swallow her all the way and then she’d die. And I think that’s what happened to her.”

Jake nods. He keeps his eyes on the road. “And after she told you about this Snake Lady, she showed up in your room? That’s all it took?”

“Yeah. It’s like catching a cold. Telling someone about her is like coughing on them or sneezing on them. So you have to not tell nobody about her at all. No one. Nobody. Especially not Kristen or MJ. Okay?”

“You got it. Stays between us.”

I look out the window on my side so I’m not facing Jake when I say, “I think I’m gonna die like Monica did.”

He pulls the car over. “Hey. Hey. Look at me. Look at me, dude. You are not gonna die. Alright? I am never gonna let that happen. Before mom died, she said my number one purpose in life was looking after you, so you’re not gonna get so much as a broken finger on my watch, much less, like, die. You hear me?”

I nod my head and try not to cry. “I don’t wanna die. Not yet. I didn’t do anything good yet.”

He puts his hand on my chest like Mom used to do. It’s not the same. But it’s still nice. “I’m gonna figure this out, Charlie. And I’m gonna stop that thing from ever hurting you. I promise.”

He puts his turning signal on and pulls back out into traffic. “I’m gonna kill that fucking thing.”

~      ~      ~

After Jake tries to think of friends of his that are awake right now that we can go stay with, we both decide the best thing is to just try a motel like he originally said. This way, there’s no chance we’ll slip and tell someone we really like about the Snake Lady.

The guy at the front desk has this face like he hates us for bothering him, and the way he says things is the same way. You would think he would be happy that the motel is getting some business. If no one comes to stay at the motel, he won’t have a job. Grown-ups are so weird sometimes.

As soon as we get into our room, I check all my books and folders three more times and then leave my schoolbag next to the door so I don’t forget it.

There’s two double beds in the room, so I take the one near the window. I dive on the bed with my arms and legs out like I’m belly-flopping in a pool. “Is it okay if I put on the bathroom light and leave the door open so there’s light in here?”

Jake sits on his bed and grabs the remote and turns on the TV. He has my little league bat right next to his bed where he can grab it. “Eff that. We’re not turning any lights off in here. We’re keeping the curtains open. I don’t really think I’m gonna sleep at all. You try to sleep, I’ll keep the TV quiet. Okay?”

“Yep. Perfect.” I roll onto my back. “Brunc?”

“Yeah?”

“You really think she can’t get us here?”

He shrugs. “Only one way to find out, I guess. Seems like she can only come out when we’re alone, so I’ll stay up and, if, you know, if you fall asleep and she comes out, I’ll scream and wake you up. And if you don’t wake up, I’ll give her a little Louisville Slugger right to the kisser. Pow.”

I pull back the covers and get under. “Okay. I don’t think I’m gonna be able to sleep at all anyway. I’m too nervous.”

He starts flipping channels. “Set your phone alarm for quarter to eight though, in case you do.”

“Yep. I already did.”

~      ~      ~

Jake’s phone ringing wakes me up. The sun’s up. I’m surprised I actually fell asleep.

From the sound that Jake makes and how long it takes him to answer his phone, I think he fell asleep too, and he was surprised too.

“Hello? Oh, oh, shit, sorry. I didn’t even think of—we’re fine. We’re both fine. No one’s sick. No one’s hurt. Not at a hospital. We’re in a motel. It’s—relax—I’ll, uh, y’know, I’ll tell you when I get home. . . . No, I’ll take him right from here. . . . He knows he doesn’t have to, but you know him, not going is gonna make him even more nervous. . . . Yeah, we’ll do dinner, we’ll be home for dinner. . . . Yeah, that’s what I mean, after I drop him off, I’ll come stop home and, like, explain. But, I swear to God, we’re both fine. . . . Fit as a fiddle. Both of us. Two fit fiddles up in this piece. Yeah. Okay. Sorry, again, I didn’t mean to give you a heart attack. I just—we were all disoriented, and . . . I know, I’m not trying to be cryptic or anything. It’ll be easier face to face. . . .  Okay. . . . Okay. Bye.”

I roll over and look at my phone. 7:38AM. My alarm’s gonna go off in seven minutes. Crap. I’m so tired. I put my arm over my eyes to block out the sun. “Was that MJ?”

Jake yawns. “Yeah. Yeah. She got to the house and we weren’t there and she had a heart attack. She thought we were dead or kidnapped or whatever. She said she almost called the police but figured she’d try our cells first. After I take you to school, I’ll go home and tell her some kind of story. I’ll think of something good by then. Use my improv skills.”

“You fell asleep too, huh?”

“I guess I passed out at some point. I saw the sun rise, so I didn’t sleep that much. You were sawing logs after, like, less than an hour.”

“No sign of you-know-who?”

“Nope. No snakes. No ladies. No Snake Ladies. No Lady Snakes. No Snake Men. I think we’re safe here. So we’ll probably be crashing here until we figure this thing out.”

“Okay. Then I’m gonna wanna pack a suitcase of stuff to bring here. I have almost nothing.”

“I know. I know. After dinner, you can pack.”

~      ~      ~

School hasn’t been the same since Monica died. It’s . . .  quieter. And like things are standing still. It’s like when you’re having dinner and your parents start screaming at each other and then it’s over and you just try not to move or make any noise because you don’t wanna do anything to make the fighting start again.

Kevin has been meaner than usual lately, he always has this mean look on his face, like he hates everybody. But he’s also quieter than normal, and that’s scary to me. My mom always said: if your kids are in another room and you don’t hear any noise at all, that’s when you know something real bad is happening.

During art, on his way back to his desk from getting some markers, Kevin bumps into my chair hard on purpose. He whispers, “You’re dead” when he’s right above me.

He hasn’t hit me before; I try to not do or say too much when I’m around him so I don’t give him a reason to hit me. But I’ve seen him hit other kids when no teacher was around, and heard about him beating kids up after school. I’m scared of getting hurt, scared of being in a lot of pain, breaking a bone or something. But what really scares me is if I fight back and get suspended or expelled. Getting expelled is my worst nightmare. I’d have to start all over at a new school with new kids like Monica did, and I’d have to get to know a new teacher, and learn all new stuff, and get all new books, and ride a different bus, learn a whole new routine. Just thinking about it makes me feel like I can’t catch my breath.

Kevin being extra mean to me makes me think I’m probably right about him liking Monica. I was the only one who really talked to her, so he probably thinks we liked each other or something, and he’s jealous. I would tell him that we were just friends, that I barely knew her, but I think if I said that, he’d know that I know that he liked her and then he’d get real embarrassed and then be even madder and hit me worse.

I really wanna draw the Snake Lady again to get her out of my head for a while. I like to think it would trap her in the paper for a little, and I could crumble her up and toss her in my schoolbag where she can’t hurt anyone, and then rip her up at the end of the day. But after what happened when Jake saw the first drawing I did, I won’t ever draw her ever again unless I’m thousands of miles from anyone else, like on the moon or in Antartic. Because I don’t think I dropped the drawing of her that Jake found. I think it jumped out of my folder. I think the Snake Lady has some amount of power even when she’s a drawing.

Since I can’t draw what I want to, I draw some unicorns with wings going over a rainbow as a tribute to Monica.

~      ~      ~

I forgot to go pee during lunch, so in the middle of Social Studies, I ask Miss Kennedy if I can go to the bathroom.

After I pee, when I’m washing my hands, the door opens behind me. “Hey, Shart-monts, you’re in the wrong bathroom. This is for guys. You should be in the little ladies room, for girls who draw little pink unicorns with little pink wings and big gay rainbows.”

I pretend not to hear him. I get all the soap off my hands and start drying them. I keep my eyes down on my hands. I hear his sneakers squeaking on the floor, getting closer and closer to me.

“Hey, faggot, did you go deaf in the last minute? I’m talkin’ to you.”

I throw my paper towel in the trash but I miss the can. I don’t pick it up, I just turn around with my head down and head for the door.

Kevin stops me with both hands. “You answer me when I’m talking to you, faggot. I said, you’re in the wrong bathroom. What do you say?”

I twist away from him and try to worm my way around him. He grabs me by my shoulders and shoves me into the sink.

“Answer me, boy. What do you say?”

I put my hand on my back where I hit the sink. I still don't look at him. A voice in my head says, Tell him about the Snake Lady. He deserves it. Then he’ll be gone and he’ll never bully another kid again. “Just leave me alone. I’m not in the mood for this.”

“Oh, you’re not in the mood? Why didn’t you just say that? You know, I can’t beat the shit out of you if you’re not in the mood for it. You have to be up for it or there’s nothing I can do.”

He punches me in the stomach and I bend in half, holding my stomach with both hands. Just tell him the Snake Lady story. Then he’ll be the one getting bullied. He’ll be the one scared. He’ll be the one crying. “Just stop. Stop!”

“You go piss in the ladies room sitting down like the little bitch you are. Then I’ll stop.” He grabs me by the hair and yanks my head back, and when I’m standing up straight, he slaps me in the face.

Give him the Snake Lady curse. You’ll never have to worry about him ever again.

I cover my face with my hands. He punches me in the chest and I fall down on my butt.

Just say the words and it’ll all be over. You’ll be free of him. No one’ll ever know it was you that told him. He’ll be gone forever.

He slaps me in the face twice as hard, on the other cheek this time.

If you won’t do it to save yourself, do it to save the other kids in class. They don’t deserve this crap either.

Why am I even scared of this kid? The other night, a ten-foot-tall snake monster tried to eat me. Kevin doesn’t matter. He’s just some mean dork. Who cares if I get in trouble? I could be dead the next time I go to sleep by myself.

“Get up, little girl. Fight like a man. Like a woman. This is so pathetic. You’re pathetic. I almost don’t wanna fight you because what’s the point. You—”

I look Kevin in the eye for the first time. “I know you liked Monica. You wanted her to be your girlfriend.”

He makes a face like I just slapped him. “What? Ew. No I didn’t. Who, smelly girl? No thanks.”

“She told me she thought you were ugly and stupid.”

“What?”

“An ugly, stupid dork. That’s her exact words.”

“She did n—”

“She said ‘I would rather eat a big bowl of dog turds than kiss that Kevin guy.’” She never said any of this stuff, but I have to get back at him, and I can’t tell him about the Snake Lady, I know the guilt would never go away. I’d rather get beat up for the rest of my life than have that guilt.

Kevin’s face turns beet red. His mouth gets real small and tight, like a cat’s butthole. “You little fucking faggot, I swear to God I’m gonna break your little pussy neck.”

“Come and get me, ugly, stupid dork.”

He laughs, and wipes spit from his mouth, and charges at me like a bull. I’m still sitting on my butt. And when he’s close enough, I punch him right square in the nuts as hard as I can. Like, right dead in his nuts.

He screams like a little girl, stops like he ran into a brick wall, like in a cartoon, and falls over on his side with a loud thump. He puts both hands on his junk and curls up like how a baby sleeps.

He takes a big breath and then says in a cough, “You’re dead, Shart-monts. You’re fucking dead.”

I stand up and get in front of him.

“You hear me, pussy? You’re dead!”

I kick him in the stomach as hard as I can. He screams again, and all this spit comes out of his mouth. There’s a bunch of spit on his cheek and snot coming out his nose. He starts to cry.

I wind up to kick him again.

“Stop! Please! Stop! I’m sorry!”

I kick him in the leg this time, even harder than the first time. He rolls onto his stomach and just cries like a scared puppy.

I kneel down next to his head and he flinches. I get down close to his ear and say real quiet, “Miss Kennedy said Monica died in her sleep and didn’t suffer. That’s not true. I know how she died. She died scared and hurting worse than you right now, and all alone. That’s the truth.

“And I promise, Kevin, I swear to God, if you ever mess with me or anyone else in school, I’ll put a curse on you, and you’ll die just the exact same way she did. I swear to God.”

He keeps laying on his stomach and keeps his head against the floor. “Just leave me alone, you fucking psycho! Leave me alone.”

I go pick up the paper towel that I missed the trash can with and throw it out, then walk out of the bathroom back to class.


CHAPTER 13 — Jake

I sit on a couch in the front of my acting class holding an ancient PlayStation controller connected to nothing. My scene partner Alexis and I are engaged in a heated imaginary game of Street Fighter II.

Alexis, as her character Rachel, says, “Well it sounds more like an accusation. We’re doing a play together. That means we’re spending a lot of time together. Not just me and him. The entire cast. But we’re the leads, so . . .”

In character as Mark, I reply, “So, it just seems like he’s on your mind a lot. That’s all. That’s all I’m saying. Not trying to start a fight. Not accusing you of anything. Just pointing something out. That’s all.” I keep my eyes focused on the imaginary game, my tongue jutting out a little from the fake effort.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alexis has turned toward me to say, “Nothing is going on between me and Josh, Bub.”

“I didn’t say there was. It’s kinda weird that you would even say that, because I wasn’t insinuating that. So that’s—”

Alexis lets the controller droop from her hand. “Don’t do that. Don’t do it.”

“Pause. Pause.” Professor Fielding approaches us with her back to the class. “Alexis, remember the driving analogy?” She’s told us repeatedly that when you’re driving in a scene, you have to keep your eyes on the road and your hands on the wheel or you’re going to drive the car off a cliff and take the show with it.

Alexis has the annoyed grimace on her face she gets every time she’s criticized to any degree. “Yuh—yeah. Does that apply here? I can look at him and just lose the game, right?”

Professor Fielding sits on the arm of the chair and puts her hand on Alexis’s shoulder. “Remember your stage direction. What does it say about the game?”

Alexis reaches for her sides but then realizes she knows it by heart. “It says ‘Rachel and Mark engage in a heated game of Street Fighter II. They play with the intensity of athletes in a championship.”

Professor Fielding stands up and starts to walk behind the desks. “Good. Well remembered. So, what’s making you want to look at Mark and treat the controller like a prop instead of a controller?”

Alexis looks at me while talking to the professor. “Because I’m so wrapped up in this argument with him that I’m not invested in the video game anymore.”

Professor Fielding slowly waves a finger beside her face while she connects some dots in her mind that she’s about to try to get Alexis to connect on her own. “Good. Good. That’s the right instinct. But, how can you convey that the argument is getting you angry and still remain true to the script, to that stage direction?”

A couple of kids raise their hands and Professor Fielding waves them off. “She’ll get it. She’s right there.” She walks back to the couch and stands beside Alexis. “Rachel?”

“I can . . .” Alexis closes her eyes and I see them darting back and forth under the lids like she’s in REM sleep. “I can play the game even harder? Like I’m so pissed I don’t just want to win the argument, I have to win the game too?”

The professor’s face lights up and she gives Alexis a hearty round of applause. “Brava, Rachel. Bra-va. That is—that is the kind of analysis and, and, compromise—I guess—that makes directors want to work with you.”

Alexis smiles with her eyes now that she’s been praised.

Professor Fielding walks around to my side of the couch and sits on the arm rest, draping her arm around my neck. “What question do you think I’m going to ask you, Mark?”

I start to giggle, as does the rest of the class, because we all know the answer. “What do I want?”

She nods and puts me in a momentary headlock. “Yes, Mark. Yes. Every person, every being, every creature . . .  wants. What do you want? What do you want right now, Mark? In this moment?”

I always know this question is coming and yet, somehow, I’m never prepared for it. “I . . . want to start a fight with Rachel about this Josh guy.”

I look up at the professor’s face and see the familiar tight-lipped smirk that says, That’s not it. “That’s what you’re doing, that’s not what you want.” She leans in and says in a husky voice, “Push deeper.”

Alexis notices that not-too-subtle innuendo and makes a face like someone farted.

While I search my mind for the answer, she asks, “What are you feeling in the moment, Mark?”

“Jealous.”

“Correct! Do you love Rachel?”

“Yes. Very much. She’s my entire world.”

“Good. Good. So, if you love her a lot, and you feel jealous, what do you want from Rachel? That’s your hint. That’s all you get.”

I feel the hamster inside my brain panting as he runs his furry little ass off on the wheel powering my thoughts. “I want her undivided atten—no. No no. I want her to tell me I have nothing to worry about.”

Her arm still around my neck, she rocks me back and forth gently. “Mark, I could kiss you, but it would make Rachel violently jealous. You got it. Nail on the head. Mark is looking for reassurance from his beautiful girlfriend that she’s not falling for her Jonas brother-looking costar. So, instead of how you’re coming off, which is combative, what’s another way you can take this prodding that will reveal that you want reassurance and not just to start a fight?”

The professor stands and walks to her desk.

“I could be . . .  cloying?”

She gasps slightly, delighted. “Ohhh. Cloying. What a delectable adjective!” To the class, “This kid reads a lot of books, gang. And you should too, to pull a word like cloying out of the ether when words like annoying would suffice.” She claps her hands together loudly, “Yes, Mark. You just want to be loved. To be coddled. To be swaddled and held against the bosom of a giant mother—the ultimate desire of all men.

“Let’s take it from the top. Alexis: eye of the tiger in both fights. Mark: show me cloying.”

~      ~      ~

Sitting under Kristen’s favorite tree reading Harlan Ellison, I don’t hear Kristen coming. When she drapes herself around my neck and kisses my cheek, I scream, “Fuck!” and drop the book, covering my face with trembling hands.

Kristen recoils. “I’m sorry. I—what’s up with you, why are you so on edge?”

I grab the book and scan the pages to find where I left off. “I’m sorry. That’s my—I shouldn’t have reacted like that. I’m just—my brother.”

She sits down next to me and rubs my back with an outstretched hand. “Did something else happen?”

I know I can’t tell her about the Snake Lady. I need to decide quickly what I can and can’t tell her. When I stopped at home to talk to Janine, I told her that Charlie was having horrible nightmares about mom coming back to life as a zombie and forcing him to cuddle with her in her bed, that it was triggered by the little girl in his class dying in her sleep, and that that’s why we stayed in a motel, to change the pattern. She totally bought it. Maybe I should just stick with that lie for consistency’s sake, make it easier for me to keep my stories straight. “We’re staying in a motel right now because he doesn’t feel safe sleeping in the house anymore. So, I’m just—I’m wired and groggy. That’s why I—sorry I cursed near you. I wasn’t cursing at you. I didn’t even know it was you. I just cursed, because—you know.”

Kristen puts her arms around my neck and kisses my forehead, then presses her forehead to mine. “Aw, babe, I’m sorry this is happening. I’m so worried about my little buddy. Knowing that he’s this upset gives me a pain in my stomach. Maybe I should come and stay with you guys. He seemed to like having us both there.”

With her head pressed to mine, her sweet breath that smells like boardwalk vanilla fudge inches from my nose, her tiny, warm hands clasped on the back of my neck, I feel so much better. “I love you.”

She kisses my right cheek, then my left, then my lips. “Jake, come on, it’s too soon. You can’t mean it yet. Wait until you mean it. I know what you’re feeling, I feel it too. I think we’re falling in love, but it just started.”

I take her face in my hands. “You don’t have to say it back. That’s not why I’m saying it. Things are just—we could be dead tomorrow. And I don’t want to die knowing I had a chance to tell you that and didn’t take it. So, uh, yeah—”

“Jake, you’re not gonna die. Charlie’s not gonna die. It’s just . . . anxiety.”

“I know. I—yeah—you’re right. You’re right. But, I love you. I love you because I can see how much you care about Charlie, and you’re so good with him, and he completely adores you. That means a ton to me.”

“I mean, I love him. He’s the sweetest boy I’ve ever met. Honestly. I don’t understand how a kid that young can be that, I don’t know, compassionate?”

I smile and tears cloud my vision. “He’s just like my mom. That’s where he gets it from. And I’m more like my dad. I wasn’t a good big brother to Charlie for most of his life. I mean, I wasn’t mean to him or whatever, I just was up my own ass and didn’t pay much attention to him. He was so much younger and I was too immature to care.

“When my mom—when she knew this was it, she wasn’t gonna make it, we were alone in the house, she was sick in bed and I was lying next to her, and she said, ‘Jake, I need you to understand something. The moment after I breathe my last breath, from that moment on, your number one purpose in life is to take care of Charlie, to protect him, to make sure he grows up into the man he’s meant to be.’ She knew my dad wouldn’t do it, so there was no one else. And I’m doing my best, but I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.

“He’s my whole family now. And when you’re with us, we feel like a family together, and I’ve never felt that with any other girl. Not even a little. And I . . .”

“Aw, babe, don’t cry. It’s okay. It’s good. This is good.” She kisses the tears on both my cheeks and hugs me to her chest. As soon as my face touches her chest, it’s like the floodgates open and I just start sobbing like a baby while people walk by on their way to class.

Kristen strokes my hair. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Don’t cry. It’s okay.”

I turn my head to the side to say, “I can’t let anything happen to him. I can’t—I can’t let my mom down. I promised her. I promised. If anything happens to him, I—that’s it for me. I couldn’t go on. I wouldn’t. I’d . . .”

She pushes me away from her by my shoulders so she can look in my eyes. “Hey. Hey. Stop it. Stop that. Don’t even say that. Nothing is going to happen to that sweet little angel boy. Ever. He’s gonna be the first human to live to 130. And his contributions to child psychology will live on for centuries after he’s gone. Long after people have forgotten about all your movies and TV shows.

“Are we clear?”

I nod and sigh.

“I’m coming to stay with you tonight. Sleepover time in a motel!”

I take her hands. “No, you can’t. I’m sorry. You can’t. I can’t explain it. It’s complicated. But it has to be just me and him for right now, until I figure this out.”

“I don’t understand. Why can’t I come with you? What do you have to figure out?”

I look down at my lap. “I can’t tell you right now. I’m sorry. I just can’t. I’m not trying to be difficult. I just can’t.”

She twists her mouth into a knot, unsure of how to feel about this secrecy. Her eyes drift down to the book I’m reading. “Shatterday. What’s that? Any good?”

I hand it to her. “It’s great. Short stories. Harlan Ellison. One of the best speculative fiction writers of all time.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Speculative fiction?”

“Sort of what-if fiction. It encompasses science fiction and fantasy. Anything where the world is different than it normally is. Like the Twilight Zone.”

Kristen makes an okay symbol with the hand not holding the book. “Which story are you reading now?”

“It’s called Jeffty is Five.”

“Did you say Jeffrey, or—it sounded like Jeffty.”

“Jeffty. J-E-F-F-T-Y. It’s about this guy who’s friends with this little boy when he’s five, and Jeffty’s five too. But the guy grows up normally, he’s an adult, and Jeffty is still five. And he isn’t just stuck at that age, he’s stuck at the time period when he was five. Like, he can make the radio play episodes of shows that were on the air decades ago—but they’re new episodes somehow. It’s bonkers. Ellison is bonkers. Was. Total genius.”

She nods in a very dismissive way.

“Not your cup of tea, right?”

“It’s just—I like reading about things that really happened. So much interesting stuff has really happened that there’s no need to make up stuff that didn’t.”

“There’s an incredible need to make up stuff that didn’t happen to help explain and define our reality, both internal and external. It also gives an escape to people who’re overwhelmed by anxiety about the unrelentingly cruel nature of reality. And it filters real-life experiences into something distilled that we can learn things from that are harder to glean from the swirling chaos of real-life events.”

She hands me back the book. “It’s a compelling argument for sure. One that it sounds like you’ve practiced and repeated a bunch. It’s just not how I like to spend my time reading. Or watching movies, really.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “I can’t believe I fell in love with a woman who only reads nonfiction and only watches documentaries. What an utterly boring life I’m gonna have.”

Kristen grimaces and pinches my side. “Watch it, buster. Or I’ll take all this hotness elsewhere.”

I grab her and dip her back, and in an old-timey movie-guy voice, I say, “No, please, my love, don’t abandon me. I need you. I can’t make it without you. You’re everything to me, you hear me? Without you, this crazy town ain’t nothin’ but a hill-a beans. Kiss me, damn it!” And then I lay this very dry, very tight-lipped, old-timey movie kiss on her. She laughs through pursed lips and it makes a raspberry sound against my mouth. It tickles and itches so much I have to stop and rub my lips with my finger until the sensation goes away.  

~      ~      ~

After dinner with Janine, Charlie and I do our own thing for a few hours—he FaceTimes with Dad—and then we head back to the motel.

I give Charlie melatonin again, and I drink a 20-ounce coffee at 10PM, because I get the impression the Snake Lady can only come out if one of us is alone, and I can’t risk falling asleep while trying to be on guard. I’m really hoping she can only come out from his closet and under my bed, that it’s limited to our house. Only one way to find out.

As Charlie starts nodding off, I sit in one of two faux leather chairs by the window, Charlie’s Louisville Slugger across my lap. My right foot won’t stop tapping because of the caffeine coursing through my veins. I have one light on, and the TV on mute playing game shows from the 70s.

Charlie’s breathing shifts into the perfectly metered cadence of automatic breathing, so I know he’s asleep now. I’ve never watched him sleep before. I wonder if he’s always this tense. He sleeps like he’s lying on a diving board a hundred stories up, the pool below is drained, and if he moves an inch, he’ll roll off and fall to his death. His face is this scrunched wince, as if a bigger kid is about to punch him in the arm as hard as he can.

Eventually, my eyes drift down to the foot of my bed, since the Snake Lady is most likely to emerge from beneath it. I stare down at it for at least a couple minutes before I realize there is no underneath my bed, or Charlie’s. Both beds have a base of solid wood that rests right on the carpet. Unless the Snake Lady can make herself wafer-thin, she can’t possibly fit under there.

The motel room doesn’t have a full closet, just an alcove with some wooden hangers, an iron, and a fold-out ironing board. If she’s going to climb out of somewhere, I’m guessing it’ll be the bathroom. I stare at the bathroom door so long that it starts to warp and undulate in the half-dark. Despite myself, I know deep down I’m willing her to appear; even though I want there to be a safe place for Charlie and me, I want to confront this fuckface and keep her away from my brother. I want to take this bat to her head and know that she can be hurt, that it doesn’t just pass through her.

If I’m being perfectly honest, I’m willing her to appear because the waiting is terrifying agony.

While the slightly ajar bathroom door goes full-on Dahli on me from staring at it for too long, I see a flash of burning red out of the corner of my eye and turn to look at the closet alcove, where I see a foot-tall version of the Snake Lady grow steadily to full size in a matter of seconds—it’s as if she were a picture on a phone that someone pinched and zoomed in on.

I should’ve had the presence of mind to run and bludgeon her to death when she was half my size, but that was only for a couple seconds, and I was transfixed by the nature of her arrival. I’m not sure how I imagined she would appear, but it definitely wasn’t as a shrunken version of herself that expanded to full form and slid forward involuntarily when she outgrew the dimensions of the alcove.

Blood drips from her jagged zigzag mouth when she smiles at me, hissing. With my lame version of a warrior’s cry, the little league bat brandished over my hand, I jump forward all of three steps and bring it down on top of her skull with all my might. The crunch of fractured bone I expect from this impact turns out to be a rubbery ricochet that sends the center of the bat rushing backward to crack the center of my forehead and knock me right on my ass.

The Snake Lady’s laugh is a wet, crackling death rattle. She winks at me; her eyelid looks like a bat’s wing glowing lava red from the burning orb it covers. She tsks at me three times, wagging a crooked rose stem of a finger covered with bloody thorns. “JAAAAAAAaaaaaa-akeeeeeee.” She lurches forward until she’s kneeling over me, her chin dripping rusty blood that coagulates in midair before landing on my white undershirt. I expected her to be hot because of the way her eyes burn, but now that she’s this close, I feel trapped in a walk-in freezer. I can see my warm breath panting out of me. This time I’m able to place her odor: she reeks like the formaldehyde they used to preserve the frogs we dissected in biology.

Through chattering teeth, I manage to say, “If you don’t l-leave my brother alone, I’ll k-k-kill you.”

Another sickening, phlegmy cackle. “JAAAAAAAaaaaaakeeeeeee. You cannot kill me. You cannot harm me. I am invulnerable. I am eternal. You cannot take my life because I am not alive.”

She spits venom on me that lands on my upper lip and oozes down to my neck. It has the sickening sweet stench of infectious discharge. I try to scream but nothing comes out. I hear the muffled moan at the back of my throat that sounds like it’s coming from the floor below this one.

I can’t move at all. It feels like I’m frozen solid in a block of ice. The cold hurts—a brain freeze all over my body.

She trails her thorn-covered fingers down my jaw and over my chest. “You are very lucky that I like you so much, Jake. Because I do not need you, and normally when I am attacked by someone I do not need, I dispatch them immediately in a rage. I also do not let humans tell me what to do.”

Wake up, Charlie. Wake up. Make her go away. Help me, Charlie. Help. Please.

“Can you guess how many children like your little brother Charlie I have murdered? . . . Try to guess. . . . Think of a number. . . . The answer is 13,728. I remember each and every one of them. Their names, how they looked, how they screamed, what they aspired to.

“The most recent one was Charlie’s little friend Monica, who wanted to run her own animal sanctuary when she grew up. Only she did not grow up, just as Charlie will not. I will get him out of the way soon so that you and I can spend more time together, just the two of us.

“What do you think Charlie would have grown up to be if I were not here to prevent that? Hmm? An astronaut? A therapist? A comedian like his father?”

Fuck you, you fucking bitch. I don’t believe you when you say you can’t be killed. I think you’re just saying that to throw me off. You’re dripping blood on my shirt, so you can bleed. If you can bleed, you can die. If there’s a way to kill you, I’ll find it, and if it means I die in the process, so-fucking-be-it. You can’t have Charlie. I’m not burying my baby brother. Do you hear me? Look in my eyes. There was fear there a minute ago, but now there’s murder in them.

“Ohhhhh, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. I see the fight in your eyes. You are a feisty one. I like that. Normally, I would look forward to the moment when I break your spirit. But you are different, Jake. You are special. You are truly one of a kind. I do not want to break you. I want to play with you. To see what you are made of. To know you deeply.

“Can you guess how long I have existed? I will not reveal it. A woman never tells . . .” She laughs.

Charlie doesn’t wake up to drive the Snake Lady away. She keeps me paralyzed there for hours, regaling me with tales of the most famous children she has ever murdered. The village in Croatia where she killed every single child. Her favorite incarnation: she was a beautiful woman with three dozen long, constantly undulating snakes for hair, and the heads of the snakes were miniature versions of her beautiful face. Her fingers and toes were short, stiff snakes with the same face at the tips. When she spoke, all 57 of her mouths moved in unison, a shrill cacophony that made the little boy who heard it grit his teeth and plug his ears with his thumbs. After a few nights, the little boy pushed Q-Tips into his ears until he ruptured both eardrums. As blood trickled from his tiny ears, he smiled at the silence . . .

When the sun starts to rise, the Snake Lady gently evaporates in a red mist. Within moments, I’m able to move and speak. I look down at my shirt and see that the coagulated blood she drooled onto it has vanished.


CHAPTER 14 — Jake

I get in the motel room shower while Charlie’s still sleeping and leave the bathroom door open for him. I spend most of my time in there trying to scrub away the venom from my mouth and neck—I can’t see it or feel it anymore, but I swear I can still smell the sickeningly sweet stench of infection.

I hear Charlie’s panicked “Jake?” when he wakes up and I’m not in the bed next to him.

“I’m in the shower, bud.”

“Oh, okay, good.”

Once we’re all dressed and ready to go, I say, “We’re not coming back here, so you can do that thing you do where you look in every room and in every drawer and under everything a jillion times to make sure you didn’t leave anything behind.”

Charlie’s eyes widen. “She was here?”

I nod.

“What happened? You okay?”

I pat his shoulder. “I’m fine, bud. Absolutely fine. She showed up. She scared me. Said some stuff to try to get in my head, but she’s all talk.”

“What’d she say?”

“Just stuff to scare me. That she can’t be hurt and she’s been around forever. Yadda yadda yadda. But, it’s all bullshit. We’re gonna figure out how to kill her.”

“Wuh—we? We . . . are? You and—us? The two of us?”

“Yep. Somebody out there must know how to kill that thing. So we have to track them down. Okay?”

He smiles in a way that tells me he’s also throwing up in his mouth. “Yeah. Let’s do it.”

I don’t know if I should be giving him hope or not, especially if it’s false hope. But if it puts him at ease for a bit, it’s worth it. If there’s no way to kill her, then him worrying about it nonstop right until the end won’t make it any better or worse.

Deep down, I know I’m trying to give myself some hope as much as him.

~      ~      ~

As I’m dropping Charlie off in front of his school, I ask him, “Hey, what was Monica’s last name?”

“Russell. Why?”

“Because that’s where I start looking for someone who knows how to kill ol’ RedEyes McClosetButt.”

He smiles and slightly sighs. “Heh. Good one.” I guess I was right in thinking that giving this horrifying monster a silly nickname would sap away some of her seemingly insurmountable power in Charlie’s eyes.

Charlie leans over and hugs me goodbye before hopping out. We were never huggers before Mom got sick, but I gave him a big hug when we found out there was no chance she was going to survive and, ever since, he’s hugged me hi and goodbye. It’s actually really nice.

He drags his schoolbag, which contains every book he owns, out of my car like a dead body. “Am I taking the bus home or are you coming to pick me up?”

“Take the school bus, okay? I’m not sure where I’ll be when you get out.”

He gives me a double thumbs up and bounces off toward the building, his jam-packed backpack giving him scoliosis with every step.

~      ~      ~

After I track down Monica Russell’s address, I drive over there doing vocal warmups and practicing the speech that should get me through the front door.

I ring the Russells’ doorbell and feel a mix of dizziness and nausea akin to opening-night jitters—but times a hundred.

The door opens and I see this short man in a stained gray undershirt and dirty jeans who looks like he hasn’t eaten or slept in days. He must normally shave his head, but he’s let it grow in for a week or two, and it looks fuzzy and patchy. He has a full beard, and under it he’s let the neck stubble grow in so much it’s like his beard is casting a shadow. The light in his eyes has died. His expression and his posture say You could shoot me in the face right now and it wouldn’t make things any worse. I don’t care about you, I don’t care about myself, please go away. The actor part of my brain takes a snapshot of everything he’s doing with his body and face so I can mimic it when I have to portray profound grief in a scene—and yes, I recognize that that’s obscene and obnoxious in this context.

I take a deep breath and hope my mouth will go on autopilot and deliver the speech I practiced. “Hi. Are you Mr. . . . are you Monica’s father?”

He manages to nod while barely moving his head.

“I am so sorry to disturb you. I’m really sorry for your loss—I’m not a reporter or anything weird like that. I don’t want to bother you, I just—my brother . . . uh, Charlie, he was friends with Monica. And I—I’m worried about his . . . oh God, I don’t know how—his, like, his health . . . and his safety. Monica said some—they talked—he’s not sleeping well and there—I’m so sorry, I don’t—I know this is the last thing you need right now. I just need a few minutes of your time to ask you about what Monica said to Charlie. I’m very afraid of . . . losing him.”

Up until I said that last part, Monica’s dad was listening to me with all the emotional investment of someone on the phone listening to their dentist office’s automated menu options (which you should listen carefully to, because they have changed). But when I say I’m afraid of losing Charlie, that aggressively apathetic veneer cracks ever so slightly and a hint of light comes back to his eyes. “I’m not sure what the hell you’re talking about, but, you know, come in, I guess. Whatever.”

I expect the house to be in complete disarray, but it’s immaculate. I have a hunch Mrs. Russell cleans obsessively as a form of self-care.

Mr. Russell points to his couch. “You can sit there.”

As I sit, he steps over toward a recliner where a black cat sits looking up at him. He says to the cat under his breath, “Can I have my seat back, please?” The cat stretches its head toward him and meows. Sighing, he scoops the cat into his arms like a baby and drops into the recliner with it in his lap. The cat has a white stripe down its back like a skunk, but it’s shaped like a lightning bolt; he looks like a superhero cat. The cat nuzzles Monica’s dad’s arm and purrs. He pets the cat absentmindedly and slouches like a smartass kid in summer school.

I’m not sure what to say. “Thank you.”

He gives me another imperceptible nod with an expression that says Get on with it.

“Right. So, Monica told my brother Charlie some very disturbing things before she—before—I mean, she—they were at recess.”

“What did—”

“Who was it?” A female voice from the top of the stairs.

Mr. Russell lifts his head in the direction of the stairs. “Come down. It’s one of Monica’s friends’ brothers.”

“I’m drenched. I’ll be down in a bit. Let me hop in the shower.” She sounds out of breath.

“Okay.”

I look at him to see if I should go on and he gives me nothing. “Mr. Russell, do you—”

“John.”

“John. Sorry. Do you know how Monica died?”

“I do.”

I wait for him to go on, but that was his entire answer.

“Can you tell me how she died?”

“What’s your name?”

Oh shit, I don’t think I ever said my name. “Sorry, I’m Jake. Jake Sharmonts. My—”

“Your dad’s the comic, right?”

“Right.”

“I don’t really find him funny. No offense.”

I like this guy. “None taken.”

“Jake, how my daughter died is none of your business.”

I swallow hard, my mouth drying. “I’m not trying to pry. I’m just afraid my brother could die in the same way.”

“Not likely at all.”

Okay, this isn’t working. Change gears. “Mis—uh, John, did Monica ever mention some kind of . . .  night-time tormentor . . . figure.”

John closes his eyes and rubs his forehead. This is clearly not a topic he has any desire to explore with me. “Look, uh, Jake, if Monica told your brother about the Snake Lady, and now he’s having nightmares about her, I’m sorry. Okay? Is that what you want? An apology from me on behalf of my dead daughter? Is that why you’re in my living room right now? We haven’t even buried her yet.”

So he knows about the Snake Lady. Does that mean he’s seen her too? “No. No. I don’t want an apology. No. I am just trying to understand what the Snake Lady is. Do you know where she heard about the Snake Lady?”

He rubs the top of his fuzzy head with disdain. “What do you mean, ‘Where she heard about it?’ She made it up. That’s what kids do. They—you think the Snake Lady is some urban legend like the Candyman or Bloody Mary or something? It was just—I don’t know—her way of . . .  personifying what was happening to her medically. Physically.”

I lean forward on the couch. “What do you mean, medically? What happened to her?”

“It’s none of your business, dude. It’s private. But, you know, rest assured, it has literally nothing to do with the fucking Snake Lady. Your brother’s just having nightmares because he’s impressionable. He’s not in danger. He can’t catch what Monica had. It’s not contagious. So, if that’s why you came here, we’re done. Okay?”

Shit. This will probably get me thrown out, but I’ve got one foot out the door as it is. “I’ve seen her.”

He lifts his head to look in my eyes, squinting. The cat in his lap looks at me with the same exact expression. “You saw Monica?”

“I’ve seen the Snake Lady. Have you or your wife seen her?”

His face flushes with anger. He springs out of his chair, catapulting the cat, who flails and screeches. He grabs my arm; he’s surprisingly strong. “What the fuck is wrong with you, dickhead? My daughter is dead. And I’m dead with her. And you’re here, what, to prank me? Are you filming—”

“No, I’m not filming, it’s—”

“—this? If you are, I’ll bust your skull open.”

“—not a prank. Not a joke. I have seen this thing. She’s terrifying. She says she’s gonna kill my brother like she killed your daughter.”

He cocks his fist to punch me and I bring my arm up to block my face.

“John!”

The sound of his wife’s voice drains the violence from his body. His fist opens and drops to his side. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

I turn to look at Mrs. Russell, a curvy woman the same height as her husband, wearing the kind of coordinated outfit suitable for a night out, her hair wet from the shower. She points at me. “Why were you about to punch this kid?”

John slumps back into his recliner, landing on the cat, who yelps behind him. He stands and scoops up the cat again, plopping back down. “He said he saw the fucking Snake Lady. Some kinda sick joke.”

I hold up my hands to Mrs. Russell in surrender. “It’s not a joke. I’m terrified. I’m here because I can’t lose my brother. I need your help. Please. No one else can help me, I don’t think.”

She studies my face for a long time, looking for signs that I’m joking. With her mouth tight and her arms folded, she says, “Sit.”

I do as I’m told.

“Tell me what she looks like. The Snake Lady. If you saw her, what does she look like?”

I sit and tap my fingers on my knees nervously. “She has big glowing red eyes. And her mouth is this crazy crooked Jack-o-Lantern smile that drips blood. And her arms are like—she has hands like tree branches. She’s all disproportionate.  One arm is longer than the other. Her stomach is see-through, and you can see the bones of other kids she—you know.”

Mrs. Russell closes her eyes and bites her lip. “John, throw this kid out.”

John shoos the cat off his lap before getting up and grabbing my arm.

“Wait! I’m telling the truth. I saw her. She’s real. She’s—you both know about her, but neither one of you saw her?”

As John pushes me toward the front door, his wife says, “No, we haven’t seen her. Because. She’s not. Real. And you’re either high or stupid or a combination of both. But neither one of us are in the mood to deal with this bullshit. Get out.”

She moves around us to open the front door.

“What makes you think I’m lying?”

She reaches for the doorknob, turns it, but doesn’t open it. “Your description of the Snake Lady wasn’t even close to what Monica described. At all. Like, at all. Only thing you got right was the red eyes.”

“Mrs. Russell, do you know if Monica heard about the Snake Lady from another kid?”

She opens the door a foot and turns to look at me. “She heard about it at a museum. Some random kid from another school told her. Why?”

John has his hand around my bicep so tightly it feels like a blood pressure cuff. He turns to his wife. “She did? I thought she made it up?”

Mrs. Russell shakes her head no.

I don’t try to pry my arm free. “Did that kid die? The kid who told her?”

She sneers at the idea. “No. I mean, he could’ve been from—there were five schools there that day. No idea who—she never saw him again.”

John drags me forward. “Open the door.”

Mrs. Russell opens the door all the way. John gets behind me and starts to shove me toward the outside with all his might.

“Wait, please! I need your help. At least tell me how she died. If you tell me that, I’ll go on my own. I promise. Please.”

Mrs. Russell folds her arms across her chest again. “Fine. She asphyxiated. The coroner’s report said it was pediatric obstructive sleep apnea. Okay? Now get the hell out.”

John starts to shove me again. Over my shoulder, I say, “That can’t be right. The Snake Lady comes when you’re awake. She can’t get to you when you’re asleep.” I drag my feet but now I’m over the threshold. “Did she have any cuts or bites or scars?”

John shoves me as hard as he can and I topple forward and stumble down the front steps.

Mrs. Russell shouts after me, “No, she didn’t. Because there’s no such thing as monsters, idiot. Now fuck off. Go see a psychiatrist, asshole.”

“I’m so sorry I upset you. I’m just trying to save my little—”

Monica’s mom slams the door in my face.

~      ~      ~

Sitting in my car sulking after that catastrophe of an interview, I write everything the Russells said into my phone and email it to myself.

Tracking down the source of the Snake Lady story seems an impossible feat. I don’t even know what school Monica went to before she went to Darabont with Charlie, much less the museum she went to with that school. Then I’d have to find out what other schools were at the museum the same day as Monica, and look for students who died after that trip.

I don’t understand how Monica could’ve died with no bites or scratches on her. Although, the Snake Lady did drip blood all over my shirt, and the instant she disappeared, so did the blood. I can believe she died of asphyxiation, and if there were no signs of struggle and no marks on her, I guess a coroner would come to the incorrect conclusion that she suffocated in her sleep.

The biggest question I have is: if both of Monica’s parents know about the Snake Lady, why didn’t the Snake Lady appear to them?


CHAPTER 15 — Charlie

“Feeling better, bud?”

I didn’t FaceTime with my dad last night because I didn’t wanna have to explain why we were in a motel, so I did a little white lie and told him I was sick. Jake said it was up to me whether I wanted to tell Dad about the Snake Lady or not—he said I could tell him about it in a way that didn’t tell him specifically about the Snake Lady and wouldn’t pass it to him—and I decided not to. I know he has a lot on his mind when he’s on the road performing, I don’t wanna make him even more stressed. He already knows Monica died and I’m having trouble sleeping, that’s enough to put on his shoulders from across the country. “Yeah, I feel a lot better. Not, like, all the way better, but pretty good.”

“Good. That’s good. You go to school today or no?”

“Yeah, I went. I had a really good day, actually.” That part’s true. Even though I didn’t tell anybody at all about what happened in the bathroom with Kevin (I didn’t even tell Jake or MJ), somehow everybody found out. So, for, like, one day at least, I think I was the coolest kid in class and everybody treated me like royalty. Four different kids got me candy at lunch and said thanks. And the best part was Kevin didn’t even make eye contact with me all day and he didn’t bother nobody. After the hard time I’ve been having, it was really nice to feel good all day.

“Oh yeah? What happened?”

“Some kids at lunch bought me candy just to be nice. I got a KitKat and Reese Cups and Nerd Clusters and Twizzlers. Pretty sweet, right?”

“Heck yeah! That’s a lot of candy. Don’t eat it all today, you’ll get a tummy ache.”

I make this funny face when I’m guilty about something but it’s no big deal, a face where I smile crazy big and then look back and forth real quick over and over; it always makes my dad laugh. “I did. And . . .  I did.”

He laughs. “You did eat all that candy and you did get a tummy ache?”

“Correctamundo.”

“Ha. Where’d you hear that? You watching Pulp Fiction or something?”

“Uh uh. What’s Pulp Finction?”

Dad makes his eyes real big. “No. Nothing. Don’t look it up, your muh—um, you’re maybe too young to—I gotta sneeze, hold on.”

Dad doesn’t have to sneeze. He was gonna say, Don’t look it up, your mother’ll kill me. He said that all the time before she died. So now he’s sad because, for a second, his brain forgot she was gone, and he doesn’t want me to see that he needs to cry a little. That happens to me a lot and it hurts so much, it’s like starting over missing her. It makes me sad for him—and sad for me.

While I wait for him to wipe his eyes, I look around my bedroom and I’m glad I’m home where all my stuff is. Whenever I’m not at home overnight, I always have this fear that I’m gonna need something but I won’t be able to get it because it’s home, and it’s like I can never be really truly relaxed unless I’m home with all my stuff. I won’t stay in here once the sun goes down, though, and I’m still sleeping in Jake’s room. And I have the door wide open.

Dad’s face pops back up and his eyes are a little pink. “So, today, it sounds like you learned the Greek philosophy of moderation the hard way.”

“What’s moderation?”

“It means not too much and not too little. Right in the middle. Like, if you have four different candies, you don’t eat them all because that’s too much. You have one, or maybe two, stay in the middle. It avoids making your stomach hurt. But it applies to all things in life.”

“Like what’s another example of moderation?” I like the sound of that word. It sounds smart. If I can use it in a conversation with a grownup, I’ll sound smarter than I really am, and that’s neat.

“Like, um—oh, bingeing a TV show. If you can’t control yourself and watch and watch and watch for twelve hours, now your eyes—”

Behind my dad, a lady comes bursting out of the bathroom running with her arms all over the place, “Oh my God! Oh my God! Giant cockroach! Ahhhh!”

My dad looks shocked, and he grabs at his phone and it falls on the ground, and then I hear him saying, “I told you not to come out no mat—” and then the call ends.

While I’m trying to figure out who that was, my dad sends me a text:

Sorry, bud.

Some lady walked into the wrong room.

She scared the crap out of me.

I’ll call you back in a couple.

But I know that wasn’t the front door. It was the bathroom door. The last time we talked, that door was open and I could see the shower.

I stare at my dad’s text on my iPad and think about what he said when he hung up, and think about why he would lie about that lady coming into the wrong room, and then I get it. My face gets real hot and I squeeze the iPad in my fingers and I get tears in my eyes and it’s hard to see and I throw the iPad at my dresser and the screen cracks and I pick it up and start smashing it against the dresser and screaming “No! No! No! No! No! NO! NOOOO! NOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!” And then I flip the iPad over so it’s face up on the floor and stomp it with my foot until it’s just bits of plastic and glass.

“Whoa! Whoa! Charlie, what’s wrong? What happened?” Jake grabs me by my shoulders and sits me down on the bed. I didn’t even see him come in, everything was blurry.

I try to squirm away from him and I scream again. I don’t like the feeling of not being able to move when I get this mad. “Let me gooooooOO!!!!!!”

Jake backs away and holds up his hands. “Okay. I’m sorry. Sorry. What’s wrong? Can you tell me what happened?”

“I don’t wanna talk about it! Leave me alone!”

He backs away from me. “Alright. Alright.”

I roll over onto my stomach and cry with my face smushed in my bedspread.

From the hallway, Jake says, “If you wanna talk about it, just come in my room, okay? If you don’t wanna talk about it, I won’t ask again.”

I hear the floor creak because he’s walking away. With my face still smushed, I say, “Dad has a new girlfriend.”

“What’d you say? You’re—I can’t understand you.”

I turn my head sideways so my mouth can be out. “Dad’s got a new girlfriend.”

He doesn’t say anything for a minute, and I’m starting to wonder if he heard me or not, but then he says, “Are you fucking kidding me? How do you know that? You sure?”

“We were on FaceTime and a lady came out of his bathroom, and he hung up and lied about it.”

I can’t see him since I have the side of my face against the bed, but he’s starting to breathe hard through his nose like a bull, so I know he’s mad.

The bed slumps when he sits down next to me. He pats me on the back a couple times. “Look, I try not to say this stuff in front of you because you’re young, but you’re gonna figure it out anyway, so I might as well be honest with you. Dad’s not a good guy. He’s kind of a piece of shit. Not a good dad. Was not a good husband for sure. At all. And this is just more of the same shit.

“He’s not gonna admit to this, but if he did, he’d say, ‘You don’t understand how lonely it is on the road.’ And I’m sure he’s right. I don’t think I’d like it. You’d hate it, your whole life would be checking places a trillion times before you leave. But here’s the thing, Charlie: he doesn’t have to be on the road. Not right now. He shouldn’t be. There’s millions of dollars in the bank. And I know he took a few months off when mom was super sick, but he should be here now even more than then because we don’t have her.

“I don’t know why I’m saying this. I shouldn’t say it. Mom is mad at me right now, for sure, for sure. But, I guess I’m saying it because I don’t want you to feel guilty for being mad at Dad. I get the feeling that you feel guilty about it. Don’t feel guilty about it. When dads are shitty, it’s right to be mad at them. It means you care about yourself and how you’re being treated. He shouldn’t be dating this soon for sure, and even if he were, he definitely should’ve made—took more steps to make sure you didn’t find out. That’s incredibly fucked up. Incredibly. Next time you have therapy, make sure you talk about this, because it’s the kind of thing that ends up affecting your romantic relationships for life. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“If Dad calls back, don’t answer. You can use my iPad until we get you a new one with Dad’s card. We’ll get the most expensive one they have.”

“Thanks.”

~      ~      ~

When I come into Jake’s room to get ready for bed, he’s on his computer trying to find out stuff about the Snake Lady.

He spins around in his chair and says, “So, I typed ‘Who is the Snake Lady?’ into Google and didn’t find much.

“There’s a Snake Woman, who’s an Aztec goddess, but she seems like a good guy. She protects babies and midwives, I think. There’s some dumb British movie from the sixties called the Snake Woman. Again, nothing to do with our thing. And apparently there was a Snake Lady in a couple of the Goosebumps books, but again, no connection to the thing we’re up against.

“Then, I tried Googling ‘How to kill the Snake Lady.’ Another dead end. Half of it was tips on how to kill these snake lady bosses in some video game called Nioh 2, and ways to kill her in an RPG called Elden Ring—”

“What’s RPG mean?”

“Roleplaying game. Like Dungeons and Dragons. It was just that stuff and some Harry Potter nonsense. So, yeah, just a dead end there too.

“So now I’m looking up people who are masters of the occult.”

I don’t get it. “You think there’s a cult where people worship the Snake Lady?”

“Not a cult. The occult. O-C-C-U-L-T. It’s supernatural stuff. Magic stuff. Werewolves, vampires, ghosts, voodoo, all that good stuff.”

I run to my room and grab my desk chair and drag it into Jake’s room so I can sit next to him and help him research.

We look at a bunch of different sites, and it’s a lot of goofy dudes in top hats with black goatees who have a bunch of potions and spells for all kinds of stuff. 

Then he finds this lady called Marie the Monster Slayer on YouTube. He clicks on her channel and she’s just wearing regular clothes, she’s not dressed like it’s the 1700s, or whatever, like the guys with goatees.

Her channel has an intro video:

“Hey there, fellow monster hunters. My name’s Marie the Monster Slayer. Welcome to my channel.

“I’m not just someone who loves monster movies—although, don’t get me wrong, I do love monster movies—I have a Masters in Mythology and Occultism, so I really know my stuff. I’ve studied the gods, devils, angels, demons, goblins, ghouls, and monsters of every major culture on Earth—and a few lesser-known cultures as well.

“If you’re looking for a way to slay a vampire, werewolf, demon, dybbuk, bogeyman, goblin, hydra, gorgon—you name it, I know how to kill it.

“Get started by clicking any of my videos below. Or try my Slayer Series Playlist for a nice, organized tour through monster murdering.

“I hope my channel keeps you entertained. That’s what it’s all about. Now let’s slay some monsters, shall we?”

Jake and I turn and look at each other and both lift our eyebrows.

Jake says, “Even if she doesn’t actually believe in this stuff, she still might have the information we need to kill the Snake Lady.”

He finds her website and gets her last name: Lubbock. After a couple minutes, he says, “I got her. Marie Lubbock. She’s an adjunct professor at Rutgers Camden, so, half-hour drive. And she lives in Mount Laurel, so, again, not super far. That seems like a sign. We need to go see her in person.

“You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”

I shake my head back and forth. “Uh uh. I am not. Because you’re thinkin’ road trip, and I’m thinkin’ that means you want me to take off school tomorrow, like, call in sick, and then I miss the lessons for the day, and what if it’s something that’s hard to understand without hearing Miss Kennedy explain it, and I have to have Craig bring me my assignments after school, and what if Craig’s out sick and no one’s there to get my assign—”

Jake whips his hand out and covers my mouth. “Calm down, worrywart. Before you spend the next half-hour hyperventilating into a paper bag until you pass out, we can go after you’re done class tomorrow. I’ll skip my four o’clock and we’ll go right to Rutgers and try to catch her. If we don’t catch her, we’ll try her house. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay!” I laugh.

“You wanna breathe into a paper bag?”

“Uh uh.”

“Good. Go brush your teeth. Tomorrow, we find out how to kill this thing.”


CHAPTER 16 — Charlie

After I brush my teeth and get in bed, Jake ties a big, long string to my hand. He tapes the other end to his nightstand. His plan is to tie it around his hand when he gets in bed so when the Snake Lady shows up, all he has to do to wake me up is yank on it.

At first, when I try to sleep, all I can think about is this dumb string tied around my hand. But after, like, fifteen minutes, I forget it’s even on there. It’s long enough that I can roll over on either side and it’s still nice and loose.

I don’t remember falling asleep at all. I just, all the sudden my arm gets yanked real hard and I hear Jake yelling, "Charlie, help!” and I sit straight up in a panic, not sure where I am or what’s happening for a second.

I look over at Jake, who looks relieved. “Was she here?”

He nods. “She didn’t even get all the way out from under the bed before you woke up. The string did its job. The string is getting a promotion and a raise.”

I stare down at the floor in the dark. “She comes out from under your bed, not from the closet?”

“In the motel, she came out of the closet—there was no door, remember, it was just a pole with hangers in it, like an alcove—but she appeared in there. That was because there was no under-the-bed at the motel. But for me, she comes out from under my bed. I felt her grab that end of the box spring and push off to drag herself out, and I could smell her, and I woke you up. I only saw her from the neck up before you sat up.”

So the hard mattress under the soft mattress you sleep on is called a box spring? Good to know. “Great. Now I have a second place in my room to be scared of.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. Welp, I guess we’re done sleeping for the night.”

“Try to go back to sleep, buddy. Both times one of us showed up when the other was seeing her and she sorta spontaneously combusted, she didn’t come back for the rest of the night. I think that means she can’t come back. It’s like she has to wait a day to come back.”

That makes a lot of sense. “Okay. I’ll keep the string on in case I do fall asleep. But I doubt it.” I go to lay back down but then pop back up. “What’s sponstaineously conbusted mean?”

“Spontaneously combusted. It means she exploded without something making her explode, like a bomb or a fire.”

“Coooooool. I like that word.”

~      ~      ~

The next afternoon, on the way to visit Marie the Monster Slayer, I look over the contract Jake drew up to give to her before we tell her about the Snake Lady.

It was my idea to have her sign this before we tell her anything. If she went on her YouTube channel and talked about the Snake Lady, she could kill millions of kids. But, even though it was my idea, I don’t understand most of the language Jake put in it. He got the language from one of Mom’s contracts; Mom was an agent for people like my dad. That’s where I got the idea. I said we should make Marie the Monster Slayer sign an Endy-A, like Mom always had people sign, and Jake said that was a brilliant idea.

Looking at the contract now, I see it’s called a Non-Disclosure Agreement. NDA. Not Endy-A. Oh well. Hopefully Jake didn’t realize I was calling it something so dumb. It sounds the same out loud. That’s what I thought Mom was saying.

When we get off at the exit for Rutgers, Jake says, “Okay what are you supposed to do when we find this lady?”

I nod. “Two things. Number one thing: let you do all the talking. And thing number two: look cute and sad and scared.”

Jakes gives me a thumbs up. “That’s right. I’m the salesperson, but you’re the product. I’m the steak. You’re the sizzle.”

“You’re the cheeseburger and I’m the bacon.”

“You got it.”

“You’re the peanut butter and I’m the jelly.”

“I don’t think that’s—”

“You’re the ice cream and I’m the sandwich.”

“I don’t even know what that means. You think the best part of an ice cream sandwich is the chocolate wafer things? I think those are just there so you don’t get ice cream all over your fingers, really.”

“I’m thinking more of a chipwich. Those big chocolate chip cookies.”

He shakes his head like he’s listening to a good song. “That’s fair, I’ll buy that. I’m the chipwich ice cream, you’re the cookies.”

~      ~      ~

Jake goes into Rutgers without me and pretends to be a student there and asks somebody when Marie the Monster Slayer’s last class is. It’s at 4:30, which is only a half-hour from now. So we just sit outside the building where her last class is and wait for her to come out.

While we wait, Jake says, “Okay, show me your best ‘I’m just a wittle boy, don’t let the Snake Lady get me’ pout.”

I do a big lower lip and make my eyes droop.

“Scale back the lower lip a little. A lot, actually, you look like a bad child actor trying to sell sadness. But keep doing that with your eyes, that’s great. Just let the edge of your bottom lip stick out a teeny bit.”

“Like this?” I try to do what he says but it’s not easy without a mirror.

“Yes, perfect! That’s it exactly. I’d cast you in a heartbeat. As soon as we see her coming, you make that face and hold it until she agrees to help us.”

I practice the face a bunch of times until I can do it on command like a dog doing a trick.

When it’s quiet for a minute, I remember something I wanted to ask Jake. “Tomorrow is Monica’s funeral. Miss Kennedy said we could go if we wanted to, but we didn’t have to. She said there’d be a sub if we wanted to just go to class. I don’t think I wanna go to the funeral. Is that okay? I don’t wanna be rude.”

Jake pats my leg. “It’s not rude, bud. Not at all. Funerals are more for the people who lost someone than the person who died. So, if you’re not comfortable, don’t go. It’s totally fine. I wouldn’t go if I were your age.”

Phew, that’s good to hear. “Okay, good. I just, I feel like I don’t wanna see her dead, I don’t wanna picture her like that. It’s not like with Mom because Monica is a kid like me. And if the coffin is closed, I’ll just end up picturing what I think she looks like in there, and that’ll be even worse. Ya know?”

“Absolutely. Absolutely. You barely knew her, never met her parents or anything, so it’s not like you need to pay your respects or whatever. And, ya know, you’re nine. So.”

I let out my breath. “Good. Thanks.”

Jake nods to himself. “Plus, um, after how my little—when I went to visit Monica’s parents to ask about the Snake Lady—after how that went, I’m pretty sure if I showed up at the funeral with you, they’d call the cops on me.”

“That bad, huh?”

He blows air through his lips and his mouth puffs up like a fish for a second. “That bad.”

~      ~      ~

When Marie the Monster Slayer comes out of the building, Jake jumps up. Out of the side of his mouth, he says, “Stay right here. Do the face and make eye contact with her when she looks at you.”

“Aye aye.”

He starts to jog toward her. “Professor Lubbock!”

She looks at him and makes a face like who-the-heck-are-you.

He gets close to her and goes into his sales pitch. I can’t hear what he’s saying. I’m just staring in her direction doing my pouty face. When she looks at me, I try not to overdo it, and I look at her for a couple seconds and then look down at the ground like sad people do.

She rubs her forehead, trying to decide what to do. Jake says something to her, and I can see he’s got tears in his eyes. Then Marie the Monster Slayer nods and points behind her to the building she was teaching in. Jake puts his hand on his heart and lets out his breath, then turns his back to her and makes a hook with his finger again and again to tell me to come over.

“Professor Lubbock, this is Charlie.”

She has a look on her face like she thinks we might be playing a prank on her. “Hi, Charlie. Nice to meet you.”

I put out my hand. “Nice to meet you, too. We love your YouTube Channel. It looks real nice.”

She shakes my hand and looks in my eyes, and something in her changes. I can see it. I think she might be a mom. “Charlie, we’re going to go sit in my office and talk, just the three of us, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Very polite boy.”

When we go into her office, I say, “It’s real nice in here. Everything’s so clean.”

She sits behind the desk. “Thanks. It’s not really mine. I share it with four other professors. The life of an adjunct.”

“What’s a adjunk?”

“Basically, a part-time professor who wishes she were full-time, and should be, but colleges are as much a scam for teachers as they are for students.”

We sit in the two chairs in front of the desk. Jake digs the NDA out of his pocket. “Professor Lubbock, I don’t wanna be a pain in the ass, but would you do us a favor and sign this for us before we tell you about the monster?”

She waves for him to hand it to her. “What is it?”

“It’s an NDA.”

“An NDA? How do you even know what this is?”

Jake says, “Our mom was an agent for celebrities. She passed away in May.”

“Oh. Hmm. I’m so sorry to hear that. Let me take a look.” She reads it over a couple times. “What’s the purpose of this? Are you trying to sell your story as a book or a movie or something?”

“No, it’s . . . for protection. For other kids. This . . . thing, this monster, she spreads like a virus through stories. So, we want to make sure you don’t tell anyone about what we tell you, and definitely don’t make a video about it. You’d be killing a lot of innocent children. It was Charlie’s idea, actually.”

“This is what you meant outside when you said if I agreed to listen to your story, I could be putting my own life in danger?”

“Yeah. But I know the parents of the little girl who told Charlie about the monster knew about it, too, but never saw it, so I hope that means you’ll be safe. If you changed your mind, I understand. If it were just for me, I wouldn’t tell anyone else about this thing, but for him, I have to.”

I don’t like the idea that this nice lady could die because she’s trying to help me. I hope Jake is right about her being safe.

Marie the Monster Slayer goes back to making a suspicious face. “Okay, if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll sign it. Okay?”

“It would, thank you.”

I smile at her. “Thank you.”

She signs it and dates it and gives it back to Jake, who folds it up neatly and puts it back in his pocket. She says to Jake, “Okay, I want you to start from the beginning, and tell me everything. Every little detail, no matter how trivial. Okay?”

“Well, to start at the beginning, he needs to do most of the talking.” Jake points his thumb at me.

I tell Marie the Monster Slayer every single little detail I can remember, starting with when I asked Monica why she was sad. The only thing I don’t mention is when I punched Kevin right in the nuts and threatened to tell him about the Snake Lady if he didn’t get his act together.

Then Jake tells her about when I dropped my drawing of the Snake Lady, and how he saw her and she looked exactly like the drawing, and how she can only show herself to one of us at a time, and if the other person wakes up or walks in, she explodes. And how he went to see Monica’s mom and dad and what they said.

The whole time Jake and me are talking, Marie the Monster Slayer doesn’t say anything, she just listens and takes a lot of notes. When we’re all done, she says, “I don’t know of any specific lore that matches this description perfectly. It has similarities to a few different things. There is an Aztec goddess of motherhood and fertility called Cihuacoatl, but she isn’t a tormentor. She was a protector of midwives, nurses who specialize in childbirth.

“And it sounds like a monster from Greek mythology called Lamia. She was a sea monster who ate children in the night. I might be confusing her with another monster, but I think her children were stolen by Hera and she went crazy from the grief and tore out her own eyes. So she had no eyes, I guess. I forget. A sea monster isn’t a snake, but in a lot of depictions of her, she resembles a snake or an eel. I believe Lamia is considered a Boogeyman of sorts.

“The Snake Lady also sounds like the prototypical Boogeyman in some ways. The Boogeyman traditionally looks different to each child, which would explain why the version you see looks exactly like Charlie’s drawing, while the version he sees is different, and it seems the version Monica saw was drastically different, considering what her mother said to you when you described what you’d seen. But a Boogeyman would change their appearance based on each child’s greatest fear, so they wouldn’t be a snake to all three of you unless that was all of your biggest fears.”

Jake says, “I dig snakes. I always wanted a pet snake when I was younger.”

Marie the Monster Slayer makes another note. “The Boogeyman also typically hides in the closet and under the bed, behind bathroom doors. But a Boogeyman exists to frighten misbehaving children, and Charlie seems as well-behaved as any child I’ve ever met. Plus, the Boogeyman wouldn’t appear to someone as old as you. You’re an adult, for all intents and purposes. I’m confused as to why you would see her but Monica’s parents wouldn’t.”

“I keep wondering that too. Like, are parents immune to it?”

Marie the Monster Slayer shakes her head and writes something else down.

Jake says, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Do you believe in this stuff? The occult? Vampires and werewolves and demons?”

Marie the Monster Slayer folds her hands under her chin and lets her chin sit on her knuckles. “I’m agnostic. Skeptic. I’ve seen no proof, but I have always and will always keep my mind open to the possibility. I lean toward the possibility that these phenomena do occur in reality; I probably wouldn’t have devoted my studies to this stuff otherwise.”

I ask, “Do you believe us?”

“I believe that you both believe you saw the Snake Lady, that you believe she’s real, and that you believe she killed Monica. So, I believe you’re telling the truth as you see it. You’re not lying to me. What remains to be seen is if you’re correct, or if this Snake Lady is some sort of shared psychosis. Folie à deux. Which—I can see you have no idea what that is, I’m about to explain—is basically when more than one person shares a delusional belief and, uh, hallucination. So, what I’m saying is, it’s very possible that you and Jake, and even Monica, all believe you saw this Snake Lady, and it was real for you, but it might have been all in your mind. I can’t prove otherwise without seeing her for myself, or somehow recording the visual or the auditory manifestation.

“I’m not saying you’re crazy or anything mean like that. What I’m saying is that there are scientific and psychological explanations for all this that don’t involve the occult. And I wouldn’t jump to the conclusion that this is an occult phenomenon any more than I would jump to the conclusion that it isn’t. Does that make sense?”

I nod, but I think a lot of that went over my head. Hopefully Jake gets it and can explain it to me later in, like, fourth-grader words.

Jake says, “I’ll try to record the Snake Lady tonight. I don’t think anything will show up when I play it back—like I said, she was dripping blood on my shirt, but when she disappeared, so did the blood, and there was no trace of it, like, no stain or anything. It was never there.

“But, regardless, we need to know if you have any idea of how to kill this thing. I know you don’t know about her specifically, and you’re not even sure she’s real, but just from your knowledge and background, what do you think is her silver bullet, her holy water, her stake-through-the-heart? You know?”

Marie the Monster Slayer keeps softly tapping her chin on her folded hands. “Maybe we should have Charlie step out for a moment so I can discuss a specific facet of this with you.”

Jake looks at me and scratches the back of his head while he thinks for a bit. “Look, I appreciate that you want to spare his feelings, or not, you know—you don’t want to crush his hopes, or whatever. But, this kid has lost his mom, lost his friend, and had his feet in the mouth of a monster in the span of a few months. Circumstances have matured him in a pretty violent way. So, I think he can handle whatever you’re gonna say. And I think it’s important that he hears it with me. So, don’t hold back.”

I nod. “Yeah. What he said.”

Marie the Monster Slayer doesn’t talk for at least a whole minute. I start to wonder if she forgot whose turn it was to talk, or if she fell asleep with her eyes open, and then she says, “I wrote my dissertation on the idea that the purpose of stories about monsters, vampires, werewolves, demons, et cetera, was to give primitive cultures solvable problems to fixate on.

“What I mean by that is this: if you lived in the year . . .  1152, let’s say, and you got cancer, the medical treatment available at that time was incredibly ineffective, and your diagnosis was, for all intents and purposes, a death sentence. A lot of things were death sentences back then: a bad infection, a heart attack, a war injury like stabbing or bludgeoning, plagues, and flus, and—the list goes on and on. The everyday world was a dangerous and deadly place, and they didn’t understand germs and sterilization. Mortality rates were high, and, I’m sure, anxiety levels were high because of that.

“A lot of ancient myths were created to explain natural phenomena that wasn’t scientifically understood yet. Ancient Greeks didn’t understand why the sun rose in the morning and set in the evening. And so they made up a story about it.

“The Japanese didn’t understand why earthquakes occurred, so they came up with Namazu, a gigantic catfish whose flapping tail in the ocean caused the ground to shake.

“The Native Americans didn’t understand the seemingly random occurrences of storms, so they came up with a giant bird called a Thunderbird, whose enormous flapping wings caused rain and thunder.

“The Hebrews didn’t understand that, if lightning struck a bush, the foliage could ignite and burst into flames, and so they said that was Yahweh talking to them in a way that their minds could handle.

“What I theorized was that stories of Boogeymen and vampires and werewolves evolved in a similar way, but not only to explain natural phenomena like Sudden Infant Death Syndrome and schizophrenia, but to give people who felt powerless an imaginary foe that they could vanquish in a simple and reliable way.

“If your child got measles a few hundred years ago, the likelihood they would not survive was extremely high, and there was very little the child’s parents, or even doctors, could do. But, say your child was being stalked by a vampire. Now you had steps to take: hanging garlic cloves in the window and putting a crucifix above the bed. Now,  you feel like you’re doing something, being proactive, taking control of the situation. In the same way we love video games now because they give us problems we can solve in a logical and constructive way, with fair rules and parameters—a far cry from the random chaos of reality—I believe that myths of monsters were born out of a necessity to distract people from the real-world terrors and dangers they were helpless to combat or control, and give them an enemy they could defeat with a talisman or a prayer.

“Basically, what I said in the dissertation was, ‘If there are such things as vampires, I don’t think crucifixes and holy water and garlic would work on them. If there are werewolves, I don’t think silver bullets would kill them. I think we made those defenses up to put ourselves at ease. If those monsters are real, then they can be killed like any other animal or person. If those monsters are supernatural or paranormal, then there’s likely nothing that can be done to stop them.

“There’s no pre-existing Snake Lady lore to draw on, so there’s nothing analogous to a stake through the heart, holy water, garlic, etc. I guess the place to start might be to look into snake-related things. You know, snake charmers, and—I’m not saying, like, play one of those Indian woodwind—I don’t know what it’s called, but you know what I mean, it’s like a recorder, nehneh NEH neh neh, that thing. I mean, don’t rule it out, I guess, but, you know what I’m saying. There must be a reason this entity is tied to a snake’s form in every iteration.

“Considering what you’ve told me about the Snake Lady’s relationship to the material world—how the blood she dripped on you vanished, how hitting her with the bat didn’t affect her at all—I don’t imagine she could be killed by normal—you know, shoot her, stab her, etc.”

Jake holds out his hand to stop Marie the Monster Slayer so he can say something. “Say this thing was coming after your child, or someone you loved, what would you try first to kill it?”

“Fire. Burn it. Try to burn it. That’s what I would do. Fire is elemental. It’s always existed, so it predates any monster that needs a human’s imagination to forge it. I’m pretty sure snakes are afraid of fire. Most animals innately are.”


CHAPTER 17 — Jake

Before Charlie and I leave Professor Lubbock’s office, she says, “Let me give you my number and my email. Text me so I have your number as well. If you try something and it works, or it doesn’t, keep me posted. And if anything comes to me, or if I do some research and unearth something I think would help you, I’ll let you know right away.

“And if this is somehow just an incredibly elaborate and convincing prank, please tell me, because I will be worried sick about you both otherwise.”

While I’m typing her number into my phone, I say, “I assure you this is not a joke. I promise. I swear. I would never come all the way here, and drag Charlie along, and waste your time, just for a prank or a video or whatever. I sincerely hope that thing you said about the shared psychosis is true, instead of the alternative. I’m really grateful that you took the time to listen to us and talk this out and give us some semblance of a way forward.

“If you see the Snake Lady, please text me in the morning. And, if you do, I’m sorry in advance.”

“I’m sorry too,” Charlie chimes in.

“If I see her, I’ll let you know.”

I stand up and put out my hand. “Thank you again. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

“My pleasure.”

Charlie gets up and shakes her hand. “We can walk you to your car if you want. It’s not dark yet, but still.”

Professor Lubbock smiles warmly. “I like this guy. I can see why you’d go to such lengths to make sure he’s okay.”

Charlie beams.

~      ~      ~

Driving home, Charlie says in a very matter-of-fact tone, “If the stuff Marie the Monster Slayer said doesn’t work, I think I know how we can kill the Snake Lady.”

I take my eyes off the road just long enough to see if he’s being serious. He is.

“I’m all ears, bud.”

“I think the Snake Lady needs little kids to know about her and believe in her or she’ll die. I think that’s why she told Monica if she told other kids about her, she’d let her live, because she needs to spread to another kid to survive. And I’m, like, almost absolutely totally completely sure that I’m the only kid Monica told about the Snake Lady. And I only told you.

“So, if we can’t figure out a way to kill her, then we can kill ourselves, and that’ll mean she’ll be dead too. She can’t—”

“Shut the fuck up, Charlie!” I’ve never cursed like this at him before, but I feel an incredible rage erupting out of me instantly. I can taste bile in the back of my throat. “Don’t ever say that again! You hear me? Don’t even think it! I’m serious. What the fuck is wrong with you, you little dickhead?”

Charlie bursts into tears. “I’m sorry, Jake. I didn’t mean to make you mad. I’m sorry. I won’t say it again.”

Now I’m crying too. I change lanes on the highway and pull off to the shoulder with my blinkers on. I cover my eyes with my hand and take a deep breath.

Through jerking sobs, he manages another, “I’m sorry.”

I put the hand that had been covering my eyes on his little heaving shoulder. “Charlie, I’m sorry, man. I’m really sorry. You don’t apologize, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’m wrong. I just lost my temper for a minute there. I didn’t mean it. I’m not mad at you, I promise. I’m just really scared. And I don’t want anything bad to happen to you ever.”

I break down sobbing and throw my arms around him. We cry on each other on the side of the highway like a couple of weirdos. He says something with his face pressed against my chest that sounds like gibberish. “What?”

“I miss Mom.”

“I do too. So much. Every day.”

I lean away from him and rest my head on the driver’s side window.

He wipes his tears and snot on his jacket sleeve. “I thought we could do it like Mom did. Have a big party and invite everyone we like and have a lot of fun and say goodbye to everybody in a really happy way so they have something nice to remember us by. And then we could be with Mom forever.”

I feel that rage well up again, but I swallow it like hot vomit. “I understand why you’re saying that. And if we were gonna do what you’re saying—which we’re not, ever—we definitely would do it that way. But we are gonna figure this out and we’re gonna kill that thing and you’re gonna grow so old that the hair on your balls, that you don’t even have yet—I assume—will be as white as the freshly driven snow. You understand me?”

He flails around laughing. “Ewwww. I don’t want that. Jake, does the hair on your nuts really go white?”

“When you get really old, I think so. It’s like the hair on your head or your beard. It goes gray and then it goes white.”

I wipe my eyes while Charlie composes himself. When he’s done giggling, he stares down at his feet. “Jake, the reason I said what I said is because even though I’m really scared of dying—I want—I wouldn’t get a chance to be a astronaut or a therapist. I wouldn’t get to be a dad or go to other countries and try their food. I’m scared of that, I don’t want to die at all. But, I’m wayyyyyy more scared of dying inside the Snake Lady’s mouth. That I won’t be able to move and then she’ll swallow me all the way and it’ll be dark and smell and I can’t breathe and that’s it.

“If we can’t kill her, you can’t let me die like that, Jake. Please. It’s the scariest thing. Even if it means you have to kill me yourself, you can’t let me die like that.”

Wow. I just have to sit with that and let it hit me, just how grim that is. My brain says to me in my own voice, Try to burn that bitch, and if the fire doesn’t kill her, let it kill you and Charlie. “How about this, Charlie? If we can’t figure out how to kill her, you and me, we’re gonna sleep in the same room together every single night until I die of old age. We’ll just, we’ll get bunk beds or something, and I will personally make sure that you never sleep alone ever again. How about that?”

He smiles and gives me a half-hearted thumbs up. I know what he’s thinking: all it takes is one night where I can’t get to him or he can’t get to me, and he’ll die in the most horrible way he’s ever imagined.

“Charlie, just because Monica only told you about the Snake Lady doesn’t mean we’re the only two people in the world who know about her. Maybe there are thousands of kids spread around the world who know about her. We have no way of knowing. So, we definitely aren’t killing ourselves to kill the Snake Lady. I honestly don’t think that would work. Okay?”

Charlie thinks about what I said for a long beat. “Yeah, that makes sense. We can’t know, it’s not like we can ask her. She’s a liar. And we can’t ask on the internet without causing a Snake Lady pandemic.”

“Snake Lady pandemic. Hmm. That’s a clever little, you know, turn of phrase, there, bud. Could be, like, a good death metal band name.”

I put my left blinker on, watch my sideview mirror for an opening, and merge back into traffic.

~      ~      ~

That night, while Charlie sleeps on the cot beside my bed, I set up my phone on a tripod and point it at the foot of my bed. I leave the light on and hit record. I also have a digital camera that my dad uses to record shows sitting in the far corner of the room recording the whole space.

I get in my bed and take the other end of the string tied to Charlie’s wrist and tie it to mine.

Then I lie there and wait.

I smell her first, that formaldehyde funk. Then I hear her snickering and feel the bed press against the wall as she uses it for leverage to slide out from under it. I sit up in bed.

As she gets to her feet and her demonic red eyes burn in my direction, it’s hard to resist the urge to tug on the string and wake Charlie. But I want to make sure that, if she can be recorded, I get at least a minute of footage.

“JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. All this playing hard-to-get is just making me want you even more. Do not end our time together so prematurely tonight.” Her thorny-rose-stem fingers gesticulate as she talks; she holds them up like she’s doing jazz hands, only jazz hands rarely drip blackened blood.

“Does it hurt when you combust like that?”

Her lack of an answer seems like a yes to me.

She looks into the corner at the camera and waves, then turns around to my phone and waves. “I cannot be captured on film, Jake. Neither my voice nor my image will appear on these flimsy recordings. I cannot be caught. I cannot be stopped. I . . . cannot . . . be . . . killed.”

Without moving my head, I look over at Charlie before tugging on the string. The Snake Lady must see me do this because she hisses and spits her venom into my face just as I yank my arm across my body and drag Charlie halfway off the cot.

The paralyzing agent stiffens every muscle. The stench of infection stings my nostrils. I don’t hear Charlie yell, and I hear my heartbeat thrumming in my ears as I wonder if I was able to wake him before I was frozen sitting up like a plastic skeleton in a haunted house coffin.

Then I hear Charlie scream and the Snake Lady opens her mouth to shout “No!” but can only begin making the n-sound as she bursts into malevolent confetti.

The ice encasing my muscles begins to thaw immediately, but it takes the better part of a minute for my mind to rebound from the shock enough to remember how to move.

“You okay, Jake?” Charlie climbs over to my bed and turns my face toward his.

“Yeah, I’m good, bud. She got me with the venom but that was it, you woke up and saved the day.”

I shake off the ache of inertia and ease onto my feet like a hundred-year-old man before plodding the few steps to my cell phone. I stop recording and play back the footage. The Snake Lady wasn’t lying. All I have is a recording of a twenty-year-old man talking to himself in the middle of the night.

My dad’s camera recorded the same thing.

Shit.

~      ~      ~

When I wake up in the morning, I have a text from Professor Lubbock:

The sun has risen, and I have survived the night without a visit from the Snake lady.

How are you and Charlie?

I respond:

We’re okay. I tried to record the Snake Lady with my phone and a separate camera. She didn’t show up at all. It just looks like I’m talking to myself.

Professor Lubbock:

Can you send me that footage? Where you interacted? Even not seeing her, I’m curious about your half.

I send her a two-minute video that starts just before the Snake Lady slithered out from under my bed and ends a few moments after Charlie wakes up and the Snake Lady goes pop.

Professor Lubbock:

If this isn’t real, if you’re acting, you’ve definitely got a future in your chosen career.

Jake, I believe you and your brother. Just from my gut. If you think of a way I can help, please let me know. If I think of anything else you should try, I’ll text.

Me:

Thank you so much. Have a good day.

~      ~      ~

After Charlie leaves for school, I get on my computer and find a video on YouTube called “Which Hairspray Makes the Best Flamethrower?”

Turns out there’s a very common hairspray brand called SköNet that has a product called Bold Controlled Hold that not only creates a sizeable fireball when sprayed onto a lighter’s flame, but also retains that fireball as long as you hold down the nozzle, even if you remove the lighter.

I head out for a little shopping spree and buy a dozen bottles of SköNet, eight different types of lighters, and four fire-resistant blankets.

When I get home, Janine asks me why I’m not in class. I tell her I’m playing hooky. I ask her if she can make Charlie’s favorite dinner and dessert tonight, and tell her I won’t be home for dinner.

I fart around for a few hours until Janine goes out to do errands. Once she’s gone, I head down the basement to do a test.

On the way down there, I grab the fire extinguisher under the kitchen sink. I clear a space in the center of the basement and hang one of the fire-resistant blankets from the ceiling with a bunch of thumb tacks.

Just before I’m about to spray SköNet onto the flame of a candle lighter, the mental image of my hair catching fire and my eyebrows getting singed off flashes through my mind. I rummage through some boxes until I find a ratty old baseball cap and a pair of Oakley sunglasses that I sincerely hope my dumb father owned only for comedic purposes.

Standing five feet from the hanging fire-resistant blanket, I hold the lit candle lighter as far away from me as I can with my left hand, and hold up the can of SköNet and spray it toward the flame. When I depress the nozzle, I smell honeysuckle. The flame instantly swells to a three-foot-long fireball that just barely licks at the blanket. I slowly inch closer to the blanket, holding down the hairspray nozzle while turning off the candle lighter flame. I let the flames dance on the surface of the blanket for thirty seconds, and the blanket seems to be on fire, but the second I take my finger off the hairspray nozzle, the flame disappears. The blanket is slightly singed but otherwise completely intact.

This might actually work.

I dig around the Tupperware bins until I find the goalie mask I used when I played street hockey. I’ll need the mask and the lid from the bin to protect me.

~      ~      ~

I ask Kristen to skip her last class and pick her up at 4PM to take her to an early dinner. I don’t tell her which restaurant we’re headed to.

When we pull into the parking lot of her favorite restaurant, Kristen grabs my forearm and her eyes widen. “Jake, if you propose to me in here tonight, I’m gonna say no. I swear to God. Don’t do that. It’s too soon for I love you, let—”

I put my hand over her mouth and start laughing. “Relax, my love, I’m not proposing. No guy with his wits about him would propose to a woman who won’t even say I love you back yet. That would be some seriously self-destructive behavior. And I’m not the self-destructive type.” I smile at my unintended irony on the night I may destroy myself.

“So, what’s the occasion then? Why did I have to skip class? Why Pinella’s?”

“The occasion is carpe diem. The occasion is we could all die tomorrow. The occasion is I don’t need an occasion to spoil the woman I love, even if she doesn’t love me back.”

Kristen grabs my face and kisses me. With her forehead pressed to mine, she whispers, “Don’t say that. It’s not true. It’s not that I don’t, it’s just that I’m not ready yet. To say it, I mean.”

I whisper back, “It’s okay. I understand. Come on, let’s go eat.”

The romantic red lighting inside Pinella’s reminds me of how my room looks after the Snake Lady combusts. I dip my warm slice of Ciabatta into the dish of seasoned olive oil in the center of the table and take a huge bite, despite having no appetite. “Order whatever you want. Actually, order more than you want, order super expensive stuff you never get, and take home whatever you don’t eat. Teddy’s treat.” I have my dad’s credit card, as usual.

I think about Charlie being so upset he broke his iPad after my idiot father let him see his latest chuckle-fucker this soon after Mom died, and order the lobster—not because I like it, just because it says Market Price.

After we order, I take Kristen’s hands and hold them on top of the table. And I just stare at her. She’s so beautiful, and it’s not just how pretty she is. She has an aura around her that feels warm. A healing aura. I feel safer when I’m close to her. “I love you.”

Kristen smiles and closes her eyes. I can almost hear her argue with herself to just say it back. I almost wish I had the balls to tell her there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’ll be dead by sunrise, and that if she even feels an inkling of love for me, now is the time to tell me.

She opens her eyes and says, “You’re an amazing boyfriend, Jake. Very sweet and affectionate and thoughtful and fun and super-duper handsome and you’re a great big brother to Charlie. You’re his protector and his friend and his parent in some ways.”

My chest tightens. Is she breaking up with me? Did I come on too strong saying I love you too soon and taking her here?

When she finishes her list of compliments, I don’t say anything, waiting for the other shoe to dump me. She seems to be waiting for me to say something.

“Are you done? I didn’t wanna cut you off.”

“Yeah, I’m done. I’m sorry. I can’t say what you said yet, so I said other nice things to hold you over. I think that’ll be a good way not to leave you hangin’.”

“That works. Yeah.”

“How’s Charlie doing with his . . . the thing you can’t tell me about?”

Okay, Sharmonts, put those acting skills to work. “Good. He’s doing a lot better. It’s all good, for the most part.”

“You’re lying.”

Welp, better learn some kind of trade to fall back on, because you are clearly never gonna make it as an actor. Damn. “What are you talking about?”

She smiles and pats my hands. “You’re a terrible liar, Jake. It’s part of what makes you a good boyfriend. You don’t like to lie. It makes you feel bad inside. It’s not the same as acting, because in acting you pretend something’s true that isn’t, but it’s in the service of finding a deeper truth. But just lying to lie, it doesn’t sit right with you.”

Wow. She read me like a book. A boring nonfiction book. “Charlie and I are fine. I have everything under control. Let’s just have a nice dinner. Okay?”

Kristen studies my face like she thinks the answer is written under my skin, and if she just stares long enough, it’ll emerge through my pores. When the truth fails to appear, she clears her throat and looks down, suddenly very interested in her bread.

She hasn’t made eye contact with me again by the time our waitress brings our food. Halfway through our very expensive silent meal, I start to get really pissed off. I get that she’s mad that I’m not telling her what’s going on with Charlie and me, but she knows it’s something serious. Why can’t she just be supportive?

I start playing on my phone. When our waitress returns to ask how everything is, I say, “Can we get boxes for everything. I have a family emergency; we need to leave right now. Thanks.” I hand her my dad’s credit card.

~      ~      ~

I drop Kristen off at school after a forty-five minute drive where the only sound is the music playing on the radio.

As she gets out of the car and closes the door behind her, I roll down her window and say, “If something happens to me, don’t feel guilty that you didn’t say ‘I love you’ back. I know you do. You’re just kinda cowardly about it. That’s all.”

She turns around and looks at me. “Jake, I—”

“Enjoy your leftovers.”

I drive away without looking back.

~      ~      ~

I don’t tell Charlie that I’m planning to burn the Snake Lady tonight because I don’t think he’ll fall asleep if he knows that. But he can tell something must be up because I watch Sonic the Hedgehog with him and then we play a best-of-seven checkers tournament.

I wonder if he’ll be able to figure out, after the fact, that I had Janine make all his favorite foods for dinner in case this is his last supper.

Before Charlie gets ready for bed, I set everything up in my room so he won’t see it: one candle lighter under my pillow, another in the top drawer of my night stand, and a Zippo in my pocket. One can of SköNet under my pillow, one can in my nightstand, and one on my desk. I hide the fire extinguisher under my bed, but after a half-hour or so, it hits me that that’s where the Snake Lady comes from. So I slide my nightstand away from the wall and slip the extinguisher behind it. I put the stack of four fire-resistant blankets and a box of thumb tacks under my desk.

Once Charlie falls asleep on the cot, I wait until he’s really sound asleep and then I very quietly stand on a stool and thumb-tack the fire-resistant blankets to the ceiling. At one point, Charlie moans, and I freeze, but he doesn’t wake up. I pin the blankets up in a U shape in front of my bed, so that, when the Snake Lady stands up, I can blast her with the flame and three sides of the room will be protected.

I don’t tie the string around my wrist because, if the fire actually burns the Snake Lady, I don’t want to accidentally wake Charlie up in the middle of it and make her disappear before she dies. I put on my goalie mask and take the Tupperware bin lid and press it to my chest. Using two neckties knotted together as one long rope, I wrap the ties around my chest and tie them in a knot to keep the lid pressed to my chest. This is my defense against the Snake Lady’s venom. I hope Charlie doesn’t wake up while I’m sitting next to him looking like a poor-man’s Jason Voorhees, he will shit himself.

Sitting with my back against the headboard, listening to my Darth Vader breathing inside the hockey mask, I take the SköNet and candle lighter from under my pillow, hold them on my lap, and wait.

I replay the conversation I had with Kristen at dinner over and over in my mind, regretting how I left things—and that I didn’t answer my phone any of the times she called me after I drove away.

If I don’t die tonight, I need to apologize to her.

Every few minutes, I light the lighter to make sure it still works. I have the feeling in the pit of my stomach that I get before I step onstage on opening night. The silence in the house hums in my ears.

Show yourself already.

I suddenly get a feeling like when someone you can’t see is staring at you. I start to smell formaldehyde. I convince myself that I’m just imagining that odor because I’m anticipating it, but then I hear snickering under the bed.

I get on my knees in the center of my bed, and feel the bed rock back gently toward the wall as the Snake Lady pushes herself out from under it.

Clicking the candle lighter, I watch the blue flame dance in the dark as the Snake Lady rises to her feet.


CHAPTER 18 — Jake

I hold my breath watching the Snake Lady’s red eyes climb past the horizon of the edge of my bed. I’m waiting until I see the center of her chest before I press the nozzle on the SköNet.

I know as soon as I see her eyes that she can see the lighter’s flame. To make matters worse, while sitting and waiting for her to appear, I realized that she may have known about my plan to torch her for a while. When I tried to film her, she turned and waved at both cameras. How could she know they were both there the moment she appeared? Either she has an extrasensory awareness of her surroundings at any given moment—her eyes don’t seem like eyes, and she doesn’t have ears that I’ve noticed—or she can read people’s minds.

As soon as I see her bloody razor-slash of a mouth, I expect it to open wide and for her venom to come spewing out. Instead, she just smiles, blood oozing down her chin.

When her chest comes fully into view, I grit my teeth and spray the SköNet onto the lighter’s flame. I suppress the urge to let out a guttural scream like Ripley in Aliens would while wielding a flamethrower—I can’t wake Charlie.

The Snake Lady doesn’t spit her venom at me, nor does she recoil from the billowing flame. She stands fully and arches her back to lean her chest into the flame, which is hitting her dead in the center of her chest but doesn’t appear to be doing any harm.

“Lovely, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. Spray it all over my chest. It is so nice and warm!”

Gross. I can’t believe I’m being sexually harassed by the monster under my bed.

I should just give up and wake up Charlie, but the fury inside me won’t let me take my finger off the nozzle.

“You last a long time, huh, JAAAAAaaaaakeeeeeee? I like that.”

Her raspy snicker usually sends a chill down my spine, but tonight it’s making my skin crawl. Why won’t you just fucking die?

“Nothing in your world can affect me, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. But I can affect the things in your world.”

She opens her mouth, and I brace myself for the venom to hit me, wondering if a thin layer of plastic can actually protect me. But she doesn’t spit her venom at me. She ducks her head down and blows on the fireball like it’s a birthday candle, her demon breath increasing the flame tenfold and spreading it across my bed and every inch of my bedroom not shielded by the fire-resistant blankets.

It takes a few seconds for my brain to register what’s happening and tell my finger to stop pressing the nozzle. The bed is on fire, so is the cot and the blanket covering Charlie. The area rug. The posters on the wall behind me. Where did I put the fire extinguisher? Oh right, behind the nightstand. I drop the candle lighter and the hairspray and twist my body toward the nightstand just as the Snake Lady’s venom blasts the goalie mask and the Tupperware lid on my chest.

I sink back onto my bed like a stone, unable to move a muscle or scream for Charlie to wake up. Well, that answers my question about my plastic shield protecting me from the venom.

Wake up, Charlie. Please wake up. We’ll burn to death if you don’t wake up and blast this asshole back to whatever unimaginable hell she calls home.

The Snake Lady sidles up to my bed and lies beside me. “Do not worry, lover. I shall not let you perish.” She drags her thorny fingers down my chest. “If your brother succumbs to the flames, well, so be it. Then you and I can finally have our alone time.”

Oh God, don’t let him die from the flames I created and spare me. That would be worse than both of us dying. If you do that, I promise you I’ll put my father’s gun in my mouth before bed tomorrow night.

“Let me take this silly mask off so I can see that handsome face of yours.”

I try to scream but it sounds like the quiet murmurings from a TV in another room.

I’m sorry, Charlie. I tried my best. I don’t want you to die, but at least the Snake Lady won’t have you. And she won’t have me either. I won’t give her the satisfaction. I promise.

I can’t see anything but the ceiling and a thin plume of smoke. I hear the crackling of flames. I feel the heat. I don’t hear my brother at all, but I know he’s still asleep because the Snake Lady hasn’t combusted. Maybe he’ll just die in his sleep from smoke inhalation. That seems like the best-case scenario now.

Will my mom be more mad that I wasn’t able to save Charlie, or that I killed myself the very next day?

“You smell so good, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. You smell like a man. Your musk is quite potent and intoxicating.”

Oh yeah? Well you smell like warm death, you hideous freak. Charlie and I will be at peace soon, but you’ll spend eternity all alone being an unlovable piece of shit and never knowing a moment’s happiness.

I can’t close my eyes, but I try to block out the sound of the fire, the pressure of the Snake Lady’s thorny fingers on my chest, the weight of her grotesque frame against me, the thought of my little brother dying before he has the chance to fall in love.

And then, a miracle.

No, not a miracle, just the inevitable: the smoke alarm starts to go off. As soon as the first shrill beep blares, the Snake Lady springs up. I hear her saying, “No no no! Not now!” and it sounds like she’s swatting the smoke alarm off the ceiling.

I hear the plastic crunch as the smoke alarm smashes to the floor. Then I hear Charlie scream, “Jake!” and open my eyes just in time to see the room tinged with blood-red embers.

“Jake, help! There’s—”

“Nightstand! Fire extinguisher.” I can talk but I don’t feel able to move yet.

Charlie climbs over me and grabs the extinguisher. I hear the whoosh of it just as I’m able to lift my head and see my little brother hosing down the fire like a little bad-ass hero. I feel hungover as I sit up slowly, coughing through a thick cloud of smoke. Charlie’s coughing up a storm.

After a concerted effort, I get to my feet and put my hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “I got it. Go downstairs. Go outside, get some air.” I take the extinguisher and finish what Charlie started as he backs out of the room.

~      ~      ~

Charlie and I spend the next few hours throwing everything that burned into trash bags and cleaning up the room as best we can. It looks decent, all things considered, but the air remains heavy with the smell of smoke and charred plastic and fabric.

We stuff the trash bags in the back of my car and chuck them into a construction company’s dumpster a couple miles from the house.

I send Janine an email to let her know I’m giving her the day off tomorrow; I need time to bring in a professional cleaning crew so I can keep this from Janine, and by extension, my father.

As the adrenaline drains from our bodies, it’s replaced by a merciful drowsiness. I crash on the couch and Charlie sleeps on the love seat.

~      ~      ~

I wake up at noon. Charlie is snoring. I call his school and tell them he’s sick. Hopefully he doesn’t freak when he wakes up.

I text Professor Lubbock and ask her to give me a call when she has time to talk.

She calls immediately.

“Did you try the fire?”

I tell her about my SköNet flamethrower, how it had no effect on the Snake Lady but she was able to blow it back at me and nearly burn my house down.

“Shit. Shit. I’m so sorry that happened. I couldn’t’ve foreseen her reaction to it, and that’s on me.”

“Is there anything else I can try?”

I pace around my backyard waiting for her to think her answer through.

“She has no weaknesses that we know of. No vulnerabilities. But you have one advantage over her.”

I stop pacing. “What’s that?”

“She’s sweet on you. And that’s the only card you have to play, at least as of this moment.”

“So how do I play it?”

“This is going to sound stupid, or silly, but, I think you need to talk to her. Engage her in conversation, get her to reveal as much about herself as you can. I don’t know anything about her psychology, but if she wants some form of intimacy with you, she may reveal things about herself that she wouldn’t to anyone else. She may give some exploitable flaw away. Keep her talking as long as possible, gather as much information as you can, and then we can regroup and try to find a way to trick her or to cast her out.

“Ask her a lot of questions. What her name is. If she’s a demon, some demons can be controlled once you know their name. She wouldn’t volunteer it in that case, but we may be able to figure it out from context clues.

“How old she is. Where she came from. Where she goes when she’s not tormenting kids. If there are more beings like her. Anything you can think of. And give as good as you get. Spill your guts to her about every little thing, so it seems like an even playing field for divulging private and sensitive information.

“Use your acting skills. Make her think she might have a chance with you if you really get to know her. We have no lore on the Snake Lady. We have no other way to figure out what makes her tick other than her own words.”

I start pacing again, a little less frantic now that I have some semblance of a strategy for my next move. “What if she lies to me? I get the sense that some of what she says is bullshit, that she gets off on toying with me.”

“I don’t have an answer for that, other than: this is really your last resort. You have no other options, and nothing to lose by trying. Even if she lies to you, she might slip up and give us something we can use. Or she might sneak in some truths because that’s another way of toying with you, slipping in the truth among a bunch of lies and seeing if you can parse it out.”

I sit down on a lawn chair and rub my temple, a bit overwhelmed with the task at hand. “Okay. That’s—I’ll try my best. I’ll make a list of questions I think will get me some piece of useful info. If you think of any you want me to ask, text me. Okay?”

“I will. I defin—wait, I have an idea.”

“I’m all ears.”

“We know the Snake Lady can’t be recorded, and I can’t come into the room and see her while she’s with you or she’ll dissipate. But maybe, if I were in another room, I could eavesdrop on your conversation, take notes on what she says, take dictation almost, so we can go over them with a fine-tooth comb after she leaves. What do you think?”

“You’d be willing to do that?”

“Absolutely. I want to help you. I want to help save Charlie.”

“You’re on.”


CHAPTER 19 — The Snake Lady

Having observed humanity for the past 88 years, it comes as no surprise to me that the first man I fall in love with spends all his time trying to murder me.

So many enduring human courtships start out with a significant amount of enmity that, no matter how much Jake’s attacks bruise my ego, I hold out hope that the two of us can find a path to a blissful union. And though my feelings are hurt, I cannot help but behold my beloved’s ingenuity with admiration. The rope tied from Charlie’s wrist to his was a simple, elegant solution to staving me off night after night, and that amplified my romantic fascination with the only adult to ever see me.

I did not mind being bludgeoned with a bat or being torched. My imperviousness to physical harm was a chance to impress my inamorato with my strength.

What I absolutely abhor is this charlatan hussy Marie Lubbock cozying up to my man under the guise of helping him save his feeble little brother. I have seen, through his eyes, the lustful way she looks at him. Her crusade to spare Charlie from my inevitable ingurgitation is a rather transparent ruse to lure Jake into her putrid bed. She is extremely lucky that she is immune to me, or I would slowly drive her insane. I hope she has children, and one of them learns of me; I will do to them what I wish I could do to her.

Later tonight, Jake will take that slut’s insipid advice and talk to me, and truly listen to me, something I have been waiting for since he first laid eyes upon me. She does not understand that she is furthering my cause, setting the stage for me to make Jake mine. She also fails to realize that, although she will be eavesdropping on our conversation from the next room, she will only hear Jake’s half of our exchange; she cannot ever see me, nor can she ever hear me. No one can hear or see me except the person whose imagination brought me into being.

~      ~      ~

In the afternoon, I have to watch my beau profess his love for the vapid blonde ditz he thinks he is meant to be with. It is hard not to let his pathetic groveling diminish my affection for him. How can he not see that this immature bimbo—this entitled brat—is undeserving of his adoration?

When she accepts his impotent apology and they begin to kiss, I want to pry the back of his skull open, crawl out, and run away.

When their nauseatingly tender kissing inevitably leads to rigorous sexual intercourse, I am utterly distraught and disgusted.

If I had eyes, I would shut them tight.

If I had ears, I would plug them.

If I had a stomach, it would turn.

If I had fingers, I would claw this wanton trollop’s banal blue eyes out, shove them down her throat, and cackle as she choked to death.

Though I simultaneously inhabit a baker’s dozen other minds right now, I cannot help but feel this jealous revulsion in all of them.

Enjoy your time in paradise, Kristen. Tonight, in the witching hour, you will be cast out forever—not by your Creator, but by the wily serpent.

~      ~      ~

I do not choose where I will materialize in a child’s room. The location is dictated by the place in the room the child’s brain fears most.

I find it prescient that I appear beneath Jake’s bed.

In the moments that I grow from a mite to my full size, I feel a sense of jitters that is totally alien. Its novelty invigorates me.

Time to have some much-needed pillow talk with my strapping paramour.

As I slink out from under his bed, I wish I had a way to harm Marie Lubbock, who sits in the hall just outside Jake’s door. Though I cannot see her, I picture her with a glass pressed to the door like the two-bit snoop she is.

I get to my feet and see Jake as he was when I exited his mind moments ago: sitting on the end of his bed, trying to look as unassuming as possible. He holds up his hands to show me he is unarmed and means me no harm.

“Please don’t paralyze me. I want to talk. Okay?”

“Okay, JAAAAAAAaaaaaaakeeeeeee. Let us talk.” I point to his desk chair. “Mind if I have a seat?”

He waves his hand toward it. “Make yourself at home.”

I roll the chair forward to be closer to Jake before easing myself into it. “What would you like to talk about?”

Jakes musters an awkward smile. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of the human saying, ‘If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.’ But, well—I can’t—I want to attempt a peace offering here. Start over. Clean slate. What do you say?”

“Ah, tabula rasa. Lovely.” I glance over at Charlie sleeping peacefully on his cot. Once again, Jake has not tied the string to their wrists. He intends for this to be a lengthy conversation. “I accept.”

He nods, managing a more natural grin on his second attempt. “Great. Well, you know my name, obviously, you say it a lot. What’s your name? I don’t—I assume it’s not just the Snake Lady. Right?”

“I have never told a human my name before. It is Nantlicoatl.”

“Your first name is Natalie? That’s—I didn’t expect that. And you have a last name?”

I giggle. “Not Natalie. Nantlicoatl, all one word.”

“Is that Spanish?”

“Nahautl. The language of the Aztecs.”

“Oh. Oh. Is that—are you an Aztec?”

“No.”

He looks up, and I can tell he is trying to remember the list of questions he came up with. “Well, I’m from Ambler. Ambler, Pennsylvania. And that’s, like, it’s twenty minutes from here. Here, Wayne—this is Wayne, Pennsylvania. I’ve lived here since I was fourteen. I’m twenty now. How old are you?”

“I do not age. For as long as I have existed, I have not aged a day. So, by your understanding, I do not have an age.”

“Okay. Um, where are you from? Are you from Mexico, from where the Aztecs are from?”

Another giggle. “I am from a layer of reality that sits directly on top of this one. It is not a geographic location.”

“Are you the only one of your kind? Are there others like you?”

“Like me? Yes. But not the same as me. I am the only Snake Lady, so to speak.”

More staring up and trying to remember his inane list of questions. “Do you need to eat children to survive?”

“No. I do not need sustenance of any kind to survive.”

“But you need children to believe in you to survive?”

“They do not need to believe in me. They just need to know I exist.”  

“And if no children at all knew about you, would you die?”

“I do not know. Perhaps. I do not think so.” This is my first lie. I know with utmost certainty that I would perish without any children knowing I existed. The only other way I could be vanquished would be if I had let my creator Metzli live long enough to procreate; Metzli’s progeny would be able to extinguish my life force by slaying me in their bedroom through the type of means Jake attempted.

Jake looks over at his brother, then turns back to me to say, “Can I tell you what I want?”

I nod.

“All I want—a few months ago, my—our mom passed away from cancer. And on her death bed, she made me promise to take care of my brother until he reached adulthood. That’s my purpose in life right now. And even if it weren’t, even if my mom hadn’t asked me to, I’d be in the same position. All I want is for Charlie to be okay. For Charlie to survive. For Charlie to grow old and have a family or whatever he wants.

“And I don’t care what happens to me. I—well, I care, I don’t want to die, but I’m willing to sacrifice my life for his if that’s something you’re open to. You can kill me in his place, and let him live. How does that sound?”

“I do not want to kill you.”

“What do you want? What do you want, Nantlicoatl? Tell me. I want to help you. What do you want?”

“Youuuuuuuuuu.”

“Okay, but, like, what does that mean? You don’t wanna eat me, so like, what does it mean that you want me?”

“I want to be with you. To spend my nights with you.”

He rubs his forehead and closes his eyes. This is not the reaction I had hoped for, but it is the one I expected—perhaps even better than I expected. “You mean, like, romantically?”

“Yes.”

Keeping his eyes closed, he moves his hand from his forehead to his mouth, as if preventing himself from blurting something out. “If I . . . agree to that, will you let my brother live?”

“Yes. If you do not agree to it, I will kill him the first chance I get. You have come up with a very clever scheme to shield him from me for the time being, but I deal in eternities, and I can wait patiently for years without any effort. His demise is a certainty.”

He opens his eyes, now wet with tears, and looks at me. “Is there anything else I could offer you that would—that you would spare him? Anything else I could do? Or something or someone I could get you?”

“No.”

He does not say anything for several minutes.

I offer an additional benefit in case he is on the fence. “Not only will I spare your brother, I will act as his protector.”

“His protector from what? How can you protect him?”

“Your brother is sometimes teased at school. If that happens again, he can tell his bully about me, and I will dispatch the bully the very same night.”

“How do you know he gets bullied? Can you read our minds?”

Damn it. In my eagerness to win him over, I tipped my hand. I did not want him to know I see his life through his eyes day in and day out. “I am . . .  privy to what happens to both of you throughout the course of your day.”

He scratches at his jawline, chewing over the nuances of what I have just said. “Can I have some time to think it over?”

“Take all the time you need.”

“Thank you.”

“I have one further stipulation, and also an enticement. My stipulation is that, along with spending your nights with me, you must cut ties with Kristen Thompson and Marie Lubbock. Much like I know that your brother has been bullied, I will know if you defy me. I know Mrs. Lubbock is in the hallway trying to eavesdrop on our conversation. She cannot hear a word I say, and you must not divulge anything I have told you. Not a word.”

Hearing that he has to end his relationship with Kristen punctures his spirit in a devastating, deflating manner that would break my heart if I had one.

“My enticement is that I can teach you how to gradually refashion my appearance into something you will find more aesthetically appealing. In a relatively short period of time, I can become someone you find attractive.”

His skepticism toward this concept is practically palpable. “I know you lied to Monica Russell. How can I be sure you’re not lying to me about Charlie? That if I send him back to his room to sleep, you won’t murder him?”

I thought he might question this aspect of my proposal, and I prepared a rebuttal. “For your peace of mind, I suggest you put his iPad on a tripod in his bedroom and use it to FaceTime yourself. You can monitor him in real time. Though no recording device can capture my form, you would be able to see him and know that he is safe. If he were in distress, you would only need to enter his room to obliterate me, as you have done so many times.

“I understand that you do not find me to be an honorable or ethical creature. I am not. But, in purely self-serving terms, were I to consume Charlie, I would lose my ability to bargain with you. Though I cannot read your mind, I have observed you enough to believe that, were Charlie to meet an agonizing demise on your watch—considering the recent passing of your mother and the persistent absence of your father—your reaction would almost certainly be to take your own life, and then you would be gone from me forever. I do not want that.”

Jake’s right knee begins to jitter. He has the aura of a puny animal backed into a corner by a horde of some gargantuan prey.

“I understand that this is a lot for you to deliberate over. So, if you have no further questions for me, I will take my leave and give you time to think.”

He chews at a hangnail on his thumb. Staring at the floor between us, he says, “Okay. I don’t have any other questions for you right now.”

“Get a good night’s rest. I will speak to you tomorrow night. I look forward to it.”

“Okay.”

“Until tomorrow then.”

Satisfied with how this negotiation has transpired, I smile and relinquish my hold on this fold of the fabric of existence, gently dissipating before returning to my perch behind Jake’s alluring eyes.


CHAPTER 20 — Charlie

When MJ comes to work the day after Jake gave her the day off, she sees the fire damage in Jake’s room and calls my dad. Then my dad calls Jake, and Jake doesn’t answer while he’s at school.

My dad calls again when Jake and me are home from school, and this time Jake answers. I listen from my bedroom and I hear just Jake’s half of what they say.

Jake says:

“I didn’t call you—can I finish? I didn’t call you because there was nothing you could do about it. I took care of it. I’m the man of the house. You’re a ghost. You’re absent. Permanently. I . . . We don’t need more money, Dad. You just want more money. There’s millions in the bank, we could live off that for the next twenty-five years. We don’t need money. We need a fucking father. This isn’t about us, it's not about our family and providing and a legacy and all that horseshit, it’s about YOU. You need the attention, you need the adoration, you need to get to the top of the—no—no you listen. I’m done listening to you. You have your say all the time. And then you have your say on stage in front of thousands of people and then on TV in front of millions of people. You say plenty. I know where you think you’re coming from. All you’re doing, this thing, this career you made for yourself, it's just you hiding from your responsibilities. It always has been. You could do a podcast. Do a TV show. When mom was alive, she took care of all the hard stuff. And now it’s on me and fucking Janine, who—she’s great, but you can’t pay someone to be our fucking mother. It's perverse. You—no, SHUT THE FUCK UP AND LISTEN, YOU NARCISSISTIC ASSHOLE. You were always hiding from your responsibility. Now you’re hiding from your grief too. And, you know, I’m sure that’s great for you, very healthy, but your nine-year-old son needs his father to get through his own grief. Don’t you think when the little girl in Charlie’s class that he was friends with DIED IN HER FUCKING BED, that maybe, just maybe, that warranted a visit from you? That he needed his dad to be there for him through that? What’d you do, send a fucking frown emoji?  You don’t fucking care about him. About us. You’re busy raw-dogging chucklefuckers in your hotel room . . . No, fuck YOU. You have no idea what’s going on in this house. Your son has talked about committing suicide, did you know that? Yeah, he wants to throw a party like Mom did and then end . . . no, I’m not making that up. Why the fuck would I make that up? It’s—he said it. To me. Both our lives have been in danger for days and days now and you have no idea because you’re NEVER. FUCKING. HOME. . . . No, I burned the room to save us. . . . Of course you don’t. How would you? No, I’m not telling you. I’m—fuck you. You wanna know what’s happening with us, come home. Right. Now.”

Then Jake hangs up on him. He comes stomping out of his bedroom and comes right into mine. His face is red and he’s out of breath and he’s crying. “Charlie, do me a favor: shut your phone off. Shut your iPad off.”

“Oh. Okay. How come?”

“Because it’s time for dad to come home. I just shut mine. So, you and me, we’re both going radio silent until he shows up. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Promise me you won’t answer him if he emails you or anything. Just until he comes home, no contact at all, okay? Even if he calls at school.”

“I promise.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks.”

Jake stomps away, and my phone starts to ring. It’s Dad. I turn the phone off.

~      ~      ~

Jake goes back up to school after dinner. He comes home a couple hours later and I can tell he’s been crying real hard. He goes in his room and closes the door and listens to music for a long time.

When he comes out of his room, he comes downstairs and says, “I need to talk to you about something. Okay?”

“Okay.”

He sits down next to me and stares down at the floor. “So . . .  Kristen won’t be around anymore. You won’t see her again.”

“What? Why? What’s wrong?”

“I had to end things with her. It wasn’t . . . it just wasn’t gonna work out. That’s all. It’s sad, but, it—you know, it is what it is. That’s dating.”

“I’m sorry you guys broke up. I really liked her.” I don’t want to, I try not to, but I can’t help it, I start to cry.

Jake pats me on the back. I feel stupid—he’s the one who has a broken heart, not me. He says, “I’m sorry, bud. I know you liked her a lot. I do—I did too. Ya know? But it’s—trust me, it’s for the best. For everyone.”

I wipe my eyes real quick and dig my thumbnail into my finger skin as hard as I can to keep from crying again. “You’ll find somebody else pretty soon. You always do. It won’t be so bad.”

He laughs this real sad laugh. “Um . . . So . . . I have some good news for you.”

I make my mouth smile even though my face doesn’t want to. “Good. I could use some good news right now.”

“You can sleep in your bed again. The Snake Lady is not gonna bother you anymore.”

My face scrunches up from my brain trying to figure out how that could be possible. “What do you mean? She’s not dead, right? Nothing hurts her.”

“No, she’s not dead. She’s—I made a—I made a deal with her, and she’s not gonna bother you anymore. Okay?”

“What do you mean you made a deal? She’s a monster. Monsters don’t make deals.”

“Well, this one did. I saved your life. Say ‘Thank you,’ and then I’m gonna go upstairs and play video games.”

“Jake, I can’t sleep by myself. I’m terrified.”

“I know you are. But you’re gonna be fine. I need you to sleep in your room. I’ll put the Ring in your room so I can watch you on my phone just for this first night. So I’ll see you, and if anything is up, I’ll come right in. I need to sleep alone from now on. That’s part of the deal.”

“What’s the deal, Jake? What did she say?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He stands up and turns to walk away.

“It definitely matters!” I jump up and grab his arm.

He yanks it away hard, and takes a deep breath before he turns around to talk to me. He puts his hand on my shoulder. “The deal is that she’s gonna bother me and she’s not gonna bother you anymore, basically. Okay? That’s as much as I can say.” He turns around again.

“I don’t want her to bother you, Jake. I don’t want that.”

He doesn’t turn back to look at me. “Me neither, but the alternative is you dying in the worst way possible. So, this is the solution. You don’t have to like it. I don’t have to like it. We both just have to accept it and learn to live with it.”

He goes upstairs, and I just stand there staring at where he was, not sure what to say or do or even think. I don’t understand what happened.

~      ~      ~

That night, I get in bed with all the lights on and my little league bat in my hand. I sit up straight in bed and slowly scan the room. I have my bedroom door open. If I hear any little noise, or if I smell the old people/nursing home smell, I’m running to Jake’s room screaming bloody murder.

A little while ago, Jake took the Ring camera that’s usually on the front door and stuck it on the wall facing my bed with double-sided tape so he can watch me on his phone. When he went into his room after he set it up, he said to do something and he would tell me what I did so I’d know he could see me. I took my pillow and held it high above my head with both hands and he said, “You’re holding your pillow over your head.”

I trust Jake, I don’t think he’d let me sleep by myself if he wasn’t sure I would be okay, but I’m worried that the Snake Lady tricked him. She seems very smart and probably very old, and I think she lies a lot, she might be able to trick him into thinking she’s gonna leave me alone but really she’s gonna kill me.

Having the lights all the way on is good because there’s no shadows. I always think I see things in the shadows. Shadows seem like they’re breathing, like they move just a little bit once in a while, and if you don’t pay attention, over, like, a couple hours, they would make it to your bed and get you.

I don’t have the TV on or any music playing. I need to listen for the Snake Lady. You usually hear her before you see her.

I know that my bat can’t hurt her, but it just makes me feel better to have it.

I try real hard to listen for her, and I can hear the way the house makes creaks. My mom would say the house was settling, but I don’t know what she meant. How could it not be settled, it’s been sitting here for, like, 50 years.

Hours and hours and hours go by, and then I hear something. Not the Snake Lady. Jake. He’s talking quiet, like he’s on the phone and doesn’t want me to hear what he’s saying because it’s none of my business. It’s really late, but maybe he’s talking to Kristen on the phone. Maybe they’re making up.

After a couple minutes, I get out of bed with the bat in my hand, and I tippytoe towards Jake’s room real slow so I don’t make noise. I swear the floor knows when somebody’s trying to be quiet, and that’s when it creaks the loudest. Every time it creaks, I freeze and wait ten-Mississippi before I take another step, so Jake’ll think it’s just the house settling.

I have to get pretty much right up against his door to make out what he’s saying.

“I don’t really see a difference yet . . . I don’t want to . . . I get that, but what if they told a kid? . . . I’m not great at drawing. I watched a couple videos to start learning. . . . Right, you already know. . . . Good. I need, you know, I need time. I’m not ready . . . He is? You can see him? . . . Oh, what he sees. Got it.”

Jake clears his throat real hard, the way you do when you want someone to listen to you. Real loud, he goes, “Charlie, get back in bed, bud. Everything’s fine.”

I freeze, scared because I got caught. I almost answer him, but I don’t. I just wait ten-Mississippi and start tippytoeing back to bed.

I could only hear Jake’s half of the conversation, so I thought maybe he was talking on the phone to Kristen, but then he knew I was outside the door. Kristen wouldn’t know that on the phone, but maybe the Snake Lady would?

The tone in Jake’s voice, it was like how he would talk to a friend.

Is Jake friends with the Snake Lady now?


CHAPTER 21 — Jake

The Snake Lady told me I could change her appearance by telling other people the story of her and describing her appearance the way I want her to look.

I told her I didn’t want to tell more people that she existed. She said telling other adults wouldn’t put them in any danger, but I was too worried one of them might tell a kid. She said the only other thing I could do was to draw pictures of her looking the way I wanted her to look and show them to people. I decide that’s the way to go. I don’t have to label it the Snake Lady; Charlie didn’t label his drawing, and I still got a visit from her that night.

So I make a private Instagram account, and in the bio I write that I’m trying to learn how to be an artist without ever having drawn before or having had a single lesson. I friend a few dozen artists on there, people I can see from their pictures are adults. I can’t imagine that any of these people would tell anyone about the piss-poor drawings they saw of some amateur stranger on social media.

I watch some YouTube tutorials on how to draw faces and bodies. With a picture of Kristen on my computer, I start learning how to draw the Snake Lady to look like the girl I love. The girl whose heart I broke. The girl who told me she loved me for the first time as I was leaving her forever.

Charlie told me Kristen came by a couple days after I broke up with her, at a time when she knew I wouldn’t be home. Charlie said she came by just to say goodbye to him and to apologize that she wouldn’t see him anymore. Knowing that she did that makes me love her even more, makes me hate myself.

~      ~      ~

A week after I told Marie Lubbock I couldn’t talk to her anymore, and blocked her number, she tracks me down at school.

I see her as I’m coming out of the Union building and immediately wave her off, turning to walk in the other direction.

“Jake, please! I need to talk to you.” My back is to her, but I can tell from how she’s panting that she’s running after me.

When she catches up to me and grabs my arm, I whirl around and put my face an inch from hers. “I told you we can’t talk anymore. Stay away from me and stay away from Charlie. I’m warning you.”

“Just let me help you.” From this close, I can see the tears welling up in her eyes and smell the sweat on her forehead.

“You helped me as much as you could. I was the only one who could save Charlie, and I did. It’s done. Goodbye.”

I turn around again and start jogging away. Marie jogs behind me, huffing and puffing. She talks to my back. “You won’t talk to me because she can see what you see, so she’ll know. You’re her prisoner. Her slave. Her—I don’t even want to think about it.”

I jog faster. She struggles to keep up. “You can’t live like this, Jake. You—”

I spin around again, this time grabbing her by the throat. “I can’t live with my brother’s blood on my hands. I can live like this for as long as I have to. Get the fuck away from me or I’ll get a restraining order. And if you violate that, I’ll put you in the fucking hospital, I swear to God. I’ll do what I have to do to protect my brother.”

Her eyes widen with fear. She can see that I’m not the person she talked to a week ago. I’m capable of things the guy I used to be could never do.

“Goodbye. Forever. I mean it.” I turn around again, and as I walk off, I don’t feel her shadow advancing with me.

Over my shoulder I shout, “Look on the bright side: you were right about monsters. When they’re supernatural, no lucky charm can stop them. Nothing can.”

I walk up the hill all the way to my car, even though I have two more classes. I don’t turn back until I unlock my door to get in, and when I look around, Marie Lubbock is nowhere to be found.

~      ~      ~

Turning off our phones and shutting my dad out did the trick. He came home. Narcissists can’t stand it when they lose control of a situation, and when they aren’t getting the attention they want from you.

Dear old Dad’s national tour is “on pause” for the time being.

It’s a good thing he came home because Charlie hasn’t really been speaking to me. I’m not sure if he’s mad at me because I broke up with Kristen or if he’s scared of me because of my interactions with the Snake Lady. It pisses me off that he’s being so ungrateful, considering the insane sacrifice I’ve made for him. I have no love life, no social life, and, for all intents and purposes, no life at all now. And this is how it’ll be for years.

I’m holding onto hope that I’ll only have to do this until Charlie hits puberty, that by then he’ll be immune to the Snake Lady, since that’s the age when most kids stop believing in things like Santa and the Tooth Fairy. But maybe his imagination is as strong as mine, and he’ll never be immune to her. Or maybe, if you’ve ever seen the Snake Lady, you’ll never be immune to her. I don’t know, but I can’t dwell on it. I just have to take it one day at a time.

I don’t get the feeling that the Snake Lady would just let me go if I wanted to stop seeing her once Charlie was safe. I’ll probably have to kill myself. Maybe I’d have a goodbye party like Mom did, assuming I had any friends left by then. Even though it pisses me off that Charlie doesn’t want to talk to me after what I did for him—what I continue to choose to do for him, night after night after night after night after night—I’m kinda glad he’s avoiding me. I don’t want to infect him with my negativity. I’m in a dark place, and I imagine it will only get darker and darker.

The good news is that, after just a few days of drawing pictures, the Snake Lady is starting to take on some minor aspects of Kristen’s appearance.

~      ~      ~

It took several weeks, but now the Snake Lady looks a lot like Kristen. I was able to convince her to postpone the physical part of our relationship until she didn’t look like something that set my fight-or-flight reflex into overdrive; she said she enjoyed waiting, that the anticipation was an amazing sensation.

It’s gotten to the point where, with all the lights off, I could almost fool myself into thinking she actually was Kristen, if not for the burning red eyes—a feature the Snake Lady has told me can never be changed, no matter how many drawings I make.

The first night I let her touch me, she tells me to close my eyes and try to relax. She opens her mouth wide and slips my feet inside, inching slowly up and up. It feels like a sauna and a massage and crawling into a comfy sleeping bag all at once. The pressure is intense, but it feels surprisingly good. She keeps going until her mouth passes my hips, and the vacuum-like pressure between my legs is one of the most pleasurable sensations I’ve ever felt. I get achingly hard, and within a few minutes I have maybe the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. It leaves me shaking for a while.

The strangest part is that I don’t feel completely repulsed afterward. It felt good. I enjoyed it. Maybe that’s the universe’s reward for sacrificing everything for Charlie.

I’m not sure if her formaldehyde scent has lessened the more she looks like Kristen, or if I’ve just grown more tolerant of it with exposure, but it doesn’t bother me much anymore.

After only a few nights of being swallowed up to my waist, I start looking forward to bedtime.


CHAPTER 22 — The Snake Lady

I have a boyfriend.

I never thought I would be the type to let my relationship change me, but I was mistaken. The more time I spend with my handsome beau, the less bitter I feel. The less hatred I hold in my being. The less I look forward to the moment my mouth passes across the top of a child’s head, and the more I look forward to curling up beside my man and lying my head on his chest so I can listen to his heart beating.

After nearly nine decades, I experience an emotion that, up until now, I had only observed with covetous disdain: happiness.

Though I feel a searing jealousy because Jake has made me look like his ex, I love looking young and beautiful for a change.

When my lover strokes my straight blond locks and says, “If you care for me as much as you say you do, prove it. Stop killing these kids,” I scoff internally. But I let him finish.

He says, “You can torment them still, if that’s what you need to get by and be content. Scare the living shit out of them. Traumatize them. Go nuts. Just let them go after a while. Get them to tell your story to some other kids and then let them live their lives. That’ll show me you really care about me. That’s the thing that would make me happiest.”

My first thought is I will tell him that I will cease murdering children, but I will carry on doing it and he will be none the wiser. That is the old me.

I say to him, “What if I cut back? One child every month? Twelve children per year. That would be one-thirteenth of the amount of children I typically murder. Would that compromise please you?”

“It wouldn’t please me as much as you stopping altogether, but it would make me happier knowing twelve children that would’ve died in a month will get to grow up. It’d be a start. I’d settle for that, sure.”

The new me understands that, now that Jake has made this declaration, each child I consume is a barrier I lay between us. Over time, those tiny bodies will form a fortress around Jake that I will be unable to breach, and our relationship will begin to atrophy irreparably.

And so I say to him, “I cannot make you any promises at this time, other than to say that I promise to try my best. This way of life has been all I have known for more than four times the span you have been alive, so I am not sure turning over a new leaf is possible. But I honestly will try.”

He thanks me and kisses me deeply.

I have not murdered a child since. And what I have found is that, not only am I not dissatisfied with my time tormenting children, I am, in many ways, more satisfied. I spend more time torturing each child. I find creative ways to up the ante. I swallow them whole just long enough for them to black out, then I release them and do it again the next night. I leave a child alone for months before reappearing randomly for just one or two nights, knowing this will keep them fearful of my return for years to come—perhaps even for the rest of their dysfunctional lives.

I find a joy in my work that I had not known to this extent for decades. And the longer these children live, the more they will tell others about me, so I start to spread more rapidly than ever before.

This is the transformative power of love.


CHAPTER 23 — Charlie

I reach across the dining room table for the big spoon in the mashed potatoes, and my dad slaps my hand away—but not, like, hard, just like he’s messing around.

“Charlie, you already had two helpings of mashed potatoes. It’s not fair for you to have a third one before anyone else gets a second one.”

“But I like it!”

MJ giggles. “What can I say? My mashed potatoes are amazing. And these came out particularly amazingest.”

My dad rolls his eyes. “Charlie, you have to eat your meatloaf. You need the protein. You can’t just fill up on carbs. Your brain won’t grow and you’ll end up dumb like me. You wanna be smart like Jake. Like your mom.”

Jake says, “He’s right. He’s a moron. You wanna be smart like me. Be able to use the perfect adjective, like cloying.”

I don’t look at Jake when he talks, I just look down at my meatloaf and poke it around with my butter knife. I laugh once with my mouth closed so he knows I heard him, but that’s all I can do anymore with him.

Dad says, “See, I have no idea what that word means. Janine, do—”

“MJ, Dad! How many times do I have to tell you it’s MJ now?” I look at my dad and shake my head back and forth like I’m real disappointed in him, but I’m just kidding.

MJ says, “I don’t know it either. Jake, what’s it mean?”

Jake says, “It means being overly sweet, like sentimental or cutesy.”

I look back down at my meatloaf and nod so he knows I heard him.

Jake says, “Charlie, how’d you do on that English test the other day? Did you pass?”

I poke my meatloaf some more. “Yeah.”

Dad says, “Passed? Passed? The kid got a 91. So, he’s not taking after me, that’s for sure. Imagine what you’d get on your next test if you ate that meatloaf instead of just moving it around your plate.”

I look up at my dad and smile, then pick up three big pieces of meat loaf with my fork and jam ‘em in my mouth so my cheeks are all big like a chipmunk, and I chew real loud with my mouth open and go, “Is that better?” And some meat loaf flies out of my mouth and lands on the tablecloth.

Everybody laughs.

I’m real glad my dad’s home. It’s good to have him to talk to. I can’t talk to Jake anymore.

At night, I hear Jake talking to the Snake Lady. Hear him whispering to her. Hear him laughing at whatever she’s saying. Sometimes he makes sex noises. It’s so gross.

How can he be like that with her? How does he not just puke all the time?

I wish he would go live at school or something. I don’t wanna be around him anymore. He smells like old people nursing homes to me now.

I’m glad the Snake Lady never comes to see me anymore, but I never sleep good now anyway because I can’t stop thinking about whatever the heck Jake does with that ugly monster every night. I sleep with music on now just to drown him out, but then I still end up thinking about what they might be saying or doing.

Sometimes I go sleep at a friend’s house to get away from it, but even somewhere else, I just lay there and think about the two of them and I feel sick in my stomach and I just want him to move away and live at school and then get his own house. I hate him. I hate him. I hate him. I know he did what he did to save me, but I wish we just killed ourselves so we could go be with Mom again.

I wish we both burned to death that night when Jake used a flame thrower on the Snake Lady. Anything would be better than having a brother all snuggled up with the worst thing that’s ever been, in the entire history of forever.

I just want him to die. I wanna die. I want everyone to be dead. I just want everything to be over forever and never wake up again.

Jake says, “Bud, you can have my second helping of mashed potatoes, okay?”

MJ says, “Aww, such a good big brother.”

I look at my plate. “You can have it. I’m full. I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”

When I get to the steps, MJ says, “Hurry back. I made panna cotta for dessert.”

“Okay.”

But I’m not coming back down. I lost my appetite. Even for panna cotta, my #4 dessert of all time. I’m just gonna go in my room and lock the door and play with my spaceships and play music real loud so no one can hear me and I can’t hear anything outside my room.

When I think about Jake and the Snake Lady, I get that same sad feeling I get when I miss my mom, the one that’s like a big giant rock on my back that’s crushing me and making it hard to breathe and I can’t get away from it, it’s too heavy, and the more I try to get out from under it, the heavier it gets and the bigger it gets and it’s so big it doesn’t even fit in my room anymore, it’s breaking the walls, and sooner or later it’ll be so big it crushes the whole house with me stuck under it. When the rock is on my back because of my mom, I wanna cry and cry and cry until my eyes run out of tears and nothing comes out.

But now, when I get the rock on my back because of Jake and the Snake Lady, I don’t wanna cry. I wanna scream. I wanna scream so loud all the windows in the house explode and the little bits of glass go flying everywhere. I wanna punch holes in the walls and kick down all the doors and take a big ax and just chop the house to little pieces until there’s nothing left but a pile of sticks. And then just burn the sticks like a campfire.

I wish the whole world would just explode or get hit by a ginormous asteroid and burn up and there would be no more people and no more kids and no more me and no more Jake and no more Snake Lady.

I hate everything.

THE END


Thanks for reading Snake Lady!

This is my first horror novel. If you liked it, might I suggest my book Strange Stories. A couple of the stories in it are horror stories.

[image: A person on a ladder  Description automatically generated]               [image: A qr code on a red background  Description automatically generated]

The perfect read for fans of The Twilight Zone, Black Mirror, and Tales from the Crypt.

A disoriented man is trapped in a sealed white room, a shoebox resting on his lap. The words DON’T OPEN THE BOX are scrawled across the lid in his own handwriting . . .

Four strangers wake up in an idyllic field with a mysterious little boy. The rest of the world has been replaced by a black void . . .

These stories will bend your mind, haunt your dreams, and expand your reality.

GET STRANGE STORIES
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I’m a mystery/sci-fi/horror writer and stand up comic.

As a stand up, I’ve opened for acts including Richard Lewis, Gilbert Gottfried, Dana Gould, Tim Meadows, Colin Quinn, Charlie Murphy, and Maria Bamford.

All of Charlie’s neuroses and OCD rituals are based directly on how I was at that age with no embellishment: checking my homework over and over, hiding my schoolbag behind the couch so I wouldn’t worry about it, carrying all my books home every night in case I needed them, leaving my bedroom door open six inches so the night light illuminated my room, sitting propped up in bed so I could scan the room for monsters, all of it. I was nowhere near as sweet as Charlie, but every bit as scared. My boogeyman was Freddy Krueger.
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