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Bob's dead eyes stared up at him; a candy-cane stuck out his dead 

mouth.  

Looking up frantically, he saw something down at the end of his 

walkway. Two dark figures stood in the darkness. The street light behind 

them flickered on momentarily, revealing the silhouette of a large figure, and a 

second figure was nude, the light reflecting off his skin. A curly mop of hair 

atop his head, the same style as Carl. 

 

When the lights flashed again, the figures were gone.  Bells could be 

heard down the road, and Charles leaped over the tree, reaching for his gun, 

but realized it was still hanging in his holster on the chair in the kitchen. At the 

end of the walkway the dirt of the blacktop road was warm against his feet, 

except for one spot that was bitter cold.  

The lights in his house twinkled on again andd glowed warm and the 

smell of pine filled his nostrils. He pulled out his phone, walked back to the 

door and found the small Christmas tree was gone. The lifeless head of Bob 

sitting in the box on his front steps, was all that was left. He put the phone 

back into his pocket and stared down at the face of his friend.   

The last few words on the paper repeated in his head as he slumped 

to the ground and laid on his back staring up at the stars.  

Charles begin to laugh. Not a laugh of joy, or of some kind of youth 

renewal. Not that idea that something mythical was real as the ground under 

him and as far off as the stars above, but something dark and scary and just 

plain fucking crazy. That's the kind of laugh it was, a crazy laugh, a frantic 

laugh, a laugh that filled your ears and drowned out reality, in hopes that when 

it stopped everything would return to that warm center of the everything you 

called 'is'.  

The parchment shifted into the light revealing the last line on the 

page.  

 

P.S.S. Happy Holidays 
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motivation can still lead to ruin. Bobby was a naughty boy;  

he didn't wish to play nice and take a simple request from an old, 

dear friend.  

I'm sure though that you will grant this request of mine, Chucky.  

You've always been a very studious boy.  

 

Chucky? He could hear his heart beating in his ear drums.  

 

So, to my request. To ease your mind, the missing children are all 

well  

and in good care. They are now my good little helpers. Now that 

you know this,  

I will ask that you close your investigation on these disappearances,  

destroy all the data that led you to your current conclusions,  

and move on with your life.  

 Your Friend,  

 Nick 

 

P.S. The present below is a motivator for you,  

easily disposable if you don't wish to keep it,  

and I don't believe you will want to.  

Glad you got to keep the house by the way. 

 

Charles set the letter down and picked up the box, some-

thing rattled inside, and the part looked as if it slid up and off. The 

lights reflected off the silver and gold lid; a bright red cloth bow had 

been adhered to the top. Setting the lid to the side, inside the box 

revealed a reddish cloth covering something rather round. It felt 

warm to the touch.  

“FUCK!”   
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Stumbling to the door, a strange light glowed from beyond 

the smoked glass inserts. The lights changed from red, to green, and 

to white. He gripped the doorknob, it was cold to the touch. He 

twisted it, and pulled the door open.  

As the door open, a cold chill caressed his cheeks. His 

breath created thick, billowing vapor that formed a cloud which 

drifted over the small 3' tall Christmas tree sitting on his front steps. 

It had not been their before.  

Under the tree was one decorated box in silver and gold 

wrapped paper with an envelope attached.  

Crouching, he pulled the envelope off and opened it.  

The letters were crisp and the paper smelled of gingerbread. 

The ink was a dark red, and it was in a style of cursive he only re-

membered from his childhood.  

 

Dear Charles Gabrielle Oats, 

It is good to see you've grown into a diligent and honest man.   

It has been my experience that good boys and girls grow up to be  

good members of their society, good parents, even with the  

stumbles that life gives them on the way.  Good parents with  

children in college, even if the parents are no longer together, are 

still  

good parents and can promote good traits in their children through 

positive  

reinforcement. Doodlebug is a good girl. 

 

Doodlebug? That was his daughters other nickname.  

He felt sweat drops cool on his head as he read on. 

 

Naughty children need a different kind of motivator to  

become good members of society. Sometimes, even the greatest  
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He gritted his teeth. “They all had it.” Only one of the 15 

had low grades in reading and writing in his grade school years. This 

was a solid link. Someone was targeting Dyslexic kids? 

Suddenly, Charles heard the large panel windows shudder. 

The lights in the room dimmed, flickered, and went out. His laptop 

beeped and went on battery power. The beep had caught his atten-

tion, and he noticed he'd only opened one of the files. The second 

email was in dark bold, unopened. He clicked on it out of some 

kind of attempt at normalcy or just reflex. He hadn't quite taken in 

what had just happened.  

The last file was an image of several bits of charred paper, 

almost ash. These were images pulled from the left over ash of the 

parchments that held the contract for the soul to Satan in the ritual. 

The subject on the email read: Check this out. 

Opening the file, Charles couldn’t take his eyes away, the 

wind outside banged against the glass.  

The image had 5 red circles over twenty flattened scraps of 

left over blackened parchment, each marked to the side of the image 

with case numbers. Each was a partial or whole part of one word 

still visible to the naked eye. 

The one word that was circled 5 times amongst the scattered 

visible black letters over still composed ash remnants of parchment 

was, Santa.  

Satan? Santa? 

A loud banging sound sent his world whirling around him. 

Startled, he'd kicked his feet up and toppled backwards. Struggling 

to right himself as he'd fallen, the chair had spun slightly banging his 

head on the tile floor. The pain flared and caused him to wince as 

he pulled himself to his feet.   

“Hello?” He shouted at the door. 
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some jackass can't read the signs.” The sound of the phone being 

set down and the sounds of someone talking. He couldn't make out 

what was said. Then, the phone picked up again and, hung up.  

“Carver? Bob? Hello?” 

He tried calling Bob back, but no one answered.  

Scratching his head, Charles went back inside, sat at the ta-

ble, and opened up his laptop. While it booted up, he grabbed the 

new file and went into the living room. He flopped on the couch 

and spread out the case files and his written notes. His handwriting 

sucked, but he tried to go over his notes to see if he missed any-

thing. He stared at the page, and he could feel the two beers kicking 

in slightly. It was about that time something caught his eye in his 

notes. He'd written dog instead of god when taking a note about the 

occult rituals he'd looked into.  

Something clicked, like the ringer's bell clanging in his head.  

Dog... God... Carl had been dyslexic.  

Running into the kitchen, he grabbed the first file he could 

find. Pamela Ross, 15. She'd had to take extra classes for poor writ-

ing skills. Flipping through the documents, he found what he was 

looking for. 

Acute Dyslexia.  

He grabbed another, and then another. He grabbed his cell 

phone and sat in front of the laptop. He tried to call Bob again; no 

answer. Bob Carver was the local medical examiner, as there were 

no bodies, there wasn't much for a medical examiner to do, Carver 

was an old friend of Oats, and also was his ex-wife's boss.  

 

Had Carver found out the Dyslexia link? 

The email had two attachments. One was a page informing 

him that the chocolate dots and dirt were in fact deer pellets and 

loam. The second page confirmed Charles's suspicions.  
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“Got it!” Patton said, as he pushed himself out from the 

chimney, soot covered his face and hands. In his left hand though 

was a reddish maroon cell phone.  

“That's Carl's phone.” His father acknowledged.  

Another officer came with a bag, and they sealed and tagged 

it.  

As the day drew to a close the questions kept circling around 

in his head. The bright orange and red of the setting sun reflected 

from the rear view mirror onto his glasses as he pulled up to his lake 

house. The one thing he'd won in the divorce proceedings; his ex 

hated the lake, but hadn't made it easy to keep. At least it was paid 

off.  

The extra files clattered atop the table. Pulling two beers 

from the fridge, he circled back around the kitchen to the table 

again. Holster draped on the back of the chair, his shoes slipped off 

and under the table. The hole in his left sock allowed his big toe to 

protrude and touch the cold tile floor. He opened the sliding glass 

door and stepped out onto the veranda. His own private beach; 

that's the way he liked to think of it anyway. Sitting down at the ta-

ble, he watched the sky darken and tiny lights of other houses turn 

off and on along the far lake shore, reflecting on the water it re-

minded him of a fallen Christmas tree. 

He'd been mulling something over in his head all day; the 

last case seemed to spark a match in his head. There was something 

that linked these cases together that was just eluding him. His cell 

began to vibrate in his pocket noisily. 

“Yeah.” He grumbled as he stood up, leaving the two empty 

bottles on the table.  

“Oats, this is Carver. Got something interesting to show 

you. I'm sending you the files I found on the boy's phone and those 

bags you sent. You're not gonna believe... yes?” Carver suddenly 

sounded like he wasn't talking to him anymore. “Hold on Oats, 
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The inside of the room was an average teen's room: sports 

figures and a few tastefully chosen models on the wall. The room 

was rather clean though, and he hoped that the mother hadn't 

cleaned the room before the police showed up.  

Among the boxes, one had a ripped up dream catcher next 

to it. In a smaller box, a string of beads, bones, and rounded stones 

were all laying in a pile in the corner. There was a receipt from the 

online sales company. This was similar to the other cases, in that it 

didn't take much to get the materials needed for the ritual.  

Most of the kids had either paid with their own debit cards 

or their parents' cards, “Who knew summoning the Devil could be a 

button press away?” He dropped the box on the desk and looked 

down into the waste basket. Inside were crumpled up papers and a 

cracked picture frame.  

Flipping it over, he unhooked the back panel and removed 

the slightly torn photo. Carl was sitting on a park bench next to a 

blonde haired girl, their heads leaned against one another while Carl 

held the camera backwards taking their picture. The girl was cute, 

probably went to the same school as him. This has to be the 

breakup girl, the catalyst for Carl's sojourn into the occult.   

Letting out a sigh, he took the pictures as evidence. “Not 

worth it kid.” 

Just then a uniformed cop came in. It was Officer Lopez.  

“Oats, you gotta see this.” Lopez inclined his head towards 

the living room.  

Following Lopez, he entered back into the living room area 

and found one of the officers half way up the chimney.  

“Patton kept hearing a strange ringing sound from the 

somewhere, and he tracked it to the chimney. We think it's the boy's 

cell phone.” 
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T h e  O t h e r  H a l f  
Kayla Haas 

 

I SET MY SISTER’S Beanie Babies on fire because they stared 

at me at night. They judged me. I hated the fact that they all still had 

heart-shaped tags attached to their ears. I hated how each had their 

own birthday, with their own cutesy message on the inside of the 

tag. Alana was a collector at an early age, and stayed a collector into 

her teens. She stacked each Beanie Baby carefully on top of each 

other inside a bookshelf in some sort of stuffed animal orgy. She 

even dusted them.  

 I filled a burn barrel with dry leaves, pine needles, and crum-

bling sticks. With a little lighter fluid, the medley was up in flames in 

seconds. First up was Howl the Wolf. Birthday: May twenty-third of 

two-thousand. I imagined him giving me a pitiful look as I tossed 

him in. I called it a sacrifice to God. Next up, one of my sister’s fa-

vorites—Flashy the Peacock. Birthday: December thirtieth of two-

thousand. I knew for a fact that this one would make an awful 

noise. Peacocks were naturally loud creatures; I could only imagine 

their calls when they were on fire. I tossed Flashy in, and called it 

therapy. A nice plastic smell was beginning to fill the air as I tossed 

handfuls of Beanie Babies in the flame. Frolic, Hamlet, and Sham-

rock burned up quickly as did Tabs, Kissme, and perhaps the most 

judgmental of them all, Lullaby the Lamb. Lullaby was my sister’s 

favorite. I gave her a sniff before tossing her in with her friends. She 

smelled like cotton candy body spray. She smelled like Alana.  

 I don’t know if I’d call Alana and I close, but I think I’m 

required to. We were born within minutes of each other. She was 

my baby sister by thirty minutes. We were identical in almost every 

physical way, minus scars gained while growing up. Most of the 

scars we gave each other. I sported a cut above my eyebrow from 

Alana throwing a rock at my head when we were seven. She had a 
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scratch on her neck from scissors. Shortly after I got my stitches 

out, I tried to punish her by cutting her hair in her sleep. She woke 

up after the first snip and jerked upright, grazing her neck on the 

metal. It was a happy accident. I was always better at getting even 

than she was. Alana always tattled on me, and I always dished out 

my own punishments for her. It was just the way we worked.  

 I left the fire to burn out, and trekked back to the house. I 

could see Mom in the kitchen preparing for dinner. She had a slab 

of red meat on the cutting board and was beating it with a mallet. I 

wiped the mud off my boots on the bricks outside our house before 

stomping in. 

 “Hey Alana can you come here and help me with something 

real quick?” 

 “I’m not Alana, mom.” 

 “Oh. Yes, of course.” I watched her brows narrow at me, 

and her eyes already looked glazed over from her afternoon meds.  

 “I can go get her though. If you want to see her.” Mom’s 

eyes brimmed with tears as she clenched the mallet until her knuck-

les turned white.  

 “Can you do that for me? I’d really like that Clara. Alana is 

the best cook…” She turned her back towards me and began mas-

saging salt into the meat. 

 I went upstairs back to our room. Alana was so organized 

everything was easy to find. I sprayed her cotton candy scent in my 

hair and on my neck and wrists to get rid of the smoke smell. Her 

closet was color coordinated with plenty of pastel colors such as 

peach, lilac, and cornflower blue. It was easier changing into Alana’s 

clothes this time without the Beanie Babies judging me for it. The 

first time I was caught wearing her clothes, Dad almost beat me for 

it. He threatened to lock up our room and move me someplace else 

in the house. Mom, doped up as fuck on meds, told him that was 
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“Ma'am I want to find your boy. We're doing the best we 

can.” He said trying to reassure her and get her off his shoulder be-

fore he started feeling the wet... never mind. He pulled the bag of 

chocolate dots and dirt out of his pocket and gave it to the officer. 

“Have forensics check this out okay?” The man nodded as Oats 

turned back to the grieving mother. “Ma'am, could I see Carl's 

room?”  

She sniffed and looked up at him. “Who are you?” She 

asked rubbing her eyes.   

“Charles Oats, I'm a detective on this case.” 

“Oh.” She sniffed and grabbed the cup of cold water from 

where he'd placed it, took a gulp, and cleared her throat. “Let me 

show you.” 

She led him passed the uniformed officers and down a hall-

way passing the family room; the husband looked up for a moment 

and asked the officer near him who the man was with his wife. He 

didn't move, but hugged onto his other children.  

The door to the boy's room was unmarked save for 'Do Dot 

Nisturb' printed on a piece of paper and taped to the door.  

“What's this?” He pointed to the obvious 'do not disturb' 

sign. 

“Oh, Carl is dyslexic. He posted that so that every time he 

came into his room he'd be reminded of his methods of coping. We 

bought him the laptop, so he could have some of his material read 

aloud to him instead of reading.” She must have been talking about 

the laptop in the garage.  

“I'll take it from here.” He said offering some compassion. 

“Go on, I won't disturb anything, promise.” 

“Oh, of course. Thank you.” She said as she shuffled back 

down the hallway, cold cup in hand. The sound of her sipping it 

vanished behind him as he entered the room and shut it behind him.  
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missing did the scene have strange qualities that caused Charles’s 

palms to itch.  

From his crouched position, he noticed something under 

one of the counters, along the left side of the garage. It was a work 

bench that had been elongated so that the garage could serve as a 

place to park the car and do whatever extra honey do's the husband 

could do in his spare time. Under the bottom edge of the cabinet, 

there was something light brown and round, several small round 

pebbles of some kind, as if someone had spilled a handful of chil-

dren's chocolate cereal. They were more charcoal and gray colored 

and most oblong than round. He pulled a pencil from his pocket 

and moved some of them around. He found about six of them and 

shifted them all into a bag, then stuffed that into his pocket. It was 

then that he noticed a sharp pointed scuff mark on the chalk of the 

strange markings at the top corner of the pentagram. It looked like 

two points, like the tip on a pair of scissors and scratched the chalk 

away. He ran a finger gently over the stop and felt an indentation as 

if something had hit the concrete ground hard enough to leave a 

mark. He noticed some black material, like dirt of some kind in the 

indent and scraped some up with his pocket knife and bagged it as 

well. Might not be enough to get any identifying info from, but it 

was a shot.  

He stood and felt his back pop, letting out a grunt. Back in 

the kitchen, as he shut the door behind him, he saw the mother 

pouring herself a glass of water from a jug from the fridge. A pic-

ture of the boy with a basketball caught her eye as she shut the 

door, and she started to lose it.  

A nearby officer rushed in and helped her, catching the glass 

and jug before she dropped both, setting them on the counter.  

“My boy, my sweet boy.” She cried into his shoulder. 

“Where is my boy?” She asked. It felt like she wasn't pleading with 

him, but with a higher power.  
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silly. Alana and I should never be separated, because we are just so 

close.  

 The thing is though, we were close. Incredibly close. I hated 

her. I had probably since I was born, but she was also connected to 

me somehow. We weren’t close as friends, or even sisters, but rather 

spiritually. I always heard stories growing up about twins being so 

connected that if you beat one, the other would have bruises on 

them. Twins would invent their own verbal language, and even psy-

chically know when the other was in trouble or hurt. If Alana and I 

were like that when we were younger, I don’t remember. I do know 

that some part of her squirms inside me sometimes. I felt a move-

ment in my gut when I sprayed her perfume, and when I put on her 

clothes and shoes she reached out, and grabbed my lungs, taking my 

breath away for only a second. I looked into the mirror and blinked 

at our reflection. 

 “Alana, are you there?” I could see her face for a second, or 

rather the shadow of her face. The scar on her neck was there, but 

then it was gone and it was me again. I was talking to someone that 

didn’t exist anymore.  

 I went downstairs to help mom in the kitchen. I had about 

thirty minutes before dad would be home. 

 “Hey Momma, whatcha making?” 

 “Alana! Hi sweetie, I haven’t seen you all day. I’m making 

your favorite. Chicken fried steak, with potatoes and rolls, and the 

rolls are here somewhere…” Mom looked lost for a second, before 

opening the oven and finding the bread already rising in there.  

 “You’re so forgetful Mom,” I giggled and she smiled, “Clara 

said you needed help. What is it?” 

 “Can you make mashed potatoes? You know how mine al-

ways turn out like oatmeal, and Clara isn’t much better either.” 

 “Yea Momma, sure.”  



14      

 

 I had no idea how to make mashed potatoes. I had only 

done it one time, and the family made fun of me for my attempt. 

Alana knew how to cook as well as any chef though. She was fantas-

tic with a knife and butter. I drained the already boiled potatoes and 

transferred them into a metal bowl. 

 “You know, I miss you Alana. I wish you would come 

around more often.” 

 “Me too Momma. You know daddy doesn’t like it when I’m 

here, though.” 

 “I like it when you’re here. I miss you.” I heard her sniffle 

behind me.  

 “You have Clara though. She’ll take care of you and dad. 

She promised me.” I felt the stirring in my gut again, and I willed it 

to stop. 

 “Can I tell you something Alana?” 

 “Yes?” Alana was grabbing my lungs again and working her 

way up my body, scratching on the inside of my throat. I continued 

smashing the potatoes with a wooden spoon, swallowing her. 

 “I wish it had been her.”  

 Alana was not going down easy this time. I guessed she was 

pissed at her Beanie Babies being burned. Bile was gurgling in my 

stomach and working its way up my esophagus. My body made a 

convulsing motion, and I hurried upstairs with mom calling after 

me. I quickly stripped myself of everything that was hers and 

jumped into a hot shower. The scent of cotton candy rose with the 

steam, making me vomit. I felt Alana losing her grip and slipping 

away once again. I had to hand it to my sister; she was much more 

of a fighter in the afterlife.  

 I walked back into our bedroom and saw mom sitting on 

the floor holding the sweater I just had on. She held it up to her 

face, and petted it like a rabbit we once had. She rocked back and 
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shabbily, as if his appearance didn't matter, and he also began re-

ceiving boxes in the mail, internet orders.  

Animal bits and the alchemy kit. The chalk, where in some 

cases it glowed in the dark, and the parchment. Some purchases 

were local, most were online. This last caught most attention, be-

cause there were many assaults on farm animals in the countryside. 

One kid killed a goat, tore out its teeth, removed it's skin, tanned it, 

and used it as the parchment. That boy hadn't been right in the 

head; he broke into a farm and removed the head of a goat. From 

the autopsy reports, the goat was alive when it was beheaded. That 

jewel of a future citizen was now in a psychiatric ward in Rusk, 

twitching away in a padded room, transfer pending. When Satan 

hadn't showed up, he had a melt down and started setting fire to his 

own house. His mother went into the hospital for severe burns on 

half her body. She'd recovered over time, but she and her ex-

husband at the time signed consent forms to have the boy commit-

ted.  

To date, Charles had found no connection between the pre-

vious 14 cases. 8 males and 7 females were now officially missing. 

Had they summoned the devil it stole them away? No, that was ab-

surd. If it was a question of being precise each of the 15 current 

missing persons cases were different. One used a wooden grinding 

apparatus, one used appliances. Another hadn't burned a candle but 

used a black LED flashlight, propping it so it shined upward. The 

quill used was of various qualities and most of those feathers were 

not even crow but some other birds feathers dyed black and sold 

online as costume jewelry. Hell, two had been plastic.  

Was someone dropping the URLs somehow for certain kids 

to find? If so, what was the criteria?  Another thing, why the candy 

cane like sealant on the doors? That was puzzling, and it was not 

present at every scene. Only the fifteen cases where the person went 
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of all the stuff his ex took quicker than it would take him filling out 

paperwork or waiting for her to gather it all up for him.   

Fifteen missing persons in the past three years, and in that 

time reports of at least three hundred and four instance of the use 

of a website to spread these seemingly innocuous satanic rituals. All 

the others were ones that had somehow failed, each subject having 

done this in a secluded area, where it was eventually found by par-

ents or neighbors. A rise in 911 calls from worried citizens, con-

cerned about a growing trend, plagued the Call Center. It'd lit up the 

social network, then the papers. If someone wanted to be 'found' by 

some kind of otherworldly being or the recently departed, and be-

lieved in that crap, they could dive off a bridge somewhere. He had 

no sympathy for people who let fantasy take over their thinking and 

way of living.  

Those who'd attempted this 'ritual' and had been asked 

about it had mocked it as just some kind of joke. Presumably be-

cause they did not receive whatever it was they wanted. The 15 

missing youths were a different matter. Those that had tried to sum-

mon 'Satan', had all said the website had just appeared on their com-

puters. Several people said they saw the URL address written in red 

ink on a bathroom stall or printed on a piece of paper they'd picked 

up.  

He popped his neck as he thought about each case. Teenag-

ers ranging in age from thirteen and seventeen, having had some 

kind of emotional tragedy or social upset. Parents and guardians no-

ticed a drastic change in their personalities. Most were broken heart-

ed, someone dumped them or moved away. Other cases were linked 

to physical or emotional bullying. In this instance, a fifteen year old 

boy named Carl had broken up with his girlfriend recently. The par-

ents had reported that it was his first relationship, and the girl was 

now dating some other student at their school, who had also been a 

friend of their son's. Three weeks ago, the boy started dressing 
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forth, and when I touched her shoulder she slapped my hand away 

and something menacing stirred in her eyes. I smelled something 

burning downstairs and rushed to find the oven cloudy with smoke. 

The rolls had burned into shriveled rocks. 

 “Shit Clara, what the hell is going on here?” Dad was home. 

 “Nothing. I was just helping mom with dinner and I forgot 

to take the rolls out.” 

 “Where’s your mother?” Dad looked tired, worried, and an-

gry all at once. I never understood how he could show so many 

emotions at once. Alana was a lot like him in that way. 

 “She’s upstairs, I’ll go get her.”  

 “What did you do?” 

 “Nothing. I haven’t done anything.” I started up the stairs 

and dad grabbed my wrist and jerked me back, popping it.  

 “You. You stay here. I’ll go get your mother, and we are go-

ing to sit down. And we are going to have a nice dinner. Set the ta-

ble.”  

 I did what I was told and got the good dishes out of the cab-

inet. I heard shuffling of shoes up stairs and mumblings. Dad would 

have never jerked Alana back like that, but then again, Alana would 

have obeyed him in the first place. She was so perfect, but so dirty 

at the same time. Everybody has a good side and a bad side, and 

unfortunately my unpleasantness presented itself more than hers 

did. Hence why my mother wished it had been me.  

 That night, Alana had wanted to sneak out with me and go 

to this party. She was lonely she said, and I was supposed to be her 

sister. I agreed, but only because I knew she would be out of her 

element. She’d make a fool of herself. We walked out to the end of 

our driveway, and were picked up by a couple of my friends. Alana 

bit her nails the entire way there. I wanted to see how she would 

handle herself, so once we were there I got her a couple of drinks. I 
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said it would relax her. If she wasn’t so uptight, boys would talk to 

her. She drank a lot that night, and I laughed as she laid her body 

across this random man that was obviously out of high school. She 

kept poking his nose and smiling, telling him he had nice eyes. She 

asked him what his weight was, and told him what he would weigh 

on Mars, Jupiter, and Pluto. I just leaned against the door frame and 

watched her as she slowly crashed. Mr. Out-of-High-School-Man 

got up to piss and left Alana on the couch. I wandered over, slightly 

buzzed, but well off enough to find my way home.  

 “Hey Lana, you wanna go home now?” I swept a piece of 

hair out of her mouth. 

 “Nah no. Brian’s nice. I like Brian.” She slurred and smiled 

at me. I stifled a laugh. 

 “I’m ready to leave though, you gonna be okay by yourself?” 

I could only imagine dealing with Alana on the way home, and deal-

ing with putting her to bed. Besides, she was too perfect. I wanted 

her to dirty herself up a bit more. I wanted her to stoop to my level. 

 “Brian will take me home. You know Brian right?” She laid 

her head against the couch and closed her eyes slightly. I didn’t 

know Brian. I wasn’t sure if anybody knew where he came from, but 

I lied.  

 “Yea sure. Have fun, Sis.” I walked to the front door and 

looked back once to see Brian returning to the couch, and brushing 

a hand against Alana’s exposed thigh. She was in for something 

new.  

 I had finished setting the table when mom and dad finally 

came down stairs. Mom was still clutching Alana’s sweater, but she 

sat down to eat. Dad glared at me and said nothing. We all passed 

the food around the table, and didn’t say anything to each other. It 

was silence, as usual. I was halfway through with my steak when 

mom finally spoke up. 
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He broke off a piece and sniffed it, it smelled sweet, a very 

nostalgic scent. He licked it. It tasted like a candy cane. He pulled a 

small plastic bag out of a large black gym bag that had been left in 

the room for gathering evidence. He placed the piece in the bag and 

shoved it into his other pant pocket.  

He pulled on two gloves he'd retrieved from the bag as well 

and crouched with his elbows on his knees as he stared at the room. 

There was a thick overwhelming scent of cinnamon and something 

else. The whole atmosphere seemed so familiar it frustrated him, 

like an itch he couldn't scratch. Like an itch under the surface that 

never truly felt scratched.  

The glass held no wine or any kind of liquid; the small stone 

bowl next to it did have a paste substance in it, but it was most likely 

blood mixed with whatever was in the smaller bags in the corner of 

the room, near the laptop that was still plugged into the wall.  

Ashes clumped up in a pile near the thick effervescent black 

candle. Though it had been snuffed out, you could still smell it as 

you got close. Charles skirted the drawn pentagram and occult sym-

bols all scribed on the floor. He let out a grunt as he crouched down 

and ran a finger over the laptop touch pad. The screen lit up and his 

eyes narrowed at what he saw.  

“Shit.” He went for his pocket but stopped. No smoking.  

He pinched the bridge of his nose. The whole scene was a 

mix of some kind of occult (or specifically satanic) ritualization of 

some kind, but of what? This instance it had been a scented black 

candle, last time it was just a regular black candle. One individual 

previously had used a very dark purple scented candle as they were 

slightly colorblind. So, the candle wasn't specific even though the 

instructions said otherwise.  

Leaning against the garage door, he pulled out his cell. An 

old friend of his in the Forensics department could get him copies 
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“Nice of you to finally decide to show up Oats.” The so 

very familiar voice rattled through the garage. The mind numbing 

(bland and yet chalk board eye twitching, dick shriveling) voice 

came from the chubby short brunette in white lab coat and black 

slacks that were a few sizes too small. Her hair was cut short and 

too much make up was applied in an attempt to improve upon her 

toad-like face. She'd pulled the camera from her face, and honestly 

he wish she'd have left it there. “Up late at the bar again?” 

“Fuck you Liz.” He told his ex-wife as he turned, inspecting 

the room now that he was inside.  

“Oh, must have gotten laid last night. How much that set 

you back?” Her voice reminded him of the squealing of his brakes. 

“I'll leave you alone with all this; I've got all I need.” She walked 

passed him and stopped at the doorway. “Oh, and Cat wants you to 

call her.” 

“She's a big girl and she knows my number Liz. If she needs 

money, she's barking up the wrong tree. You made sure of that.” 

“Did I leave you enough to be so chipper? I should have 

asked for more.” 

“Don't let the door frames catch you on the way out.” He 

said as she shut the door. He heard a stomp and feet walking away. 

“Well, today must be my lucky day.”  

She hadn't responded.  

He'd already taken in most of the room, but now that there 

was peace and quiet he could do a better inventory of the room, 

where things were places or if they seemed moved. Anything that 

stuck out as odd that caught his eye, (like the pentagram, stone 

bowl, and wine glass) were instantly in his mind. The strange scent 

of raisins and gingerbread. He'd noticed something around the rim 

of the door too when he'd come in. Along the rim of the door, 

melted onto the door and the frame, was a white and red glossy sub-

stance.  
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 “Alana is going to be sad the rolls burned.” She pulled the 

sweater up to her face again, and hid herself from us. Dad set down 

his knife and fork, and patted her leg. 

 “Alana’s gone, remember, honey?” 

 “Oh. She’s not really though. She’s inside her.” With that, 

mom reached over and grabbed my hand and squeezed it tight. The 

menace was gone from her eyes, and nothing but love was pooled 

there. I felt Alana stir again.  

 “That’s enough. Alana is dead. We buried her in the ground 

a month ago. She is dead.” 

 “No, no, no. She’s right here. With us. I made her favorite 

meal and she helped me cook it.”  

 “She was murdered.” Dad pounded his fist against the table. 

I felt a jolt in my body and I knew Alana was there. Mom’s eyes 

narrowed at me, and I saw a flash of anger. 

 “Clara, why won’t you let her out? Let Alana out. I miss her. 

I want her to eat with us.”  

 “Now that’s enough! Enough!” Dad pushed back from the 

table and kicked over his chair. 

 “Put this on Clara. It’ll help. I always see her when you have 

this on.” Dad paced with his palms in his eyes, crying, and mom 

held the sweater out to me. She looked so sad, and so helpless.  

 I hated Alana for this. She was always the center of atten-

tion. She was always the perfect one and the good once. She was 

neat, clean, and organized. She had aspirations to be an interior dec-

orator or a dental assistant. She was going to apply to all the best 

colleges this next year. At the same time she was a dirty, dirty bitch. 

She knew she was hurting me. She always knew who she was hurt-

ing with her insults hidden as compliments. Even now, dead, she 

was clawing on the inside of my heart and throat, trying to take over 

my life again. Wanting to get out. I hated her for it. 
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 “Please, honey, I just want her to eat with us. Just this once. 

Please put this on.” Mom forced the sweater into my arms and 

dropped her hands into her lap and waited.  

 I smelled the perfume wafting up from the soft fabric. Alana 

had sewed her initials into her tag, as if someone would ever steal 

her clothes. I slipped my arms into her sleeves, and felt my body 

convulse once again. My body doubled over in pain, and for a brief 

moment, I felt as if I was in that 

burn barrel, being lit on fire with 

her Beanie Babies. Alana 

scratched at my throat, marking 

the inside with the same scar that 

she bore on the outside. She 

found her way to my head, and 

out my mouth, and I was pushed 

someplace out of reach.  

 “Momma, Daddy, what’s 

for dinner?” 
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Good Help Is Hard to Find 
Joshua Fisher 

 

The squealing of worn through brake pads grinding against 

the rotors or the 89 white Lincoln Town Car filled the air, as the 

hulk of a car pulled through the police cordon and into the parking 

lot of 1218 Clover Avenue. It was the second to last house on the 

right in a cull-d-sac of the middle-class East Texas pine tree filled 

suburb. Green grass mowed at the right height even in the late sum-

mer heat made it all the more 'domestic.'  
 

Detective Charles Oats pulled the shifter into park, and the 

car jerked slightly forward to a complete stop. A street cop practical-

ly jumped away in fear. The door squealed and banged shut, he 

dumped his keys into his right pocket, as he pulled the half empty 

pack of cigarettes from the same pocket. He put the pack in his left 

shirt pocket, realizing for a second that the pack was slightly bent 

and so were the cigarettes. The lighter in his left pocket took five 

attempts before it spouted flame. Sucking in deeply, he closed his 

eyes for a second and spewed out a large cloud that drifted off. With 

a few more good long puffs he dropped the rest and ground it with 

his thick soled boots, right on the grass.  

He pushed his sunglasses up onto the bridge of his nose and 

walked to the door of the two story white painted wood and brick 

house. In the living room, the family was still sitting and talking with 

an officer going over their statements.  

He turned into the kitchen and to the direction of the garage 

and pulled his sunglasses off, slipping them into his other shirt 

pocket. A uniformed officer opened the door for him and a flash 

almost blinded him as forensics had already begun to examine the 

scene. He grit his teeth.  
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The shoes made their way to the edge of a pool of glass 

where the window had exploded out onto the road.  They were 

maybe a foot away from where Ryder hung helpless.  It suddenly 

occurred to him that if the little boy wanted in the car, now he could 

get in.  The tights bent into a squat and the face of a little girl ap-

peared.  She was somewhere around the same age as the boy, with 

the same smooth skin, and an identical expression of vacant curiosi-

ty.  Ryder’s thought about Alice came again and he found himself 

shaking and he knew it wasn’t simply shock.  Alice tilted her head 

and began to sort 

through the pieces of 

glass in front of her, fi-

nally settling on one as 

big as her hand.   

Apparently from 

nowhere, the boy ap-

peared to the left of 

what would’ve been Ry-

der’s window and bent 

down to peer inside.  

Then he beckoned Alice 

forward, and for the 

first time since he met 

the boy, he showed an 

emotion; he smiled. 
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F a t h e r l a n d  
Brody Wedgeworth 

 

THE FADED KHAKI LETTER lay in the postal box, amidst a 

cluster of off-white bills. Joe knew what it meant the moment he 

saw it. His father had died.  

 He stood outside his downtown apartment in the sweltering 

heat, which stood for fall weather in Texas. He debated opening the 

letter. Sweat rolled down his cheek in streams. He took the letter 

from the box, split it with his thumb, and read:  

 Dear Joe, 

Your father had an accident last week. It was bad and 

he’d been settin out in the field a few days before the 

neighbors found him. Seems he fell off that old 

Hesston tractor and the mower got the best of his legs. 

The buzzards got the best of what was left. It was a 

closed casket, God rest his soul. Somebody should have 

been there for him. Anyway, we buried him yesterday 

according to his will. If you can come up, the lawyers 

wanna meet with you tomorrow at one to square away 

the assets. You and your daddy may have had bad 

blood, but I hope you come and pay your respects all 

the same.  

       Uncle Jim. 

 Joe folded the letter, placed it in his pocket, and climbed the 

stairs to his apartment, where he packed a bag for the long drive 

home.  

# 

 He pulled over at a truck stop halfway there and tried to 

sleep. By the dial of his watch, he slept for a solid half hour before a 

recurring nightmare from his childhood woke him in a cold sweat. 
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The dream had plagued him since he fell into a creek behind the 

house and upset a large water moccasin nest. For years, he had 

dreamed of waking in the night to find the snakes exploding from 

under his bed and rolling out of his closet in disgusting, twisted 

heaps. This time was different. The snakes did not come, but their 

muddy tracks covered the walls, floor, and ceiling. The past dredg-

ing back up gave Joe a bad feeling. He stretched and drove on.  

He arrived in Landen, Texas with the sunrise. The light 

struck the dark pines lining the two lane highway and began to 

break apart the thick fog that swirled around the tree trunks and 

ground scrub. The dread that had been building in him since the 

letter seemed to hit him all at once as he turned onto the mile long 

drive way which cut through the center of the Circle D, his father’s 

land.  

 The weight of long years pushed him deeper into his seat 

and he clutched the steering wheel till his knuckles whitened. Five 

generations of DeQuinceys had toiled on this land. They had sweat, 

bled, and died for it...and on it. A two-hundred acre plot bought in 

the 1850s had become two thousand by his father’s time. The plot 

had passed from father to eldest son for nearly a hundred and fifty 

years. The sight of it made Joe feel like vomiting; with every ounce 

of his being, he wanted no part of it.  

 He pulled into the drive and killed his car next to his Uncle 

Jim’s old Chevy farm truck. Jim stepped out of the back door hold-

ing a steaming mug of coffee and beckoned him inside.  

 The house had not changed in the three years since he’d 

seen it last, other than some slight dilapidation.  It was long and nar-

row, but compact and decorated in the DeQuinceys’ sparse style: 

red brick, black shingles, a lone chimney, small and simple windows. 

There were no flowers or otherwise homey features to be found 

around the exterior. A limp barbed wire fence encircled the yard, 

broken only by a cattle guard in front and a horse gate in back.  
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stead, the terror that was pulsing through his body was causing his 

eyes to water.  Ryder had always felt helpless but now, it was a life-

threatening helplessness.  If the kid was dangerous.  He hadn’t con-

sidered the possibility that the kid may really just be a kid in need of 

help.  But then why had he disappeared? 

He couldn’t sit here and wait for help that may or may not 

show up.  He moved into drive and started to turn back onto the 

dirt and sometimes asphalt of the road.  When he could no longer 

fight it, he stomped down on the gas pedal, shooting the sedan for-

ward.  The scenery around him blurred and the thunking became 

desperate, moving to the same beat as his heart.  In those instants, 

his world was the grey of his car, the stale smell of beer, and the 

darkness outside.   

Then his car was hit on the driver’s side. 

Whatever slammed into him, hit with enough force to flip 

the car so he was upside down.  Ryder stayed conscious through the 

crash and his seat belt kept him secured to his seat, but his body had 

had a rough ride, and he was sure he needed to be checked out.  But 

the second his car had been hit, he wondered if it was the little boy?  

He’d been strong enough to rock the vehicle earlier, was he strong 

enough to flip it over? 

His mind felt fuzzy, and his body ached.   It was like he was 

Stretch Armstrong and someone had pulled him apart and left him 

that way.  The cans of beer had in some cases exploded, and in oth-

ers landed in weird places.  Like the street.  There was one lonely 

can in exile in the road.  He watched as a pair of black patent leather 

shoes walked to the can and kicked it.   

Above the shoes was a pair of white tights, and above that a 

ruffled skirt that reminded him of Disney’s Alice in Wonderland, ex-

cept this one was absurdly red.  This wasn’t the little boy.  And be-

hind that thought was, what had the little boy been wearing? 
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thing he could use as a weapon.  There were still nine beers, his 

phone, and a tire air pressure gauge.  He had cd’s, tons of papers, 

and leftover food containers.  His father had once mentioned that it 

looked redneck to carry a pocket knife, so Ryder had taken his out 

of his car and never carried it.  The hatred for his father rose like a 

tidal wave in his gut.  He’d always known he’d be better off not tak-

ing his father’s words to heart and now, all these years later, it was 

quite literally coming back to haunt him. 

Unless he shook up a beer and shot gunned it at the kid, he 

had nothing.  Or threw a cd at his face.  Then, the obvious answer 

took over his thoughts.  He was in a car after all.  He had left the car 

idling while he was listening to his music and now, he pushed it into 

drive and slowly, despite his desire to peel out, pushed down on the 

gas pedal.  He immediately heard a thunk, thunk, thunk as the car 

rolled.  Did he have a flat tire?  Had that demon sliced his tire some-

how? 

He put it back into park, prepared to get out of his car, and 

again thought about the consequences of getting out just then.  He 

could continue driving on a flat tire, or tires. That kid really did look 

quite evil.  Or, he could sit here and wait for one of the guys to 

come pick him up.  But none of them had answered and he had a 

sneaking suspicion that all of them a) were choosing not to answer; 

b) were drunk; or c) no longer had their phones.  It was only thirty 

minutes since he had fled the scene of his disgrace, but it was a Fri-

day night and they lived in a small college town.  As had proven 

time and again, beer was always available, and his friends were well 

acquainted with that knowledge.  The inevitable eavesdropper to his 

thoughts muttered quietly that his friends weren’t really his friends 

anyway, that no matter how much he needed them, they didn’t care 

enough about him to show up. 

“Highway to Hell” began and the chords surrounded him 

and for the first time in his life he didn’t want to rock to them. In-
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 Joe walked inside, moved down the hall past the kitchen, 

and entered his childhood bedroom. The sight made him shudder. 

It felt like coming face to face with a previous version of Joe 

DeQuincey. A lesser version. His history books still sat on their 

shelves, now coated in a respectable amount of dust and cobwebs. 

Movie posters he had once hung so proudly lay limp, and some 

folded or curled at the corners like dog-eared pages. He tossed his 

bags on the bed and returned to the kitchen.  

 “Coffee’s on the stove,” Jim called from the screened in 

porch out back.  

 Joe filled a chipped mug and moved to join him.  

 “Jim,” he said, lowering himself into an old rocker.  

 “Joe. How’ve you been?” 

 “Fair. School’s good. Got my own apartment and a job in 

the library.” 

 “Uh-huh,” Joe answered, fiddling with his mug.  

 They sat in silence, sipping and watching the fog rise from 

the fields out back.  

 “Where’s he buried?” Joe asked.  

 “On the big hill to the East next to your mother and the 

others…saddles are out in the barn if you wanna ride up there.” 

 “I’ll walk.” 

 “Still won’t ride?” Jim asked, turning to look at him.  

 “Not since I was twelve, after Dad put me on that colt and I 

broke my arm, you know that.” 

 “I see you’re still holding a grudge.” 

 “I am. I had no business being on that thing. He knew that.” 

 “Have you ever thought that maybe he was tryin’ to teach 

you somethin’? Tryin’ to toughen you up?” Jim asked, holding his 

mug tight between both hands.  
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 “Don’t give me that bullshit Jim. You know better than 

most that it was all that romantic cowboy crap he spent his whole 

life reading out here on this damn porch. He acted as if he was the 

last old guard of some bygone age that didn’t really exist in the first 

place. Teach me. He taught me real good Jim, so good that I don’t 

want any part of his fantasy any longer.” 

 “You’re plannin’ on sellin’ it, aren’t you?” asked Jim, stand-

ing and turning to face his nephew.  

 “I am. Unless you can take it over,” said Joe.  

 “You know I can’t. Even if I had the money, I wouldn’t 

have the manpower to run my ranch and the Circle D.” 

 “Then I’m sorry, but it’s as good as sold. I’m gonna discuss 

it with dad’s lawyer today.” 

 Jim was quiet for a moment. He turned and looked out on 

the fields again, where the herds were grazing with lazy flicks of 

their tails. 

 “Five generations. A fine paycheck. Boy, you don’t have an 

ounce of respect in you, do you?” asked Jim, shaking his head.  

 “Jim, I’m a grown man and I’ll do what I damn well please,” 

said Joe as he stood. 

 Jim nodded and swallowed hard. He set his mug upside 

down on his chair and left the porch. 

 “Goodbye Joe. Best of luck,” he called back.  

 Joe didn’t answer.  

 He realized that he shouldn’t have been so rough with one 

of his few remaining relatives, but the altercation had left him feel-

ing vindicated. For the past decade he had told himself that, when 

the time came, he would set out on his own. Subverting the natural 

order of his heritage didn’t sit well with him, but he could not and 

would not deny his own dreams simply because of tradition.  
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He could offer the boy his cell phone.  It sat cozily in his 

cup holder, plugged into his radio and providing the classic rock 

that was the right mix of upbeat and serious.  But to offer the boy 

his phone, he’d have to open the door and at the thought of open-

ing the door, his stomach churned.  There was no way he’d touch 

this thing.   

He’d called the boy a thing in his mind.  Behind it, he heard 

his father’s contemptuous laughter and for the first time in his life, 

his father’s opinion of him didn’t matter.  All that mattered was get-

ting away from whatever was parading in the façade of a little boy.   

With a modicum of bravado, he answered, “I’m not letting 

you in.”  Then he picked up his phone and texted his roommate, 

just a simple message, “Broke down by Hatchet Man church, please 

help.”  To be safe, he forwarded the same message to a couple of 

the other guys.  Suddenly, facing the embarrassment that would 

come if they showed up and the boy was a figment of his imagina-

tion was nothing compared to the terror of getting out of his own 

small sedan. 

He had just secured the phone back in its safe little place 

when the boy started to bang his fist against the car and say, “Let 

me in.  Let me in.  Let me in.”  His voice never rose, there was no 

inflection, he could’ve been asking how the day was, but his hands 

hitting the sedan shook it like an earthquake.  Ryder found that he 

could grip the steering wheel tighter after all.  He started yelling, 

“No,” long, emphatic bursts of negation that filled the car, seeming 

to drown out the rocking sensation.  

Then as quickly as the shaking had begun, it was over.  Out-

side, the trees were silent sentinels, their limbs hiding what lived in 

the woods and the road to sanity wound too far away for comfort.  

And the little boy was no longer in sight.  Curiosity tempted Ryder 

to get out and look, but he had seen far too many scary movies to 

believe that was a good idea. Instead, he checked the car for any-
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boy stood unblinkingly, his palms pressed to the car, and Ryder had 

the sudden urge to tell him to back the fuck off.  Instead, he heard 

his father speak up inside again, chastising him for his fear.  After 

all, it was just a little boy. 

“I’m not really good to drive now,” Ryder’s sentence was 

halting and he kept trying to look past the boy.  He was at a loss as 

to how to deal with this.  With sudden inspiration, he asked, “Who 

dropped you off out here anyway?”  With this newfound logic on 

his side, he found he could face the little boy one on one.  He 

crushed the Coors can in his right hand and tossed it into the floor-

board on the passenger side.  Once his hand was free, he gripped 

the steering wheel tightly, taking control once again. 

“I need a ride to my mother’s home.  May I please get in?”  

This time with his pale, perfect skin, Ryder noticed that the boy had 

no facial tics either, nothing to denote emotion on his part.  From 

his minimal exposure to children, it seemed they were always 

scrunching their faces up, or crying, or grinning.  This kid had 

shown none of that.  He was like a blank page waiting to have emo-

tion written on it. 

His knuckles were beginning to turn white on the wheel, 

contrasting with the black leather.  In the background, Billy Idol was 

dancing with himself and Ryder’s goosebumps weren’t leaving his 

body.  “I don’t feel comfortable driving you in my condition,” he 

tried again.  The moon was absent, leaving Ryder alone with his 

strange visitor and the feeling that no help was coming beginning to 

sink into his subconscious. 

“I need help.  Please let me in.”  This time the boy’s hands 

rose so his palms were in front of Ryder’s face.  Above the tips of 

his fingers rose perfect semi-circles of nails.  That odd detail didn’t 

seem to fit with what Ryder knew about children either.  Weren’t 

they generically messy? 
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 Around mid-morning, Joe put off delaying the inevitable 

and struck out across the fields to visit his father’s grave. During the 

drive home, he’d worried that seeing the home place again would 

somehow halt his decision to sell it, but he was surprised to find 

that, although nostalgia lay all around, his will did not waver.  

 He noted the important landmarks of his childhood as he 

walked. There was the briar patch one of his father’s mares had 

pitched him in. There was the pond where he had fished and beside 

which he had dug trenches for plastic army men battles. Here was 

the pine covered hill where his father had sometimes sat and 

watched the sunset and was now buried under. Some of his best 

memories were here, but he took solace in knowing that even they 

could not deter him from the dreams of big cities and far off travels 

which he’d harbored for so long. A test had been passed.  

 The family cemetery was a small plot covered in pine nee-

dles and enclosed by a rusting iron fence. The grave was simple and 

rugged in the family style. A small granite tombstone bore only 

dates and his father’s name and lay next to a weathered stone that 

had served his mother for more than twenty years. Joe had never 

know her. She’d died in childbirth, but he talked over the graves 

awhile and paid his respects to both parents.  

 Standing there, his greatest regret was not that he hadn’t 

mended his relationship with his father, but that he felt little of any-

thing. Perhaps it was the effect of the ruggedness which had proved 

so vital in helping his family to tame and till the land, or perhaps he 

and his father’s relationship had been more broken than he thought. 

The cemetery made him uneasy; there was too much history buried 

there.  

Walking home, he noticed something odd. The cattle stood 

still in the field and watched his movements with unblinking eyes. 

Joe couldn’t explain it, but he felt that they didn’t observe him as 

much as they stared at him, through him. 
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 At noon, he drove into Landen and met with Jeff Scott, the 

lawyer who had handled his father’s affairs the past few years. He 

signed the necessary papers and told Jeff his intention of selling. 

 “I know you and your father weren’t on good terms Joe, but 

I wonder if you knew that he tried sellin’ the place some nine 

months back,” said Jeff.  

 “I didn’t,” replied Joe with rising interest. 

 “Well…he hated to do it. When he realized that you didn’t 

want the place he had me look for a buyer. He didn’t want the place 

divided up or turned into subdivisions or what not, and hoped an-

other rancher might buy him out.” 

 “I can’t believe he would’ve ever thought of doing such a 

thing,” said Joe.  

 “He did…for a while. Backed out at the last minute though. 

I had a buyer ready to go and everything. Your dad wouldn’t give 

me a reason, at the time I figured he’d gotten cold feet, but…he be-

gan to act mighty peculiar after that.” 

 “How so?” asked Joe.  

 “Well, he started hangin’ around in Landen more often at 

night. It was strange. I’d see him sitting at the diner drinkin’ coffee 

and readin’ all hours of the night. Near the end, he was haggard and 

drawn out lookin’. I dunno, maybe he was just lonely.”  

 “Maybe,” said Joe, shifting uneasily in his chair.  

 They said nothing more on the subject, but the feeling of 

dread began to eat at Joe once more. He’d thought he’d known his 

father better and was scared that maybe he’d had him figured all 

wrong. Jeff informed him that he needed a month to get everything 

sorted out with the previous buyer, who was still expressing interest 

in the Circle D. Joe thanked him and left to run some errands in 

town and sort out his affairs. 
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both figuratively and a couple of times literally.  It was one of the 

reasons his father had believed his son was useless.  In his father’s 

eyes, he was unable to stand up for himself; he couldn’t pursue a 

woman, and he never finished what he started.  If his father was 

here right now, he was positive he’d give him a run-down critique of 

everything he had done wrong in the pursuit of the beautiful, 

blonde whore. 

Obsessing over his music and sipping from the silver Rock-

ies, Ryder didn’t notice the atmosphere change when a figure de-

tached itself from the church and begin to purposefully walk his 

way.  Anyone watching may have observed that the figure was much 

smaller than the traditional Hatchet Man, that this small figure even 

somewhat resembled a much younger version of the young man in 

the vehicle. 

Ryder had just found the right song for his mood and settled 

back into the driver’s seat, when there came a faint tapping on his 

window glass.  Startled, Ryder cussed and turned quickly, spilling 

what was left of his beer on his console in the process.  There was a 

little boy waiting for him on the other side of the glass. 

The boy must’ve been about eight, smaller for his age, and 

blonde.  The blonde was washed out in the moonlight causing it to 

glow slightly.  But the oddest thing about the little boy’s appearance 

was his eyes.  The entire eye area was black.  The space that 

should’ve been white was completely missing.  And despite his timid 

appearance, there was something too wise in the serious set of the 

face that met Ryder’s, something that caused him to glance down 

and make sure the door was locked.   

“I need a ride to my mother’s home.  May I please get in?”  

The voice was monotonous and incredibly toneless.  Ryder felt the 

skin against his jeans bubbling and stretching in reaction to it.  Be-

yond the boy, he could hear the wind occasionally against the trees 

but nothing else.  That lack of sound made him uneasy as well.  The 
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took another sip as he came upon the first wooden bridge, narrow 

and seemingly antique.  He’d forgotten this road had these.  He 

liked escaping into the country, but there was something unnerving 

about a wooden bridge at nighttime.  He always expected there to 

be some kind of headless horseman waiting at the end. 

Like any person with a crush, Ryder had seen Amy through 

rose-colored glasses, and when he’d heard the moans as he ap-

proached her apartment, he had still chosen to knock on the door.  

It was only after he had begun to hear the screams that he con-

vinced himself Amy was in danger and had rushed the door. 

He was crossing the second bridge, and pulling his now 

third beer as he remembered vividly the image he had seen and the 

words Amy had screamed, “Pervert!  What are you doing here?” He 

had a blurred memory of leaving her apartment, buying the beer, 

and deciding what he was going to do instead.  

Beyond the second bridge was an abandoned church; the 

church that had given rise to the name of the road.  The church was 

all wood, the decay showing on the flaking white paint that made it 

look like dandruff as it shed.  Bushes grew wildly around it, and the 

grass seemed to run wild in patchwork across the ground.  But there 

were was an area for parking in front, and a deteriorated white pick-

et fence running alongside it. 

According to local legend, a man had committed murder in 

that church with a hatchet, giving the road the unofficial name 

Hatchet Man Road.  Ryder smirked and pulled into the parking area 

in front of the church, with his back to the building itself and his 

eyes on the road.  He didn’t believe in urban legends, but he felt that 

sitting here would also give people more inclination to leave him 

alone.  After all, no one would want to bother anyone crazy enough 

to sit in front of the Hatchet Man’s church. 

He clutched the third beer to him, about halfway through, 

and thought of the other times he’d been chased away by a girl, 
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 He stopped at a gas station to use a payphone as the ranch 

had no landline and his cell was dead. He paid his rent in advance, 

canceled his classes for the semester, and quit his job at the universi-

ty library. The ranch was putting his life and graduation on hold, 

and he hated the thought of the place sucking him back in. But the 

payout and the peace of mind were too enticing to pass up.  

 He bought groceries, outfitted himself with new work 

clothes and boots, and drove back to the ranch to settle in for the 

month. 

 He woke in a cold sweat the first night. It was the night-

mare. The house had been covered in coils of dark red clay again. 

Joe rolled over and tried to sleep, but only lay in a tangled heap of 

covers until dawn.  

# 

 The first two weeks were hell. He began vaccinating groups 

of the cattle in rounds, repaired fences and equipment, and plowed 

and planted the back pastures in winter rye. He hated falling into his 

old rhythms with such ease. At night, he sat on the porch and read 

from his shelf of history books, smoking cheap gas station cigars. 

The nightmares began to fade as the days passed, but the dread he’d 

felt since the letter only deepened.  

 Monday of the last week arrived, and that night he woke so 

fast he cricked his neck. He could sense something was off, but 

couldn’t pinpoint the source of his discomfort, so he rose to make a 

cup of coffee, rubbing and cracking his neck as he walked to the 

kitchen. Jeff had sent over some offers from the buyer, and Joe eyed 

them over a steaming mug. Movement in the window caught his 

eye. The entire window pane was covered in crickets and grasshop-

pers. They were sluggish and made no noise. He turned and rushed 

through the house flipping on the lights. Every window was cov-

ered.  
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The worst part was that they made no noise. Not a single 

chirp. The silence unnerved him. It was as if he could have accepted 

the biblical amount of insects plastered over the outside of the 

house if only they acted normally.  

He dressed for work and awaited the dawn.  

 The sunlight seemed to drive the insects from the windows. 

He ventured outside to begin his morning chores and found the ma-

jority of them dead or dying on the ground under the sills. He made 

a mental note to drive into town and buy insecticide later. At noon, 

he returned home for lunch and found the oaks and pines that 

stood on the lawn full of crows. It was difficult to see the tree for 

the feathers. They perched in silence.  

Joe checked the windows for insects and found a few, but 

the rest had been picked clean. He took a shotgun from the house 

and fired it into the air. The crows began to scatter, but they made 

no noise save for the flapping of their dark wings.  

 The days began to slip by and the end of the month neared, 

but the ranch turned stranger still. Late in the week, he vaccinated 

one of the last groups of steers. Their silence frightened him. In his 

entire life on the ranch he could not recall going an entire day with-

out hearing the bawling of cattle. The steers gave no indication that 

they noticed his presence, even as he gave them the shots. He won-

dered if he needed to have his hearing checked. 

 Joe tested one of the larger red steers in the chute. He 

shouted, waved, and zapped it with the cattle prod to no effect.  

Sleep did not come easy that night; the quiet was oppressive, 

as if the ranch had been sealed in a vacuum.  

Jeff called on Friday and scheduled a meeting at his office 

the next morning. Joe needed to sign some final paperwork, and he 

felt an overwhelming sense of relief. The buyer wanted everything; 

the cattle, the land, the equipment, and the house. He was more 

than ready to be free of the Circle D and the strange turn it had tak-
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 To say that Ryder had had a shitty night was an understate-

ment.   

As he drove north on North Street, passing the ever-present 

WalMart, he reflected that it had started off like a promising night.  

Nacogdoches wasn’t a big town, by any means, but Ryder had 

grown up in a much smaller town and he had grown accustomed to 

feeling like a bar and a girl were really all he needed to have a good 

time.  And as for the latter, he had been slowly getting to know a 

beautiful blonde from his communications class: Amy.  She of the 

boisterous personality, who had said they would go out to get a 

drink tonight.     

He heard his father in the back of his mind muttering, “Best 

laid plans of mice and men.” His father would laugh at the scene 

that had met his ill-fated son when he had shown up on Amy’s 

doorstep.  That dreadful image had sent him driving off into the 

night, into the better worn roadways of deep East Texas 

He took a right turn behind the well-advertised wedding 

venue/flea market, Millard’s Crossing, and pulled another beer from 

the 12 pack in his gray cloth passenger seat.  He knew it wasn’t 

smart to drink while driving, but tonight he was willing to risk it.  

He’d been down this road once before, and it seemed like the kind 

of road he was after for his thoughts tonight.  It ran deep into the 

woods, and was rarely frequented by other drivers.  A man could 

easily get lost in his thoughts without distraction down this road. 

Ryder knew Amy had been talking to other guys.  She was a 

good looking girl, blue eyes, good boobs, and a little waist.  It wasn’t 

hard to believe he wasn’t the only one who had noticed her.  But, 

she had made him believe he was the only one she really liked.  He 
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paused. “Out with it Doctor!” I yelled. Paul reasoned quickly, 

”What dimension and realm do you move in? What are you made of 

physically? And how were you formed?” I went in rage at these 

poorly formed questions and lashed out at Paul cutting him across 

the face. “I’ll give you one more chance, this time ask what you real-

ly want to know, or it’s over!” I demanded. Paul whimpered, 

thought about it, and then asked, “Why does someone choose evil 

over good?” My eyes widened in interest and I heard myself answer, 

”Because its man’s only defense.” “Against what?” Paul asked. 

“God."  I answered and then leaned back on the chair letting go of 

him. I grabbed a sacrificial goblet of blood from the floor and drank 

heavily, blood running down my chin. “Anything else?” I said calm-

ly. Paul thought as tears streamed down his face, and then he pon-

dered, “I guess we really were-

n’t that smart after all. When 

did you know?’ I stood up, 

dropped the goblet and took a 

long breath before feeling the 

power rising, “When I found 

out that you don’t hunt de-

mons, they hunt you.” As Paul 

hung his near balding head in 

sorrowful fear, a dark figure 

arose in power on top of the 

chair behind him.  
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en. That evening, he drove into town and bought a celebratory six 

pack and some expensive cigars. His revels were cut short later that 

evening when a thunder storm that had been building to the south 

rolled in and knocked out the power. There was nothing left to do, 

so he turned in.  

As he locked up the house, he noticed a row of eyes reflect-

ing off the beam of his flashlight. He opened the door and shined 

the light further out. Nothing greeted him out of the dark. Joe 

locked the backdoor and went to bed. 

A noise woke him. The power had flicked on and then off 

again. After the week of silence, he couldn’t miss the unmistakable 

beep of the breaker box. He decided to take a look.  He stumbled to 

the bedroom door after a few fruitless minutes of searching for the 

flashlight.  

 He was assaulted by an earthy smell in the hall. He moved 

closer to the wall. His fingers traced the surface and came away 

sticky. Raising his hands to his face, he smelled them and instantly 

regretted the act. It was wet mud. The damn house is leaking, he 

thought.  

A dull thud echoed from the attic and he shuddered at the 

thought of what might be up there. He needed to reach the breaker 

box. 

 A sharp rasping noise stopped him short of the kitchen. He 

paused, afraid to move farther. His fists were balled tight at his sides 

and his eyes struggled to identify the source of the noise in the dark. 

He wanted to see, but was too afraid to go back and search for the 

flashlight. A few long minutes passed, punctuated by the occasional 

rising and falling of the sharp rasping noises. 

He pressed on. 

 Beep. The lights flicked on and Joe jerked to a halt. A row 

of steers stood packed into the kitchen breathing steadily and drip-

ping strings of saliva onto the yellowed linoleum. The power cut 
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back out. The last thing he saw was the rainwater glinting on their 

horns.  

He scrambled up and ran back down the hall. Something fell 

across his shoulders in a slimy, tangled knot, and his heart skipped a 

beat as his hands grasped the clay covered bodies of a wriggling 

mass of snakes. 

 He reached the bedroom door, slammed it shut, and ran to 

unlock the window. The wind and rain whipped and blinded him as 

he slid to the sticky earth outside. Lightning flashed all around, and 

Joe saw cattle standing stock still side to side all around the yard in 

front of him.  

 Their eyes glowed in the flashes of light. He found his feet 

and sprinted around the house in a mad dash. Snake scales gleamed 

iridescent in the lightning flashes and Joe skidded and slipped on 

their bodies as he plunged through the flooded yard.  

Something struck him hard, ending his wild flight, and tore 

at his neck. A sudden thought informed him that it was the steers’ 

horns. He fell back into the mud and choked up bloody phlegm as 

snakes writhed across his body. Joe passed out with his hands tight 

around his bloody neck, covered in a mass of snakes and surround-

ed by a watchful crowd of silent cattle. 

# 

 The coroner zipped up the bag and adjusted his nose clamp. 

A deputy sheriff approached and motioned him over.  

 “Dave, can you tell me exactly what in the hell happened 

here,” asked the deputy. 

 “Hey Joel. I’ll be damned if I know for certain. Cause of 

death is strangulation by barbed wire. The victim must have run 

through the yard at a pretty good pace, because he clotheslined him-

self real good on this old fence here. No footprints. That was a big 

rain last night,” Dave answered.  
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vision focused on Paul. He bumped into the cage and turned to 

shine the light on Jarrod, whose body was severely and unnaturally 

contorted by an evil presence. His head bent at a right angle. When 

it came up suddenly, Jarrod’s tongue was sticking out like a lizard’s 

and his eyes were big and black with evil. He was hissing and gnash-

ing his teeth. As Paul backed away in horror, I flew from the roof 

and into the cage and landed on Jarrod using my teeth to rip flesh 

from his face and throat. I couldn’t stop myself. I had lost all con-

trol of my body. Paul turned the light away to listen to the struggle 

in darkness. When it became quiet, Paul directed the flashlight into 

the cage to see Jarrod’s hands gripping the bars and his bloody face 

staring back at him.  

 Carefully, Paul eased up to the cage and whispered, “Jarrod, 

are you alive?” He began to cry as the flashlight revealed that Jar-

rod’s body had been severed off, his intestines wrapped around and 

adorning the bars. Paul tried to run, but he was no match for my 

power. I drug him across the floor and into the cage, slamming it 

shut with an evil hiss and a satisfied laugh. I was in control now; the 

interview could begin. I pulled up the chair, reached into my pocket, 

pulled out Sheriff Deputy Shelby Layton’s blood stained badge and 

tossed it into the cage at Paul. “Let’s talk,” I hissed in an evil over 

modulated tone. My voice was booming like thunder. “How did it 

happen, Peter? How did you kill all those people? Why?” Paul 

begged. “You didn’t expect me to just lay down and die, did you?” I 

replied.  “I found a way to beat one demon by swallowing another. 

Even cancer can’t trump Satan. Evil power is absolute and it beats 

cancer, because it is cancer.” I informed arrogantly. “You’re wrong, 

Pete. We could have broken through and helped people with this 

research, for a greater good.” Paul admonished. “Nonsense! This 

was only for academic prowess, nothing more. You can’t lie to a liar. 

This was for pride.” I snorted as I reached through the bars and 

grabbed Paul’s head to pull it to the bars. “Now ask me just what it 

is that science wants to know.” I hissed in anger. Paul shivered and 
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broke and ran for the door. Out under the night sky, the moon 

shone just enough for me to find my way into a clearing in the 

woods about forty yards in. When I got to the middle of the clearing 

to rest, I heard them. On the edge of the clearing, at five different 

points, dark figures stepped out from behind trees. Slinking low to 

the ground, they changed shape constantly coming towards me. 

They had searing, red eyes and the skulled faces of death. They 

reached out to me and began chanting in an otherworldly evil voice. 

I couldn’t make out what they were saying, because they were talk-

ing over each other. Then, they converged on me as I fell to the 

ground. The transformation was complete. I had become what I had 

started out hunting. 

 Back at the cabin, Paul had decided to start without me. He 

had situated Jarrod in front the cage, about six feet outside of it with 

the door open. He had drawn the Seventh Pentacle of Mars on the 

floor and had Jarrod situated in its middle. Offerings were at each 

point and a row of lit candles lined the edge. Paul was wearing his 

priest attire crowned with a goat’s head and was holding the unsa-

cred book. He was proclaiming loudly in Latin as he sprinkled blood 

onto Jarrod. “O magni animi faciam inuocandum…” Paul com-

manded as I stood in the open door way. Paul turned around to face 

me. I thrust my arms up slowly and powerfully into a cross for-

mation. As I did, a wave of sheer evil shattered all of the glass in the 

cabin. My mouth opened wide, my nose furrowed and my eyes 

squinted angrily as I roared. 

  Out of my mouth came a hideous and hellacious noise that 

sounded like a hissing freight train accompanied by an evil choir. All 

the candles went out, and the cabin became engulfed in complete 

darkness. Paul screamed, “What’s going on Peter?” He fished for 

and finally found his flashlight. Jarrod began screaming and writhing 

in pain. Something had hold of him. Paul clicked on his light and 

the narrow beam danced around the room frantically looking for 

trouble. I had lit on the ceiling just above the cage. My reddened 
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 “Alright. Just what in the hell was he runnin’ from? I 

searched the house. Clean as a whistle, not a thing out of place ‘cept 

for the bedroom window bein’ open. He looks to have crawled out 

of it. Beats all I ever saw.” 

 “No idea Joel. I was hinting toward foul play after that law-

yer called it in, but it looks accidental to me. Who’s the guy over 

there in the old farm 

truck?” asked Dave. 

 “Oh, that’s the 

victim’s cousin Greg 

DeQuincey. He’s come 

to take care of the ranch 

till they can figure out 

what to do with it. The 

DeQuinceys have run 

cattle on this land for 

years and I guess they 

aim to keep it that way.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



30      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  103 

 

life as sort of an unholy sacrifice, bearing evil for the good of many, 

a martyr deserving great eternal reward. 

 The cabin was anything but frivolous. Small and wood 

framed it had seen better days. But, for our purposes, it was perfect. 

It was nestled back in the woods on county road 2907 only three 

hundred yards from the Caddo Indians Mounds at the historic 

Weeping Mary State Park, which is exactly where Asmodeus was 

heading. As we pulled up and jumped out, we could see the sky 

starting to boil as the tall, thin pines bowed and swayed under the 

pressure of the rising winds. We unloaded the trap, which was a 

cage the shop welders at the University had crafted, our gear, and 

the research materials just before a huge bolt of lighting struck very 

near the cabin. "We'd better get started, the energy is high.” I said. I 

could feel Paul and Jarrod staring at me as I turned to them. 

"What’s the matter with your eyes, Dr. Faust?” Jarrod begged. Un-

known to me, my eyes had developed a milky, semi-translucent skin 

covering the pupils and irises. "Let's just begin, okay?", I offered. 

We moved inside and began setting up hurriedly. I rushed around, 

setting up all the candles, adorning the walls with various demonic 

symbols using a large vial of goat’s blood Paul had purchased on-

line; I set up the video and audio equipment, and I secured Jarrod to 

a chair. I couldn't help but noticing that Jarrod was trembling quietly 

as he looked up at me cowering. "Dr. Faust, your hands are burning 

up and your eyes are turning black. Are you...?" Jarrod was interupt-

ed by the wind slamming open the door. The candles flickered, but 

miraculously stayed lit. Paul was busy with the cage and was almost 

finishing drawing the Fifth Pentacle of Mars onto the floor beside 

the offerings he had brought for Asmodeus. As I began walking to-

ward him, something leveled me. My head began aching, my vision 

blurred; I became weak and blood started running out of my nose 

and mouth. Every time I affixed my eyes on that symbol, it painfully 

felt as though my strength was drained. I forced myself off the floor 

as Paul came to help. "I need some air.” I choked. And then, I 
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fertility. Symbols are everything in the demonic realm; they are con-

trol. In short, he wants to multiply and we want to stop him and 

learn a little in the process.” I expertly instructed. Jarrod pondered 

this thoughtfully as if to decipher hieroglyphics. "So what does a 

phallic cocoa puffy look like?” he asked. After we all laughed at his 

silliness I offered, "It's a hunchbacked flute player with a big dick." 

"Hardly the scientific answer, Pete.” Paul scolded before decreeing. 

"That's enough. Let's storm hell, shall we?" 

 Be sober, be vigilant; your adversary, the devil, walketh  

 about like a roaring lion, looking  for whom he may devour.  

 1 Peter 5:8 

 The drive out to the cabin was only an hour, but it felt like 

an endless descent into hell. I sat slumped over in the passenger's 

seat, feeling as if my body had been taken over by leeches sent to 

suck out my being. And in actuality, "my spells" weren't harmless at 

all. They were indeed fatal. I had been diagnosed with brain cancer 

eight months ago. Treatment was offered, but only as a concession 

to ease the pain. Doctors had given me three months that should 

have expired five months ago. Paul knew and we had made peace 

about it early into my fight. We had even incorporated my illness 

into our plan. Jarrod didn't know, and I wouldn’t tell him. So, now it 

was down to me to kill this demon. We would summon Asmodeus 

with a conjuring spell we had researched from Paul's book, The Less-

er Key of Solomon. It was a grimoire containing everything you need to 

know about dealing with otherworldly evil. First, we would bait Jar-

rod with the symbol of the Seventh Pentacle of Mars that demons 

can't resist. He would be possessed and caged in our trap, and then 

we would interview him. Finally, I would use a different conjuring 

spell to invite Asmodeus into my disease-riddled body. I would then 

battle this demon to the death living out my days in the cage, fed by 

Paul, out in the piney woods, until I expired. It was either fight one 

demon or the other, and so I chose to be the slayer. I would end my 
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I t  M i g h t  I m p r o v e  t h e  W h o l e  D a m n  
N e i g h b o r h o o d  

James Clark 

 

BURT STOOD AT THE side door of the garage, golf bag 

across his shoulder, peering into the darkness.  Novotny from 

across the way was out of town, and Burt was ecstatic.   

Earlier, standing at the window with the curtains flung open 

to expose the pitiful remains of the neighborhood, Burt had seen 

the old Bohunk wagging a suitcase to the car.  Emmy had heard that 

Novotny’s mother had died.  Probably that was wrong.  Novotny 

was old.  His mother had likely been on the goddamn Mayflower.  

Still, Novotny was gone and Burt had a rare Saturday off, and it was 

time. 

 Fucking neighborhood.  Nice enough when they moved to 

East Texas, when it was still a mostly white neighborhood.  

Brookhollow Circle had been five new houses when they made their 

down payment.   They used to have block parties in the cul-de-sac, 

and Burt dragged his barbecue grill into the street alongside Chet 

Morrisey’s, and they flipped burgers and dogs, and their wives made 

potato salad and baked beans, and they drank Millers and watched 

their kids play right out in the street with the fireworks going off 

overhead, just like when Burt had been a kid, before God shat on 

the world. 

 Now, Burt and Emmy were surrounded by two Mexican 

families in 2211 and 2213, that asshole Novotny directly across the 

way in 2215, and a HUD-approved black bitch in 2214 who stood 

in the front yard screaming into her cell phone while her babies 

waded in the potholes. 

 Novotny was the worst. 
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 Novotny was trash.  Simple.  It wasn’t just that he liked to 

sit on his porch wearing baggy khakis and that t-shirt, choking out 

the neighborhood with cigars that smelled like a dog’s ass; it wasn’t 

just the peeling paint on the siding or the faded, splintery fence 

boards; it wasn’t just the rusted Chrysler in the driveway, listing to 

starboard on broken springs.  It was those things, sure, but for Burt, 

those things were secondary. 

 What pissed Burt off was the junk. 

 Novotny had nine lawn flamingos, a couple of tiny cast-iron 

tractors, two planters made of old tires, a whole goddamn legion of 

plaster gnomes.  The fence was lined with wooden birds whose 

wings spun in the wind.  It was like a flea market.  Novotny had 

even managed to find a little black-faced coach boy, about three feet 

tall, lantern and everything.  The bitch in 2214 must have loved that. 

 Nine plastic flamingos, and no pride left in the neighbor-

hood.   Burt had kept his shutters painted and his lawn fertilized and 

his hedges trimmed.  These days, though, nobody gave a rat’s ass 

about property, unless it was used in the Civil War or Bill Clinton 

had fucked someone on the living room rug.  Now the old houses 

were bought up by investors and managed by companies who rent-

ed to any-goddamn-body.  Burt and Emmy were all that was left of 

the old days.   

But Burt was ready to put shit right. He figured he had Em-

my to thank.  She’s the one who got a bee in her bonnet about the 

cleaning the garage, after twenty-five years parking in the driveway.   

He had been in the back corner, not too terribly far from 

finishing the job.  He set aside two boxes of old newspapers 

screaming about VANDALISM and GANG VIOLENCE.  He 

armed sweat off his forehead, and when he turned back to the work 

he saw his golf clubs there, leaning in the corner. 

 He hadn’t played in years, but here were the clubs, their 

leather bag coated in dust like an ancient sarcophagus.  The bag was 
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to handling heavy things, much like a pack mule. As he pulled into 

the drive behind Paul's Prius, his 1995 Ford truck backfired. We 

were used to it, and he had stopped feeling embarrassed about it 

months ago. As he galloped up to the porch, Paul and I shared an 

ashamed glance. We had not told Jarrod about the possession, we 

had just told him that he was the bait. Our trusty assistant came lop-

ing up to the porch much like a lamb to the slaughter. "Hey Dr. 

Marlowe. Hey Dr. Faust. Did I miss much?” asked Jarrod. "No, we 

were just recapping the plan." I said. Paul rolled out a smaller ver-

sion of the map upstairs. It had marks on it. "See this map, Jarrod?” 

Paul questioned. Jarrod nodded. "If you look at these marks, it 

makes a cross. Now the points along the cross are definite spots 

where demonic activity has occurred. By the nature of the occur-

rences, we have determined that these are all connected and all ac-

complished by Asmodeus.” Paul explained. "Who is Asmo…anus?” 

Jarrod wondered. "He is the demon we are tracking.” I added. We 

all shared a quick agreeing glance.” Why would he make a cross, 

that's a religious symbol? Out of mockery?” Jarrod asked. "It would 

be.” Paul instructed. "If you left it right side up. But his advance-

ments point the other way. So you have to turn it upside down.” 

Paul finished. I traced the symbol slowly with my hand, which 

showcased my superficial wounds. "Oh, yeah, the upside down 

cross is demonic.” Jarrod added. "In actuality, it is the cross of Pe-

ter, the Apostle.” I noted. "He was known to have been crucified on 

an upside down cross, as a martyr for the cause.” I corrected. "What 

happened to your hands and arms Dr. Faust?” Jarrod noticed. "I fell 

out of a tree it seems.” I chuckled. "One of my spells.” Paul was 

already back on the map. "So, if Asmodeus finishes his trek as 

planned, he will be somewhere near the Caddo Indian Mounds out-

side of Alto, maybe tomorrow.” Paul stated. " Why the mounds?” 

Jarrod wondered. "We believe he is after a phallic kokopelli that ex-

cavators believe they are close to uncovering there. It is an amulet 

that the pagans and natives believed held the power and blessings of 
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a month ago, because of the amount of material we had collected 

researching this case. The call had come earlier that morning, from a 

buddy of Paul's on the force, informing him of the tour bus mur-

ders. As I pushed the pushpin into the right location, it started to 

make sense. Only one more pushpin and the formation would be 

complete. "Pete! Pete! What do you see?" clamored Paul from the 

other end. I almost interrupted him, "I'll put on some coffee." 

 Dr. Marlowe came rushing down Mound Street in his green 

Prius. I could see the shiny top of his hybrid in between the Caddo 

Indian mounds that lined my historic street. I was sitting on the 

railed front porch of my 1800's era Victorian style house and was 

enjoying a cigarette and some coffee when Paul came running up 

with some papers and books. "Did you see, Pete? We got it this 

time. Same message at the scene, same style. It's a match to the oth-

ers. Man, you look like you've been dragged through hell!” he as-

sessed. "I appreciate it.” I retorted sarcastically. "Look, Pete, if you 

don't feel up to all this, we can...It's just that with the trail pointing 

us, and the...” Paul consoled as I stopped him in mid-sentence. "It's 

true, I'm not feeling well, but I'll make it. Besides, I'm an integral 

part of this scheme, if I remember the plan right.” I jested.  Paul 

tried to laugh as I smiled. We both knew the plan, and we both real-

ized the consequences. The plan was that we would track a demon, 

coerce it to possess a subject, and then we would interview the de-

mon before extinguishing it. We had picked the demon, Paul had 

tracked it to the recent killings, and now we were on the home 

stretch. We even had a volunteer for the possession.  

 Jarrod Thomas was a mammoth of a young man and a grad-

uate student who had worked for us for two years. He was what you 

might call an educated redneck. He was from the rural Appleby 

community and was a good kid. Though he wasn't the brightest stu-

dent, he was loyal and a hard worker. He had become interested in 

demonology through volunteer work with us and we needed an as-

sistant. He had become part the team and was handy when it came 
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probably full of spiders and shit, but here were the clubs.   He re-

membered his friend Vince telling him his swing was too hard.  

“You swing like you’re trying to break something.” 

 It sometimes happens that two or three things will collide in 

the brain and make a new thing, and maybe turn the mundane into 

magic.  Grumbling about the garage had led to grumbling about 

Novotny, and then there had been those old newspapers, and then 

the golf clubs, and then he had seen the three things intersect. 

 Vandalism. 

 Damned old Bohemian. 

 Swing like you’re trying to break something. 

 Burt had never been a math whiz; still, he added those three 

things in about the time it takes an old Bohemian to light a shitty-

smelling cigar.  He stood there in the garage, looking around, 

breathless, one hand against the wall.   

He was going to improve Novotny’s yard for him.  It might 

improve the whole damn neighborhood. 

 Standing in the dark, he could see silhouettes in the yard 

across Brookhollow circle, a menagerie of waist-high shadows.   

He hesitated. 

 He was about to break the law, that was one thing.  The net 

value of the whole collection wasn’t three hundred bucks, but de-

struction of property was illegal, period.  Second, the property be-

longed to someone—trash, but still someone.  Vague memories of 

Bible lessons stirred in his brain, about doing unto others and thou 

shalt not something or other.  The details were fuzzy, but he knew 

he was about to do wrong.   

Still, Novotny had fucked up the neighborhood.  He had 

turned their little dead-end paradise into a yard sale in a trailer park. 
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 He couldn’t just stand here; it wouldn’t do for Emmy to 

wake up and find him gone.  He looked down at his feet until one 

of them moved forward, and then the other, and he was on his way.   

 He hurried to Novotny’s hedges.  He dropped the golf bag, 

peering out at the street.  He was still alone.   

 Two feet away, standing on one spindly leg, was a plastic 

flamingo.  He unzipped the golf bag, watching the tacky yard deco-

ration as though it might flee. 

 “What do you think?” he asked his imaginary caddy. 

 “Oh, for this shot, I think you’ll find the 5 wood adequate, 

sir,” he answered himself. 

 He drew the club from the bag, hefted it, and nodded.  Yep.   

He stepped up into position, setting his weight fifty-fifty.  

He considered a practice swing, but he was only playing for fun, 

right?  Then he was in motion, a picture-perfect swing, unlike any-

thing he had ever done at the tee.  The plastic flamingo did a flip 

and landed a foot away, uprooted…and headless. 

 Hell yes. 

 He took two steps to the next target, cocked the club back 

and swung.  The second flamingo stayed planted, but its brittle head 

exploded in a cloud of plastic shrapnel.   

 Burt strolled down the walkway to a line of plaster gnomes 

and selected a five-iron.  He aimed for the spot where the first 

gnome’s pointed nose poked out of its beard, then drew back and 

swung away.  The top of the gnome’s jolly little head bounced 

across the yard, throwing off bits of plaster.  Its torso fell backward 

and rocked, in its death throes, before coming to rest. 

 He crisscrossed the yard, decapitating gnomes, exterminat-

ing flamingos, splintering wooden birds. Beads of sweat stood out 

on his forehead. 

 Then a car turned onto Brookhollow.   
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was hurt bad. I had been experiencing "spells" for some time now, 

and this was the latest. "I'm okay, I think. What happened this 

time?" I inquired warily of Mrs. Hornbloom. As I slowly rose sur-

veying the situation, I noticed that we were the only two around and 

that my arms were superficially scratched up and bleeding a little. 

"Dr. Faust, I don't know. I was cleaning in the carport and heard 

you hit the ground with a thud! I reckon you fell out of this tree." 

She pointed up to the towering, beautiful oak that stood stately be-

hind her. As I stood gingerly, Mrs. Hornbloom noticed my arms, 

"My word! I guess you tried to hang on. Look at all them scratches! 

Let's get you some monkey's blood." I felt my brow furrow. 

"Monkey's blood?” I asked. "Iodine. We called it monkey's blood in 

my day.” Mrs. Hornbloom countered. She was just about to brush 

some leaves off my shirt when we both heard my phone ring. "I'd 

better get that.” I said as I turned to shuffle towards my house. "But 

Dr. Faust, what about the monkey's blood? Don't I need to help 

you inside?” Mrs. Hornbloom worried. "Thanks Mrs. Hornbloom, 

I've got it from here.” I replied. Just then, out of the corner of my 

eye, I could have sworn I saw something run through my garden. I 

looked at Mrs. Hornbloom, who had evidently not seen anything, 

and to my surprise it looked as though her face was melting off of 

her body. I took a second look and realized it was just the "spell." 

Sometimes, the "spells" caused blips in my vision, not quite halluci-

nations, but definite dark shapes and figures that danced and played 

tricks on my eyes. As I entered the house, I quickly grabbed a tat-

tered kitchen towel with one bloody hand and answered the cord-

less phone with the other. Paul was almost out of breath on the oth-

er end of the line, as he semi-shouted his message through the cell 

phone background noise. "Pete! Are you near the map? Get near the 

map! Put a dot right outside of Mt. Enterprise! I know where he's 

going! And, I think I know why." I raced up the winding hardwood 

stairs to the large map covering my guest room wall. Paul and I had 

to move everything from my study to the upstairs guest room about 
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myth and not one that causes comfort when the truth is revealed. 

You see, anyone who has spent any minuscule amount of time stud-

ying the behaviors of demons knows that the only human trap for a 

demonic possession includes coercing the demon into a highly dis-

eased body. This limits its power and in turn creates a trap. Com-

mon sense says that this isn't the vessel a demon will choose when 

attempting to rip off a series of murders. Besides, the only reason a 

demon ever possesses a human is to use its power in order to ac-

complish its evil agenda. Take away the power, and you take away 

the reason. The other purpose for my associate’s attendance was 

that being at an execution was a good way to track a demon. Some-

times they inhabit another soul, returning to experience the fruits of 

their labor. It was a long shot, but it had happened on occasion. We 

had been tracking this one for months and I knew we were close. 

Clooney had posed as a charismatically pious preacher, who in reali-

ty was a cult leader that lured little children into his lair only to sod-

omize and then brutally dismember them, nine of them as a matter 

of fact. In our line of work, we call these types of demons "mayhaw 

prophets."  pet name for sure and a nickname that had only stuck in 

our circle of peers; it was partially to denote their rural surroundings 

and uneducated speech and partly because of their low level of pow-

er and obvious immaturity. It wasn't a literal moniker, but more of a 

colloquial and representational one. It was precisely this type of de-

mon that Paul and I thought we could handle. With a flick of the 

switch, a jolt of the body, and the smell of burnt hair, David Mi-

chael Clooney was sent to the gates of hell. 

 "Peter? Peter? Dr. Faust are you okay?” Mrs. Hornbloom 

asked, as she carefully prodded me. Mrs. Hornbloom was my 

seventy-year-old neighbor who often looked out after me and my 

place. She smoked long brown cigarettes and always knew the 

neighborhood gossip. I was obviously out in the yard, as I saw the 

birdhouse I had built swinging lazily from the oak tree behind her. I 

was on my back and had obviously fallen, but it did not feel as if I 
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It cruised slowly up the street toward the circle.   

“Fuck,” Burt said.  He dropped his club and dropped to the 

ground. 

The car kept coming, crawling along Brookhollow.  No-

votny coming home?  Burt found his five-iron and wrapped his 

palm around the cold shaft. 

The car was about thirty yards from the cul-de-sac, maybe, 

when the spotlight flipped on and crawled along the right-hand side 

of the street.  The cop car’s beam poked into shadows, hunting. 

Burt tried to move backward, to push himself up the lawn 

and under the hedges.  The car would be here before he could hide.  

Besides, he couldn’t crawl like that without sticking his cushions up 

in the air.  He wasn’t looking to get shot. 

The car crawled closer. 

There was always the insanity defense, if he got caught. 

But to hell with getting caught, as long as he could sprint.  

Probably the cop was old and fat and slow, anyway.  Burt drew his 

knees up under his belly and planted his hands on the dewy grass, 

ready to run, over the fences, into the dark.  He decided to go on 

three. 

On one, the police cruiser stopped in the middle of the 

street. 

On two, the spotlight clicked off and the car jumped ahead, 

tires squealing.  Burt dropped on his belly as the car sped by, its red-

and-blues flashing to life as it headed back up Brookhollow and into 

the night.  A few seconds later, the sirens began to howl. 

Burt got to his feet.  He looked around at the yard junk.  

The cop had broken the spell.   

He collected his clubs, shoving them back into the old golf 

bag, then bolted across the street. 
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He showered quickly.  By the time he finished, the shakes 

were more or less under control.  He slid under the covers beside 

Emmy.  He slept without dreaming. 

 

It was going on noon when he heard the sirens.  He honest-

ly couldn’t remember the details of his frenzy at Novotny’s the next 

day.  After the first couple of gnomes, the night was a blur.  His first 

thought was that he was caught, that the cops were coming for him, 

but he shelved that shit right away.  Panic wouldn’t do anybody any 

good.   

He watched the street until the ambulance got there.  After a 

moment’s hesitation, he decided that even a perfectly innocent Burt 

would want to know what the commotion was about. 

All the neighbors were outside—it was a Saturday, so even 

the Mexican men were home from the bean fields or wherever the 

fuck they worked.  Shrieka was out front with her cell phone, holler-

ing that Novotny had fell down dead. 

Burt moved closer to the Mexican woman in 2112.  “Dead?” 

he asked. 

She offered him a smile and a little shrug. 

“Let me guess,” he said.  “No Eng-glase?” 

“No Inglés,” She replied. 

He nodded.  “Fucking figures.”  He flashed his friendliest 

smile.  

The ambulance blocked his view of Novotny’s yard.  Finally, 

his curiosity won out.   

Rounding the ambulance, Burt saw Novotny.  They were 

just lifting him onto the gurney.  His skin was the color of cigar as-

hes.  The EMTs had ripped open his shirt to put the paddles to him.  

Burt had time to see the wide-open eyes and gaping mouth.  Then 

they zipped the black bag over his face. 
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his gun. With shaking hands, he said a short prayer and ran squeam-

ishly, forcing himself to enter the bus. Five long seconds later, he 

came tumbling out and into the tall grass that lined the road. He fell 

to his knees in horror and scratched at the ground in a primal effort 

to retreat. He vomited violently as he tried to regain his composure. 

He tried to stand but his head spun in drunken circles. He fell back 

to his knees facing the woods. Adrenaline caused the vomit to turn 

into dry heaves, and then he pushed up for air. There, piercing his 

vision, hung the horrific sight of the bus driver sacrificially lodged 

halfway up a towering pine. His body outstretched into a makeshift 

cross. The blank stare and gaping mouth were second only to his 

pale white body that was drained of blood. Barbed wire restrained 

his arms at the wrists and attached him to sturdy limbs. A barbed 

wire crown was nailed to his skull. His torso was split open at the 

abdomen, and vultures were dining on the delicacies of his entrails 

and crows mockingly pecking at his eyes. Shelby looked back up at 

the bus and then back to the driver in disbelief. Then, as Shelby 

hung his soaked, near balding head in sorrowful fear, a dark figure 

arose in power on top of the bus behind him.  

 When the unclean spirit is gone out of a man, he walketh  

 through the arid places, seeking rest and finding none.  

 Matthew 12:43 

 Twelve hours earlier, my partner, Dr. Paul Marlowe, profes-

sor of English at Stephen F. Austin State University and fellow de-

monologist, sat in the viewing room at the Walls Unit Penitentiary 

in Huntsville, Texas. Being a demonologist, he had a two-edged rea-

son for being there. He was there to view the execution of a small 

town serial killer, named David Michael Clooney. Half of the under-

lying reason he is in attendance is that his presence gave a sort of 

comfort to the victim’s families and the authorities. It nonverbally 

told them that they indeed had caught a demon and killed it, as it 

would expire within the executed killer’s body. However, this was a 
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short series of siren blasts to alert his presence. As he grabbed his 

slicker, affixed his rain protector over his standard issue cowboy hat, 

and powered on his flashlight, his manufactured confidence en-

gaged. Shelby kicked open the door to his cruiser with his highly 

polished, black, Tony Llama boots and grabbed his CB, proclaiming 

over the loudspeaker, “Attention! This is Sheriff Deputy Shelby 

Layton! I intend to board the vehicle. Is there anyone aboard requir-

ing medical assistance?” Shelby waited but only heard the echo of 

his proclamation fall of deaf pines. Confidently, Deputy Layton 

eased out of his cruiser to notice a slimy substance coating the win-

dows of the bus. Finger painting messages had been scrawled into 

the substance, which he couldn’t quite make out. Curiosity took 

over, and Shelby took out his nightstick, tapping it on the rear 

bumper while checking its tags. He sauntered around to the driver 

side, but visibility was low. Shelby continued tapping on the side of 

the bus and calling to inquire of the inhabitants as he wandered up 

to the driver’s perch. "Hello, anybody here?” he inquired hopefully. 

It was empty. No sign of the driver, no noises, no movement. Shel-

by turned and moved a little quicker back to the rear of the bus. 

There, in between sheets of driving rain, he began to make out a 

message on the rear window. Suddenly, his eyes widened, his throat 

clenched, and ice water filled his veins. There, on the back window, 

in an eerie, childlike finger painting-style smear, the message was 

scratched, “Hell hath fury. I am Hell.” The message was punctuated 

with an elderly, lifeless, human hand pressed against the window, as 

if grasping for help. Shelby’s head started to swim as he ran toward 

the opened tour bus doors. He almost fell as he proceeded; his bal-

ance and cockiness had escaped him now. As he stopped short of 

the door and grabbed at the side of the bus to steady himself, he 

began to hyperventilate. He paused to regroup, with his hands on 

his knees, his head down, begging for air. Looking to the open 

doors, he saw blood in a pool on the last step. Terror embraced 

him. A deep breath, a mustering of courage, and then Shelby pulled 
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“What happened?” he asked, but the EMTs didn’t seem 

answer. 

Shrieka answered instead.  “I tell you what happened.  He 

come home and fount his shit all broke up.”  She had come outside 

in time to see Novotny collapse.  He had gone down red-faced, still 

shouting as he flopped to the ground. 

Burt looked at Shrieka, then at the fleeing ambulance.  Once 

again, he had no trouble doing the math.  He had done this indirec-

tly, of course—but the guy was just as dead.  He had killed a man by 

remote control.   

I only meant to get rid of that junk.  Okay, and maybe scare 

Novotny a little.   

Was this murder?   

The police didn’t think so.  They were looking for the kids 

who vandalized the yard, but not very hard—it was an impossible 

case to make.  Novotny’s old heart had been looking for an excuse.  

The case went to the bottom drawer.  It was manslaughter, which 

sometimes just meant a really shitty accident, and the police had 

more going on than Novotny.   

 Burt felt vindicated.  Stupid accident.  He was only in this 

old prick’s yard trying to preserve the sanctity of his by-God Ameri-

can neighborhood.  Bacon, not Burt, had killed Novotny.  He was 

soon able to sleep through the night again.  Guilt was a bitch, but he 

chased her away. 

 

Burt made a sandwich and twisted a cold Miller and prop-

ped his feet up.  He was looking forward to watching the pay chan-

nels while Emmy was out of town at her sister’s.   

That’s when the rock shattered the window and landed on 

his coffee table. 
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 He leapt to his feet, spilling ham and mustard all over Em-

my’s area rug.  His beer did a half-spin on the coffee table, spewing 

foam across his feet. 

 “Son of a bitch!” He ran to the window and peered out, but 

there was nothing to see. 

 He went back to the coffee table, hoping to save Emmy’s 

rug.  He was mopping up Miller when he saw the yellow sticky note, 

its message written in tiny block letters: 

 

WHY DONT YU COM OUT N PLAY BURT 

 

Someone was going to hell.   

 He went into the kitchen and took the phone from its crad-

le. 

 There was no dialtone.  The display was blank. 

 He dug his cell from his pocket and dialed 911.  After a mo-

ment, a distant, bored voice asked him the nature of his emergency. 

 “Vandalism,” he said. 

 “Do you feel you’re presently in danger of physical harm?” 

“No,” Burt said.  “Some asshole broke out my window.”  

He turned the rock over in his hand, studying it.  It wasn’t much 

bigger than a golf ball, cone-shaped, mostly painted red with patches 

of white.  

“Is anyone at the residence injured?” 

“No,” Burt said.  But if I had been a little faster, someone 

would be.  Fucking punks.   

The operator took Burt’s statement.  Because it was a Friday 

night and a non-emergency call, it could be up to two hours.  It 

wasn’t like he was going anywhere else.  He would tape up the hole, 

start getting estimates in the morning. 
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The Mayhaw Prophets 
Mike McHaney 

 

 And the great dragon was cast out, the old serpent, called  

 the devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he  

 was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with 

 him.  Revelation 12:9 

 With a hesitant flick of the switch, the lonely sirens howled 

to life as Sheriff’s Deputy Shelby Layton flew around the piney 

wooded bend on FM 315, headed towards Carthage, about eight 

miles outside of Mt. Enterprise. The purging rains made visibility 

difficult, and the gnarled branches seemed to eerily point toward an 

impending malevolence. Shelby could sense that action was immi-

nent, and this triggered a cocky, unfortunate, attitude over adjust-

ment. This legendary cockiness had invited civilian complaints re-

garding his handling of situations in the past. You can lead a horse 

to water, but you can’t change an undersized, over-egoed, redneck 

cop. A call had come in fifteen minutes ago, regarding a tour bus 

that was parked on the side of the roadway. The passing motorist 

had remarked that it looked like it might need assistance. In actuali-

ty, this bus had gone missing two days ago, unbeknownst to the 

general public. It was full of eighteen elderly couples on their way to 

the gambling casinos that luxuriously lounged on the banks of the 

Red River in Shreveport. The bus hadn’t reached its destination and 

instead had opted for this rural, wooded, coffin of a location. No 

calls were received from the driver by Armadillo Tours headquar-

ters, which had chartered the bus, and the passenger’s families were 

worried sick. As Shelby rounded the bend, the macabre scene start-

ed to unfold, in bits and pieces, with the seemingly uninhabited tour 

bus crowding the road. Shelby slowly strolled to a stop behind the 

bus on the grassy shoulder. Before exiting into the rain, he gave a 
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 He turned the rock over in his hand, still examining its 

rough surface.  It was chalky under the paint.  Then he realized this 

was no rock.    

Burt went into the dining room and dropped into his chair.  

The projectile in his hand was plaster, painted red, broken away 

from a larger piece.   

 It was the top of a lawn gnome’s hat. 

 Someone had seen him in Novotny’s yard, maybe.  So why 

didn’t they just call the cops?   

Easy answer: some sick fuck didn’t want the law involved.  

Someone wanted to avenge poor old Novotny. 

 Now, that was funny.  Seriously, who the fuck would want 

to avenge an old creep like Novotny?   

 From somewhere near the laundry room door came a scra-

ping, something like a cinderblock being dragged over asphalt. 

 Burt crossed the room and jerked the door open, ready to 

pound someone.   

 There was no sign of anyone in the laundry room.  He was 

about to turn away when he heard the sound again, this time from 

beyond the laundry room, out in the garage. 

 “You fuckers better clear out,” he called.   

 He lunged forward, spun the knob, and shoved the door.  It 

opened onto the empty garage.  With the car gone, every little sound 

was echoed, amplified, turned into a funhouse soundtrack. 

 “You will spend the night in a refrigerator downtown,” he 

said.  “I shit you not.”   

 From his right came the sound of children giggling.  Not 

teenage punks; the voices were too…small.  They sounded young.   

 Burt spied his golf bag leaning in the back corner of the ga-

rage.  He burst from the laundry room, crossed the garage in three 
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steps, and unzipped the bag.  He fumbled out his nine-iron and 

spun around. 

 There was no one. 

 The garage door was up eight or ten inches.  Hadn’t he lo-

cked it when Emmy left?  The intruders hadn’t been teenagers—

nobody older than eight or ten could have crawled through.   

 He crossed to the door, still holding the club, and pushed 

the door down.  He moved to latch it, and froze. 

 There was shit on his floor. 

 Six piles, the size a cat might leave, all arranged in a circle by 

the door.   As he edged closer he could make out words, drawn on 

the wall eight inches above the floor by tiny fingers dipped in fresh 

feces: 

 

WE WIL GIVE YOU A 18 HANDYCAP BURT OL BUDY 

 WHAT DO U SAY COM PLAY WITH US FUKER 

 

 He stepped forward and kicked the piles, spattering the wa-

lls and smearing his slipper.  Somebody would pay for this shit.   

 He stopped, tried to be calm, to think.  Something was out 

of place with the writing (other than the spelling—these kids today 

couldn’t spell for shit), and at last he saw it: the letters were near the 

baseboard—the vandal must have been damn near lying down. 

 He heard shattering glass in the house.  He burst through 

the laundry room, still brandishing the nine-iron. 

 The curtains over the kitchen sink floated like ghosts.  Two 

of the fan-shaped windows in the top of the entry door were shat-

tered.  A chunk of plaster bounced off the sliding-glass door from 

the patio.  Another followed, then another.  He reached up with one 

trembling hand and flipped on the back porch light.  A jaundiced 
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H o m e  
Robyn Bashaw 

 

The branches swung slowly, hanging low with the weight of 

their green skirts. Beneath them, the girl tried to run, tearing franti-

cally at the blue-checkered fabric caught in the brambles, but the 

dress’ thick cloth refused to split. Behind her on the hill, he stood, 

watching. She tugged harder and the cloth lurched, sending her flail-

ing to the ground. Her hands stung as she pressed them to the peb-

bled dirt, trying to right herself.  

She had never been able to gain control before. He had 

scooped her up from her bed and placed her out here three years 

ago when she was just nine and a half. On the thick leather belt her 

mother had given him one Christmas, he held the key ring that 

could lock her away in her room for days on end. He fed her him-

self, withholding her bread and butter when she resisted. And she 

knew this brilliant attempt of hers, schemed last night as he lay be-

side her on the cot, having for the first time forgotten to lock the 

thick wooden door behind him, was about to fly away without her. 

“Child,” he spoke, his voice carrying over the hillside to en-

ter in her ear.  

Her hands and knees scraped against the ground as she 

shoved herself up, but the dress pooled under the force of gravity 

and her foot slipped on the seam. She tumbled back down. 

“Come.” 

She buried her face in the red dirt and trembled. Her eyes 

closed to see the roads she imagined branching beyond her view, 

leading away from this home to that old one. 

 

 



92      

 

side? Richie said that we should give it to his soul. How? "Well, like 

tape it to his heart, that's where the soul is, right?" 

Instead of taping we took Joey's shirt off and tied it around 

his chest pinning the walkie-talkie to his chest while I threw rope 

over a branch of a tree so it hung just over our heads. We all stared 

at it. 

"I'm nervous," Joey said. 

"Quit being such a girl," someone said. I don't remember 

who. 

The three of us boosted him up then he slipped the noose 

around his neck. When it was tight we let go. His eyes bulged and 

he tried to keep his hands down by his sides but by the time his lips 

were purple he was trying to make space around his neck. After 

about a minute of kicking, he went limp. 

We stared at his body for what seemed like a long time. His 

face was purple. Little flecks of crusty spittle were dried at the cor-

ner of his mouth. His eyes were barely open, and what we could see 

was just blood shot. 

Chris held up the walkie-talkie and said, "Joey, can you hear 

me?" 

We waited. Silence. 

Ritchie, still looking up, at Joey said, "Did you replace the 

batteries, Chris?" 

"I thought you replaced them." 

We exchanged fearful glances at each other. He had no way 

to communicate with us. We all seemed to ask - what can we do? 

Then we ran away from his body and the fort. We were out 

of the woods when I looked at Joey's bike lying on the edge of the 

trees and in the grass. I wondered if he was going to be able to read 

his books and ride his bike in oblivion. 
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glow fell across the patio, and the phalanx of plaster gnomes assem-

bled there. 

 He staggered back, slipped on the rug next to the laundry 

room door, and went down on one knee.  From here, he could see 

their scowling faces.  There were probably a hundred of the 

goddamned things, arms linked, ten wide and ten deep.   

They were walking. 

He stayed there on his knees, his heartbeat crazy, reminding 

him of Novotny.  As he watched, the gnomes waddled to the door.  

The lead gnome rapped its knuckles on the glass.   

This shit couldn’t be real.   

 He burst out laughing.  He couldn’t help it.  Here was the 

enemy, come marching to the gates of his castle, their breaching 

team a bunch of chipped, fading rejects from a Travelocity commer-

cial.  The very, very light brigade.   

 When he managed to get himself under control again, he 

knee-walked to the door and pressed his sweaty forehead to the 

glass.  He brought up both fists and popped out his middle fingers 

in the classic salute.   

 The leader of the gnomes turned to his charges and made a 

series of complex hand motions.  The ranks parted, opening up 

their phalanx like a zipper, making way for whatever lay out of sight 

in the shadows, just outside the circle of yellow light. 

 Two gnomes appeared dragging Burt’s shovel.  A third step-

ped appeared and dropped into push-up position so that the others 

could lay the shovel on his back.  A fourth burst from the crowd 

and clambered onto the shovel.   

 A dozen or so gnomes came pouring out of the crowd and 

dashed toward the shovel’s handle.  Burt saw, too late, what they 

were up to as they flung themselves onto the handle.  The shovel 

flipped upward, hurling the gnome, setting him airborne.  Burt half-
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turned just as the gnome cannonball bashed into the glass, produ-

cing a spider-web of hairline cracks radiating out from the center. 

 The gnome fell away to the patio and broke into five or six 

pieces, ruined.  Its eyes rolled around and its mouth moved.  Burt’s 

throat closed as he watched the thing, in its death-throes, roll its 

eyes toward the dining room and droop one eyelid in an absurd 

wink.   

 Another gnome hurtled out of the dimness.  It struck the 

door with its pointed hat, fracturing the window.  Chunks of glass 

showered over the dining room.  Burt shielded his eyes.  When he 

looked up, a third gnome hit within inches of the breach.  The glass 

bulged inward with the impact. 

 The little fuckers were going to get in. 

 Burt didn’t think.  He shoved the chairs aside and flipped 

the table onto its side, making a fort.  He scooped up his nine-iron 

and knelt behind the table just as a kamikaze gnome burst through.  

It tumbled across the linoleum, squealing, and came to rest on the 

living room rug. 

 The invaders poured through the breach like ants.  They 

tried to outflank him, but Burt had the advantage of reach.  He 

swung hard.  Gnome bits pinged off the walls.  Plaster chips struck 

his face and neck.  His eyes stung with plaster dust, and his vision 

trebled.  He hacked away at the enemy legion.  He screamed until he 

could taste blood in his throat.   

 Two gnomes slid through the kitchen window and dropped 

to the counter.  They jumped down out of sight behind the bar.  

Burt couldn’t break off, but he knew he would have to deal with 

those two fuckers when the time came.   

 Waves of gnome soldiers climbed over the backs of their 

war dead to launch themselves at Burt.  He cursed as he thrashed 

them, his club hooked into a peculiar J-shape from repeated impact, 

like something from a Dali painting.  Still he swung, chipping and 
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"Goddamn it, Joey, if you weren't going to shoot forward, 

you could've watched my back." 

Joey shrugged, "I didn't see him." 

We sat in no man’s land between the two forts, all four of 

us. Richie asked what we were talking about, and Joey filled him in. 

"All I'm saying is he wanted a way to communicate. He did-

n't have anything to talk into." 

"What, like a walkie-talkie?" Chris asked. 

"Yeah, that's exactly what he needed." We all sat and looked 

at each other and let this information sink in. "I want to try it." 

"How?" 

"I dunno, how do people die?" 

"Old age?" 

"That takes too long." 

Richie fidgeted with his hand and said, "Suicide." 

"What's that?" 

"Well, like . . . when you kill yourself, with pills or shooting 

yourself or hanging." 

Christ held up his thumb, stuck out his index finger and 

aimed it at Joey, then said, "Bang." 

We laughed and I said, "We don't have any guns or pills. We 

can take some of the rope from the fort and try it out." 

Chris nodded, "I've got walkie-talkies." Then smiled sheep-

ishly before saying, "Richie and I were talking to each other." 

I ignore this transgression to go get rope off the fort. I hand 

it to Richie and say, "Boy Scout, make a noose, like in those old 

John Wayne movies." 

Chris handed his walkie-talkies over but said we have a 

problem. How was he supposed to take a walkie-talkie to the other 
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ride the trails, he left his bike at the edge of the pine woods and 

stood on the pegs of Chris's bike to get a ride the rest of the way. 

Later Chris said he wasn't intentionally trying to buck Joey, but he 

still managed to fall twice. 

It wasn’t far to our forts. We’d built them with broken limbs 

and branches. We'd duck in and out of windows pretending to 

shoot at each other. When we would think we hit each other, we'd 

call it out. The other almost every time would say, "Nuh-uh!" A few 

times this was resolved with punches. 

I had Joey on my team, and we sat in the fort. He sat on the 

dirt, leaning back against a fallen log and started talking, "Hey, so 

I'm reading this book." 

I grunted an, "Uh-huh." Richie looked like he was crawling 

on the ground toward our spot and I wanted to wait until he was 

right in front of me before I yelled "bang!" 

"So this story I'm reading there's this guy that dies, and he is 

on the other side, you know?" 

"Other side?" 

"Yeah, like afterlife." 

"There's no afterlife," I said. "The preacher said that we go 

to heaven or hell." 

"Isn’t that an afterlife? Besides, what if he's wrong?" 

I shrugged, I didn't know. I really hadn't thought about this 

line of thinking when having these talks with Joey. 

"Anyway, this guy is floating around in the afterlife, and he 

says that he wants to talk to people on the other side. Our side, you 

know?" 

Richie popped his head up and I was about to shoot him 

when I heard from behind me, "Freeze." I turn and Chris has snuck 

up from behind. 
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shattering gnomes, bullying his arms beyond their normal limits.  He 

swung the club until he was sure he couldn’t swing it anymore. 

 And then they were gone.  

 The rubble pile was ankle-deep, and smaller bits spread out 

as far as he could see.  Strange groans issued from the pile, from the 

heads that had remained intact, but not a single attacker remained in 

one piece. 

 Except for the two in the kitchen. 

 Burt spun on his heels, the nine-iron held out before like a 

holy symbol warding off evil. 

There was no sign of the two-gnome detachment. 

“Come on out and let’s finish this,” he said.  It came in a 

whisper that stung his throat.  “Let’s do it.” 

From the kitchen, tiny giggles. 

“Come on!” he shouted.  Trembling, he stepped toward the 

kitchen. 

More giggles.   

“I’m going to grind you fuckers into baby powder.” 

This time the giggling was followed by a thump.  Light glin-

ted off steel as a knife tumbled end-over-end through the air and 

sunk three inches deep in his right bicep. 

“FUCK!” 

He went to his knees, blood spouting from the wound.  He 

squeezed his eyes shut and tried to pull the blade free, but lightning 

shot through his arm to the base of his skull.  He screamed, a 

meaningless tangle of syllables that might have been swear or pra-

yer, and let go. 

A yellow blanket settled over his vision.  From the blindness 

ahead, he could hear the last two gnomes scurrying. 
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As his vision came back, the first thing he saw was the 

blood.  A whole fuckload of blood.    

“Oh, you fuckers are going to pay,” he said.  He thought 

about trying again to remove the knife, but decided against it.  If he 

blacked out again, they might break from cover and come after him.  

That shit would not do. 

He got to his feet and stood trembling in the dining room, 

the floor slick with his blood.  He picked up the nine-iron with his 

left hand.  He wasn’t even sure he could hit anything with that hand, 

but he sure as hell wasn’t going down without trying.  Bring it on, 

little fuckers. 

A gnome bolted forward from the pantry and charged, a 

fork in its left hand and a paring knife in its right. 

Burt timed the gnome’s approach and swung, trying to 

scream but only managing a hiss.  The club missed the charging at-

tacker but clipped the knife from its hand, sending it spinning into 

the backyard through the broken glass door.  As he drew back to 

swing again, the gnome brought the fork up over its head and drove 

it down through Burt’s slipper and into the top of his foot.   

He swung the club again, knocking the gnome back a foot 

or two—his left hand really had no business in this fight—then 

drew back and swung again.  The gnome’s nose vaporized.  The se-

cond gnome emerged and scrambled to join the first, waving a pota-

to peeler.   

Burt drew back and swung again.  He clipped gnome num-

ber two, but the clubhead flew free and clattered against the wall in 

the corner. 

“Fuck me mother goose,” he whispered.  This was never 

going to fucking end. 
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B a t t e r i e s  
Steven Amen 

 

It was just after my ninth birthday and a week before Hal-

loween when Richie, Chris, and I went to Joey Bryant’s house. We 

got on our Schwinn and Mongoose and cruised over in the evening 

sun. 

Joey wasn't exactly "one of the guys." He was a nice enough 

and would share bits of his lunch with you if you asked, but he nev-

er seemed to get along really well. He always had his head up in the 

clouds or his nose in a book. He was always asking what if ques-

tions. Like, what if we die every day, but we get a new life like a vid-

eo game? What if when we really die it's when we run out of lives. 

People would laugh and call Joey stupid or weird. In first grade he 

asked one of these questions to a fifth grader, and the fifth grader 

and his friends held Joey down in an ant pile. But his questions al-

ways made me think. I laughed like all the other guys –I really didn’t 

like ants –but I still thought about his what-if’s at night. 

After we arrived and dumped our bikes in their front yard, 

his mom said he was in the living room reading. Sure enough he was 

nose deep in a book by some guy named George Orwell –it wasn't 

until later that I read the book.  He seemed to like sci-fi with weird 

characters and weird names. 

Richie asked him if he wanted to go play in the woods. We 

were a man short for a game of war. Joey thought for a while before 

closing his book and nodding. Chris asked him if he had any batter-

ies because one of his walkie-talkies was fixing to die. 

He pulled his chrome Huffy, with a long yellow banana seat, 

out of the garage and followed us down the street. We always teased 

him about the bike because he couldn't jump it on any ramps, 

couldn’t go riding on any of the dirt trails. So because he couldn't 
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“Why can’t we just buy canned peas like Leslie’s parents?  

She said her mom and dad have an underground room in the back-

yard where they keep supplies.” 

He chuckles but quickly resumes his grave expression.  

“Canned peas will only get you so far.  You’ll need protein.  You’ll 

die without it and people are going to be reluctant to do what it 

takes—to eat humans.  You girls,” he grabs June’s hand and pulls 

her near, “will be ready.  If I’ve done nothing else in my life, I know 

that I’ve taught you how to be strong.” 

Marybeth looks from her father to June, the two people she 

has left who have always cared for and protected her.  It’s not mur-

der.  It’s survival.  She reaches across the table and slips the band 

off of the girl’s finger, letting it fall loosely onto her own. 

 

Marybeth buries the ring beneath the magnolia tree beside 

the house.  The gold band once found its home on a chubby, ala-

baster finger, but no one would wear it now.  Sitting back on her 

heels, she surveys the land surrounding the house.  She recalls hav-

ing buried a pocket watch near the oak tree in the backyard, a pearl 

necklace and diamond brooch between the flowerbeds, and the 

rings beneath the tire swing.  Soon they’ll be moving on to a new 

town, and she’ll have a new backyard, but these things will remain.  

She pats the earth down tight and whispers a prayer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  45 

 

Then he saw his chance.  He stepped backward, the fork in 

his foot shifting painfully.  He moved near the upturned table as the 

gnomes advanced.  “Come to Papa, you fucks.” 

The gnomes caught on too late.  They tried to get clear, but 

their tiny legs weren’t up to the job.  The table came down on their 

pointed heads, toppling them, sending plaster chips flying.  One red

-sleeved arm spun across the linoleum. 

 Burt stopped to catch his breath. 

 The upside-down table bobbed and shifted.  They were still 

alive under there.   

Burt took one step back to set up his approach.  Then, with 

a final, hissing howl, he leapt onto the table with both feet.  The 

sound of gritting plaster was the sweetest thing he had ever heard. 

 He staggered as he dismounted the table, crashing into the 

wall.  He skidded in the blood and went down.  The fork broke free 

of his foot, but the steak knife twitched deep in his arm.  The pain 

was gigantic.  He rolled onto his side with the knife handle poking 

out into space, his breathing sporadic.   

Blackness threatened again.  If he passed out now, he would 

bleed to death there on the dining room floor.  He had to call for 

help.  He had to get up. 

 He worked his way to his knees again, supporting himself 

with his good arm as he struggled to keep his breathing even.  He 

didn’t know how much blood he had lost, but he got the sense that 

time was running out.   

 As he fumbled his cell phone from his pocket, he heard so-

mething heavy and metallic on the back patio.  

 Standing in the doorway, taller than it had the right to be, 

was the cast-iron coach boy from Novotny’s front yard.  Its eyes 

glowed red to match the lantern in its hand.  Grinning, it clanked 

through the glass door. 
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Burt closed his eyes.  He had nothing left. 

 The coach boy stopped just inside the doorway, grinning. 

 A lawn flamingo flock gathered on the patio.  The birds 

shuffled, anxious, but the red lantern held them.  The flamingos 

were frenzied, darting, squawking.  The coach boy raised its red lan-

tern just a little higher, still grinning.  The lamplight changed, 

flashing through the spectrum, through blues and purples to a 

ghostly green.  The flock exploded in all directions..  They blotted 

out the porch light, blotted out the sight of the grinning coach boy.  

For a few seconds, everything was pink.  Then everything was black, 

and Burt knew no more. 

 

 Shrieka stood on the sidewalk alongside Mrs. Martinez.  A 

police officer was taking statements from the two of them.  Shrieka 

hadn’t seen or heard anything, but she was doing her best to engage 

the cop.  She loved a man in uniform. 

 “It seems like there was a struggle,” the cop said.  “Did 

either of you hear anything like that?” 

 “No,” Mrs. Martinez said. 

 The cop jotted something in his notebook, nodding.  

“Thank you, ladies.  I may have other questions later.” 

 “Come back any time,” Shrieka said.   

 Mrs. Martinez turned to Shrieka. “Scary, isn’t it?” 

 Shrieka, watching the cop from behind, waved a hand.  

“Please.  I ain’t scared.” 

 “No?   What if they come back?” 

 “They ain’t comin back.  Girl, they probably did us a favor.  

This might improve the whole damn neighborhood.” 

The cop climbed into his car.  He waved as he turned 

around and pulled away from Brookhollow Circle. 
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She longs to slip it off the pale, plump finger and put it on 

her own but she looks away.  Just a few short minutes ago she was 

looking forward to this, but now it feels wrong.  Noticing the sad, 

conflicted look on his daughter’s face William squats down to her 

level. 

“What’s wrong, pumpkin?” 

She wraps her arms around her stomach, remembering the 

liver and onions she’s just consumed.   

“Is this about what we talked about yesterday, Marybeth?” 

June asks. 

Marybeth nods and searches her father’s face for something 

evil, but all she sees are the lines that bookend his mouth, the ones 

that turn into deep creases when he laughs, and his kind blue eyes.  

She rethinks what her sister said, that what they do is survival.  For 

the first time she wonders what they’re trying to survive.   

“What’s going on?  What did you two discuss?”  

“Marybeth asked me about murder.  She thinks that’s what 

we’re doing,” says June. 

He closes his eyes slowly, shaking his head.  He places his 

hands on Marybeth’s face. 

“What we do is survival, Mare.” 

“That’s what I told her,” June says. 

He holds up his hand to quiet her. 

“Do you understand?” he asks.  Marybeth shakes her head.  

“The end is coming, honey.  This world is in bad shape, and it’s only 

a matter of time before we destroy ourselves.  I want you to be able 

to survive for as long as possible should the Russians drop the 

bombs.  One of the first things to go will be vegetation.  People 

who aren’t prepared are going to die.” 
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of rain on the roof, the girls hear the garage door being pulled open.  

They rush to the window and peek through the lacy curtains to see 

the tail lights of the Bel Air disappearing inside.  Once the metallic 

clash of the descending garage door quiets, they race to the adjoin-

ing door to meet their father.  He opens it, removing his muddy 

boots and leaving the girls in anticipation.  

“Did you get one, Daddy?”  Marybeth whistles impatiently 

through her teeth. 

His smile says it all.  She jumps and claps her hands. 

“Does she have lots of pretty trinkets?” 

“Not too many, honey, but I think you’ll be satisfied.  I had 

to go a few towns over to get her but she’ll be worth it.”  He claps 

his hands together and makes his way to the table.  “Now, let’s eat.” 

After dinner, June and Marybeth set up the kitchen while 

William prepares.  A canvas tarp is spread beneath the table, saws 

and knives splayed across the counter, and large metal tubs are 

placed near one end.  Their father returns from the garage with a 

still body hoisted over his shoulder.  He carefully sets it on the table 

and begins to inspect it.   

“Is she dead?” asks June. 

“No, of course not.  She’s just knocked out,” he says, pinch-

ing and poking at the fleshy parts. 

The girl before them is curvy and beautiful.  Her golden hair 

had probably been fashionably styled before the rain ruined it.  

Marybeth stares at the woman’s face, seeing something she’s never 

noticed before.  She’s a real person.  She probably has friends and 

parents.  Won’t they miss her? 

William picks up the girl’s hand and what looks to be a large 

diamond ring set on a gold band flashes in the bright light of the 

overhead fixture.   

“How’s that for treasure, Mare?” 
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 Marybeth nods, glad that she asked her older, wiser sister 

about this.  June is right.  She must be. 

  

 William turns the windshield wipers on full speed.  The rain 

is falling in sheets and he’s already running late for work.  He’d 

overslept, still not quite used to the routine of waking up alone.  

Julia had always gotten up first and roused him later.  The alarm 

clock’s clamorous bell was a poor substitute for her angelic voice. 

 “I’m going hunting tonight, girls, so I’ll be home late.  Can 

you two catch a bus back home from the library?” 

 “Sure.  Daddy, can you please find a woman this time?” 

June asks while twirling a lock of chestnut hair around her finger.   

 “Women are a nuisance, honey.  They make a lot of fuss and 

it’s easier to get someone that no one will miss.  You know that.” 

 She pokes her bottom lip out in a pouting fashion and says, 

“But they taste better.” 

 William chuckles, reaching across the seat to pat his daugh-

ter’s knee.   

“I know.  I’ll see what I can do, okay?  If I manage to get 

lucky then we’ll have to be more careful than last time.”  He quickly 

glances at Marybeth in the rearview mirror, meeting her eyes before 

turning his attention back to the wet street.  “That means you’ve got 

to bury your treasure right away.  We can’t take any unnecessary 

risks.  We’ll be moving on soon but we don’t want to draw any at-

tention to ourselves.” 

Marybeth gives him the thumbs-up and turns to the win-

dow, dreaming about all the pretty things in her yard. 

 

Marybeth watches The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet while 

June reads a book.  Her stomach rumbles, but June said that they 

couldn’t eat until their father came home.  Through the pitter-patter 
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“You should check on the supply, Junie.  It’s about that 

time.” 

 The dishes are stacked in the sink and William is reading the 

newspaper in the living room, Dean Martin’s voice permeating the 

house.  June digs through the deep freezer and evaluates the remain-

der of the food supply, writing each item down, while Marybeth 

stands aside watching.  June has begun to come into her woman-

hood, her skinny limbs taking on a softer, more graceful appearance.  

She skims her perfect teeth with her tongue and scans the list, mak-

ing a tick next to rump roast.   

 “Dad’s right,” she says.  “We’re getting pretty low.”   

 She slams the lid and joins her sister at the sink, filling it 

with warm water that soon turns into a greasy puddle.  Marybeth 

takes her spot, cloth in hand, and waits for her sister to pass a clean 

dish.   

 “June, what is murder?” 

 June contemplates her answer, not sure how to word it cor-

rectly so that she will understand.     

 “Well, Marybeth, murder is when you kill someone for no 

reason.” 

 “So, what is it called if you have a reason to do it?” 

 “Survival,” she says matter-of-factly.  “Why do you ask?” 

 Marybeth is afraid to say.  Her father had been concerned 

that going to church would confuse her, and he was right.  William 

was a good man.  He had taught her how to ride a bicycle, read her 

bedtime stories, and tucked her in at night.  He loved her.   

 “Does killing someone make you a bad person?” 

 June puts the dish she’d been scrubbing back into the sink 

and turns to her sister.  She rests her hands on Marybeth’s shoul-

ders, looking into her eyes. 

 “Of course not, Mare.  Sometimes it just has to be done.” 
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 William is driving home, June and Marybeth in the backseat.  

Traffic has begun to pick up as church-goers make their way home 

for Sunday lunch.  This fascinates Marybeth.  She’s always assumed 

that everyone else’s meals were much like their own, but Leslie said 

that her mother cooked a chicken this morning.  Marybeth has nev-

er tasted chicken.   

 “Daddy, did we really eat the body of Christ?” she asks. 

 “Of course we did, Mare,” he says. 

 

 June sautés the onions while Marybeth watches.  She’s eager 

to help, but her sister said that she isn’t old enough yet.  She wanted 

to ask how old was old enough, but June had already changed the 

subject.  Carrots, peas, potatoes, and then meat – it all gets dumped 

into a pot, boiling and bubbling, filling the house with a scent that 

reminds Marybeth of what a lumberjack’s cabin must be like.   

 An hour later, the three remaining Monroes sit down for a 

late lunch.  Ladling the thick stew into mismatched bowls, June asks 

who would like to say grace.  Marybeth raises her hand, stretching it 

high over her head as if reaching for a book on the top shelf.  June 

motions for her to go ahead and the family sits in silence, waiting. 

 “Mare?” 

 “Shh, June, I’m thinking.”  She presses her lips tight, causing 

William to sigh, impatience filling the room.  “Thank you, Jesus, for 

the food.  May we enjoy it just as we did your body this morning.  

Amen.” 

 William is eating quickly, his manners forgotten.  He sud-

denly coughs and reaches into his mouth, pulling out something 

small.  He inspects it before placing it on his napkin.   

 “Fingernail,” he says and shoves another spoonful into his 

mouth. 

June blushes.  “I’ll be more careful next time.” 
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 It isn’t entirely true to say that Sacred Heart was the closest 

church to home.  There was another across the street that they 

could have easily chosen, but the members of Sacred Heart had 

been considerate and helpful after Julia’s car accident.  Father Rus-

sell had offered his services at the funeral, and pudgy old women in 

floral dresses brought salads drenched in mayonnaise and desserts 

that jiggled.  The gesture had been appreciated, but the food had 

ultimately gone uneaten, their dishes washed and returned days later. 

 The church is abuzz this morning, even more so than usual.  

June rushes off to meet her friends but Marybeth holds fast to her 

father, gripping his hand, scanning the crowd for her new friend, 

Leslie.  She sees the dainty blonde girl standing near a large group of 

girls and scampers off to join them.  William begins to make his way 

to a pew in the middle. 

“Good morning, Mr. Monroe,” says a middle-aged woman 

in a conservative gray dress. 

“And you, Mrs. Blanchard,” he replies. 

“I’ll bet the girls are glad to be out of school for the sum-

mer.” 

“Oh, yes.  I hope I’ll be able to get away from work long 

enough to give them a proper vacation.” 

“I know you’ve told me before, but which school is it that 

they attend again?” 

William tries to recall what he might have told her, but noth-

ing comes to mind.  Before he can answer, he notices people taking 

their seats.  He excuses himself politely and genuflects before sliding 

into a pew, thankful that he doesn’t have to lie to Mrs. Blanchard.  

When the time for communion arises, Marybeth looks at her father, 

and he nods to let her know that it’s okay.  She walks to the front, 

and when Father Russell says, “Body of Christ,” Marybeth smiles, 

says “Amen,” and swallows the mush in her mouth. 
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O n  t h e  R o a d ,  S o u t h  
Bennett Durkin 

 

ROUTE 59 STRETCHED BEFORE the Ford Escort, into the 

night.  The road, a flat and straight line, disappeared beyond the ran-

ge of the headlights before it had an opportunity to bend or curve a 

considerable degree.  Toni sat in the passenger side, leaning his 

shoulder against the window.  Trees, which became one visual mass 

due to the low light, and a small hint of a wooden fence raced by his 

window, and the one on the other side.  He watched Kurt, illumi-

nated by the ambience created by the headlights, drive the vehicle.  

Kurt’s eyes were narrowed and directed to the road.  His hands 

gripped the steering wheel, but were relaxed at a nine-and-three po-

sition.  After a few seconds, he blinked and flexed his fingers in se-

quence.  In the backseat, Vic coughed.  When Toni looked behind 

himself, he saw his friend asleep.  They were three business majors 

heading south. 

Toni closed his eyes and listened to the Wallflowers pouring 

out of the speakers.  The low hum of the road provided additional 

bass.  The beaches of Galveston waited at the end.  Toni had loaded 

his suitcase with swimsuit, towel, and sunscreen five hours ago.  He 

shifted his shoulders, the seatbelt strap cutting into his neck.  The 

music was quiet, and the air conditioner was comfortable.  Toni had 

to cross his arms, but didn’t shiver.  He leaned his head against the 

glass, and focused on the rhythmic bounce of the tires turning at 

seventy miles-an-hour.  Or at least that was the posted speed limit.  

He could feel sleep approaching, the slowing of breath, and the rela-

xation spreading in his recently cramped knees.  Their plan was to 

drive all night. 

There was a bang.  The car swerved and swung.  Toni ope-

ned his eyes wide, and the vehicle was as dark as it had been.  Their 

voices mixed into a fugue, drowning out the radio.  What the hell?  
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What was that?  Holy shit!  Toni saw Kurt move his hand along the 

wheel.  His arms shook with each new jerk.  He tried to work the 

car toward the right shoulder of the road.  When he stepped on the 

brakes, the seatbelt dug further into Toni’s neck.  For a moment the 

weight of the vehicle was thrown forward.  Toni reached for the 

dashboard.  He gripped it, his fingers digging into the plastic until 

they threatened to pop.  Just like his two friends, he was screaming.  

He knew this because it was too loud for him to be the only one. 

The vehicle regained composure.  Despite the dip to the 

right, it had maintained a controlled direction.  Kurt, with a fresh 

mixture of grunts and swears, directed it to the side of the road.  

Before they came to a complete stop, the point where the hum of 

the road disappeared, Toni unbuckled his seatbelt.  When the vehi-

cle did stop, he opened the door.  He stepped, and, catching his 

hand in the retracting strap, rolled out of the seat.  The road’s gravel 

was warm under his sweat-damp OU shirt in comparison to the co-

ol grass where his legs rested.  He was breathing deep, tasting the 

grass and pollen.  The ground offered no give to his back, which 

wanted to bend.  His heartbeat thumped in his ears. 

Two more doors opened and closed.  Toni watched the sky, 

the few stars, and the full moon.  After his heartbeat softened to 

well-paced hammer strikes, Toni could overhear feet shuffling on 

the road.  A pebble hit the side of his head, just above his ear, and a 

pair of legs stepped into his peripheral.  He turned his head and was 

able to make out the edges of Vic’s form.  His friend held out a 

hand, which Toni grabbed.  Vic pulled Toni onto his feet, and Toni 

let himself by pulled.  With his free hand, Toni brushed off the parts 

of the back of his shirt that he could reach.  His shorts were twisted, 

and his hair stood on end. 

“Are you okay?”  Vic was breathing hard as well.  His hand 

shook in small rapid vibrations around Toni’s wrist. 
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T h e  T h r e e  R e m a i n i n g  M o n r o e s  
Jerri Bourrous 

 

Marybeth buries the rings beneath the tire swing beside the 

house.  The gold bands once found their home on spindly, freckled 

fingers, but no one would wear them now.  She imagined that some 

child one hundred years from now would accidentally discover them 

and they would once again glitter in the sunlight.  She pats the earth 

down tight around them and whispers a prayer. 

 Glancing down at her pink cotton dress, she notices the 

smudge of dirt near the hem.  Her father will be upset, but there’s 

no time to change.  Marybeth rushes inside the house just as he puts 

on his coat.  He sees the soiled dress and clucks his tongue. 

 “I told you not to play outside in your good clothes.  What 

were you doing out there anyway?”  

 Marybeth smiles, showing her missing front teeth and pok-

ing her tongue through the gap.   

 “Burying treasure,” she says. 

 He pats her head on his way out the door.  “That’s a good 

girl.  Just be careful.  You shouldn’t wait so long next time.” 

 

 The Monroes had never been a particularly religious family 

but since the death of his wife, Julia, William had been taking his 

girls to the Catholic church on Fitzgerald Avenue.  One religion was 

just as good as any as far as he was concerned.  The abundance of 

options had been confusing, so he simply chose the one nearest to 

home.  The girls, especially Marybeth, seemed to enjoy it, and he 

didn’t have the heart to deny them the right to salvation, if there 

was any to be had.  Admittedly, he was worried for Marybeth. Both 

girls were still young and impressionable, but June, her older sister, 

understood how things worked in the Monroe household. 
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“Yeah,” Toni was still out of breath.  His voice came out in 

jagged pieces.  “What the hell happened back there?” 

“The tire blew out,” Kurt said, reminding his friends of his 

presence.  Toni spun to find Kurt crouched in front of the back 

wheel.  One hand supported him against the car while the other gro-

ped at the night colored injured tire.  “Thought I saw something run 

across the road before it happened, but can’t see anything now.”  

He leaned close to the burst tire.  “It’s too dark.” 

“I’ve got a light on my phone.”  Before he finished spea-

king, Vic removed his iPhone from his pocket.  The gadget turned 

on and his face appeared like a ghost above his shoulders.  He pres-

sed his thumb against the screen, and a small but strong blue light 

appeared just above his hand.  He approached Kurt, standing over 

him, and pointed the light at the tire.  The wheel’s rim rested on two 

ripped pieces of rubber that had been connected a few minutes ago.  

Kurt prodded the remains with his finger, as though the tire could 

be roused into being whole. 

“This’ll cost us.  We’re going to be off schedule.”  Kurt 

stood and dusted off both his knees.  His form wavered in and out 

of the light, which remained on the wheel.  “Good thing spring 

break lasts a week.  Bring that light over here.”  He walked around 

to the trunk, and Vic followed with his light.  There was a jingling of 

keys on a key ring, and the trunk lid popped open.  Like the rest of 

the car, the lid was a somewhat red shadow.  Across the roof, Toni 

saw the grassy median, the northbound lanes, and an open field with 

enough space to allow moonshine and a distinction between the 

ground and the sky.  He squinted and could make out a lopsided 

rectangle in the distance.  Or at least it appeared to be lopsided.  

The whole thing could be a trick of the lack of light. 

“Where are we?”  Behind Toni was a solid wall of trees.  

“Livingston? Diboll? Those are places on this road.” 
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“I don’t know,” Vic lifted his phone up in the air searching 

for intangible connections, “I’m not getting any signal on my pho-

ne.” 

“Dude, keep the light pointed here.”  Kurt had an object in 

his hand which, when Vic returned his small light to the trunk, was 

revealed to be his suitcase.  He dropped the suitcase on the ground 

without care.  It landed upright, but tumbled on to its face.  The 

zipper was trapped between its weight and road.  Toni walked 

around his friends to the trunk.  He lifted his own suitcase, recogni-

zable because it was small and the handle had been broken when he 

overloaded it the day before freshman orientation.  He placed the 

baggage next to Kurt’s and pushed it further toward the grass with 

his foot.  Next, he grabbed Vic’s duffle bag, which leaned to one 

side, and Kurt grabbed the Igloo cooler.  They unloaded these 

items, sitting them in the increasing pile. Ice and the bottles of 

Coors clinked together inside the cooler.   

“Whoa,” the light in the trunk disappeared, “did you guys 

see that?”  Vic held the phone out at arm’s length.  Toni followed 

the beam.  The iPhone light flickered by the side of his face.  It 

pointed at the lopsided rectangle, but the light was too weak to 

reach across the lanes.  Half of his vision was illuminated by the 

phone.  The other half was black shapes creating the illusion of a 

lack of depth.  Maybe there was something, an ember falling, by the 

rectangle a hundred yards away.  The more he looked, the less there 

was to look at. 

“Yes, because I don’t want to see what I am doing.”  Kurt 

said.  Vic mumbled a soft ‘sorry,’ and returned his light to the trunk.  

In his hand, Kurt had the jumper cables rolled into a loose spiral.  

“It’s been awhile since I’ve seen a street sign,” he continued, 

“besides, I’ve been too focused on the destination, y’know.”  He 

dropped the jumper cables on the cooler’s lid.  The spiral came un-

done, and the clamps with the red handles fell to the side.  Toni re-
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The next morning, Phil woke and leaned against the wall on 

his right side. The pain was too intense on his left. He tried to pray, 

but couldn’t think of anything to say. He began banging his head 

against the wall, softly at first, but always a little harder than the 

time before. In the middle of pulling back to slam his head extra 

hard, he heard a knock.  

Phil stumbled up as quickly as he could and strained to hear 

another noise. He held his breath. He heard the front door slowly 

creak open. He straightened his tie, walked to the front door, and 

looked out of the screen.  

A pale skinned girl wearing khaki shorts, a white shirt, and 

a khaki vest with twelve badges on it was smiling up at him. “Hi 

mister! I’m with troop number 471, and I’m going door-to-door 

selling cookies to raise money for our troop to go to the national 

meeting of scouts. Would you like to buy some cookies to help 

support us?” 

Phil 

looked out of the 

screen door for a 

few seconds 

without saying 

anything, tears 

streaming down 

his face. 

 

 

   

  55 

 

moved the flap on the bottom of the trunk and exposed the spare 

tire.  He leaned the flap against the left side of the car and squeezed 

his fingers under the spare.  On his second attempt, flexing fo-

rearms and keeping his strained expression outside of the cone of 

light, he hoisted the tire.  It slipped and fell the short distance on to 

his toes.  Toni bit his lip to keep from yelping in either surprise or 

pain.  Kurt grabbed first the jack then the tire iron from the nook 

in the bottom of the trunk. 

The light moved again.  Jack, trunk, and spare vanished in-

to the waiting dark.  Vic gasped, and Kurt groaned.  Toni could 

hear the sound of a palm slapping a forehead a few feet in front.  

He rolled the spare tire off of his toes and let it bump against the 

back bumper. 

“There it is again.”  Vic had his light pointed at the rectan-

gle in the distance.  Beside the object there was a sparkle like an eye 

blinking for a second.  It didn’t last enough for its presence to be 

certain.  “Tell me you guys saw that.” 

“I didn’t see nothing.  And, seriously, dude, c’mon.” Kurt 

said.  In the dark, where Toni could make out faint outlines, Kurt 

pushed the more visible Vic.  “We need to be able to see what 

we’re doing.” 

One hand on top of the spare, middle finger in the groove 

between the treads, Toni turned to face the northbound lanes and 

the field just beyond.  He stared, he squinted, and then he stared 

again. The rectangle gained a little more definition, edges becoming 

sharper.  When he blinked, it returned to being a blurred shape.  A 

car, preceded by a pair of headlights, drove across his field of vi-

sion, heading north.  He followed the red taillights, but the car was 

soon out of sight, a trick of the light or the lack thereof.  

“Sorry about that,” Vic lit the busted tire.  “Something 

about this place is giving me the creeps.” 
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“Watch your back,” Kurt said, “there’s probably coyotes 

waiting in the woods behind you.”  Vic flashed his light at the trees.  

There were tall, thick trunks with similar, yet darker trunks bet-

ween, but no glowing animal eyes.  Kurt laughed.  Carl laughed.  

They crouched beside the Ford, and their laughter faded.  Toni 

glanced at the field, flat as far as he could see.  On the back of his 

neck there was the tickle of eyes watching them.  After, he rolled 

the spare to the side of the car, stopping it before it hit his friends.  

The jack was under the undercarriage, and Kurt finished cranking 

it. 

With his face in shadows, Kurt fixed the tire iron around 

one of the nuts.  Metal hit metal, and the sound rang out to the 

trees.  It took effort to get the instrument turning.  When it was 

loosened, he was able to turn the tire iron in smooth revolutions.  

At the topmost and bottommost positions, he paused for a mo-

ment to switch hands.  It took a few full circles, and the nut fell on 

the road in the dark created by the three pairs of feet.  Kurt patted 

his hand around where the nut had fallen.  He found it and held it 

out toward Toni, who remained standing.  Toni opened his hand 

and the nut fell flat into his palm. 

While his friend began working on the second, Toni gazed 

up and down the road.  He took his hand of the tire, balancing it 

with his knee, so he could rotate his shoulders. South and north 

looked the same.  Any space beyond the car and the blue glow of 

the light looked the same.  The car travelling north was gone, not 

even the ghost of its lights remained.  Another nut, judging by its 

weight and size, dropped into his palm.  The rectangle drew Toni’s 

attention.  It was something different to look at.  Another, more 

definite sparkle appeared in the distance.  It floated across the front 

of whatever the rectangle was before vanishing. 
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started down the stairs. Jay yelled after him, “Does this mean you 

don’t want your bowl?” 

Phil didn’t answer. He ran straight towards the front door 

and started banging it. He punched it, kicked it, and even rammed 

his head into it until he almost knocked himself out. He finally gave 

up and just sat down in front of the door. 

Jay came down the stairs and took the tray with the bowls 

on them to the kitchen sink. Before heading back upstairs, Jay said, 

“You’ll get hungry eventually. I put the rest in the fridge. Get some 

whenever you need to.” 

“Cannibalism is a sin,” Phil replied. 

“Suit yourself, man.” 

 

Phil stayed by the door that night. He prayed for hours for 

God to get him out of this house and to save him from the giant 

roach, but he eventually fell asleep from exhaustion and pain.  

The next morning, when he woke up, he stood and walked 

down the hallway towards his room. He winced as he walked down 

it. He had to stop sometimes and catch his breath. He noticed that 

all of the walls were yellow. When he reached his room, he realized 

that even the walls in his room were discolored. The roach must 

have been smoking in this house for years. He spent the entire day 

laying in the bed praying. The night came again, and he went to the 

front door and fervently prayed for God to save him.  

The next night, Phil stopped praying. Why had God put him 

into this position? He instantly felt remorse over doubting God and 

begged for forgiveness. After half the night had passed, he stumbled 

back to his bed. On the fourth night, he began to leave the room to 

sit by the front door, but decided against it and turned around and 

slept in the bed.  
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and that a different shirt had been put on him. The sheets had also 

been changed. Phil started crying and slamming his fist into the 

mattress with his right hand. He rolled off of the bed. He wasn’t 

used to not being able to catch himself with two hands, and acci-

dentally rolled on his left side. He puked. With tears still forming 

and bile on his shirt, he sat stiffly back in the bed. A light film of 

blood seeped through the bandage. He gently brought his right 

hand to his stump. 

“Why have you forsaken me Lord? I can’t take this! What 

lesson are you trying to teach me? Please don’t leave me! Don’t lea-

ve me in this forsaken place! Jehovah! Please be with me!” He sob-

bed.  

Jay came back into the room, carrying a tray with two bowls 

on it. Phil saw him and cowered back as close to the headboard as 

he could. Jay set the tray down on the table. As he walked over to 

the bed, Phil yelled, “Stay away from me, roach! Look what you’ve 

done to me! Why would you do this?” 

“I told you that you wouldn’t like what I would give you to 

eat. You are the only thing in the house that we have to eat. I know 

it’s an inconvenience, but you happened to be in the wrong place at 

the wrong time when you came here. I did the best I could. I made 

a decently edible soup after boiling the meat down.” 

Phil vomited again. He swallowed hard and said out loud, 

“I was doing God’s work! Why would He let me come to a place 

like this?” 

“I don’t know, man. Maybe he was busy and didn’t notice 

you were walking into the house of a giant roach. Who knows? All 

I know is that I’m eating my bowl before it gets cold.” 

Phil ground his teeth and turned away as Jay drank one of 

the bowls of soup. After listening to Jay finish the bowl, Phil coul-

dn’t take it anymore. He stood up, walked out of Jay’s room, and 
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“Hey,” Toni said but neither of his friends stirred.  He wat-

ched them working at the tire, one exerting more effort than the 

other.  “I thought I saw that thing you saw, Vic.”   

“Where,” Vic stood straight, almost popping off the 

ground, and held out his arm.  The roof of the Ford regained its red 

color.  A few feet of road reaching to the median lit up.  Vic swept 

his arm from side to side, but the view didn’t change.  Toni heard 

what he thought sounded like a forehead hitting the side of a car 

above the wheel well.  Vic focused the light on Kurt, who presented 

a stern middle finger. 

“Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”  Toni felt a third lug nut 

join the other two.  He heard a low rumble, like a ringing in one ear, 

to the north, and turned to investigate it.  His eyes may have adjus-

ted to the night, but there wasn’t much to look at.  The rectangle 

was alone in the field, the road was clear of traffic, and the woods 

hadn’t moved.  Kurt removed the fourth and final lug nut.  Toni 

dropped the four nuts on the bit of car next to the open trunk lid.  

He prodded them until they formed a nice row along the curvature 

of the body work.  The rumble grew a little louder. 

Kurt pulled the tire away from the car.  He pushed it toward 

the pile of their luggage.  It wobbled in its path, going a couple of 

feet before veering off course and landing in the grass.  Bending at 

his waist, Toni rolled the spare to his friend.  The two of them lifted 

the spare and aligned it with the four bolts.  The wheel well was half 

occluded.  The first attempt fit the bolts through the frame of the 

spare tire failed, indicated by the teeth hurting scratch of metal.  To-

ni tapped Vic who moved behind Kurt.  A little more of the tire 

became visible.  The rumble was loud now, too loud to be imagi-

nary.  The nuts shook out of their row. 

Lights, like lightning appearing before the thunder, came 

from the north.  A semi-truck, tall behind its headlights, barreled 

toward the three college students. Toni covered his ears, but could 
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hear the rumble growing louder and closer.  The ground under his 

feet shook.  The bottles in the cooler rattled against each other, but 

were soon drowned out by the semi.  The lug nuts bounced and fell 

off of the car.  On the ground, they continued to bounce in four 

separate directions. 

The headlights were close, and an oval of sunlight fell on 

the car.  Toni saw his friends with their hands over their ears.  They 

were pale.  Vic stepped back from the car into the grass.  He linge-

red on the rim of the light, one foot invisible in the dark.  The spare 

began to shake, and Kurt pressed one hand on it.  As soon as his 

hand was flat, he returned it to his head.  Toni could see his mouth 

open in a single silent shout. 

When the semi came abreast to the car, the three were once 

again in the dark.  Toni could feel his bones shake, his teeth ground 

against his will.  The spare tire came off of the bolts and fell on his 

foot.  Even the tactile sensation was muted by the roar of the truck.  

Toni closed his eyes and clenched his jaw.  This was the longest se-

mi in the history of semis. 

And then, the rumble and shaking disappeared.  There was 

an absence of input in their wake.  Toni’s arms floated away from 

his ears.  He stumbled without moving.  The dark seemed to be thi-

cker than it had been before, as though a thick blanket covered the 

sky.  When he looked down the road, he saw no sign that the semi-

truck had been there. 

“Okay,” Kurt’s voice was scratched and weak, “that was 

weird.  Toni, dude, help me find the nuts.  Vic, can you keep the 

light where I’m trying to work.  Let’s just hurry up and get outta 

here.  Vic?” 

Toni looked where he had last seen Vic in the grass.  He 

wasn’t there.  Toni checked around the car, and the line of trees.  

There was sense of movement in the dark, no light coming from 
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“I’m ready to get to know you better,” Phil replied. “You 

haven’t tried to eat me, and you haven’t bothered me since I arrived. 

I don’t feel threatened anymore. To be honest, I’m pretty hungry.”  

“I’m glad you’re finally coming to me, buddy! Come on insi-

de.” 

Phil stepped past Jay and into his room. The room was very 

large but only had a few things in it. There was a beanbag chair, a 

table with a half used carton of cigarettes, an ashtray, and a generic 

lighter sitting on top of it. There was a queen sized bed set up in the 

corner next to a fireplace, and on the floor next to the fireplace the-

re was a poker laying half in and half out of the fire. This was much 

cleaner than he had expected. The only thing messy in the room 

was cigarette butts overflowing the ashtray. 

“So you’re hungry, pal? Are you sure about that? We don’t 

have a lot to eat, but I can make something for you. I have to tell 

you that you’re not going to like it.” 

Phil thought about it. “I think that after four days of not 

eating, I will be pretty open to anything.” 

“Ok. Just remember that you asked for this.”  

Jay picked Phil up and threw him on the bed. The roach 

used three of his arms to hold Phil down and with his fourth arm, 

starting right next to Phil’s left shoulder, he began sawing. The 

sharp protrusions from the side of Jay’s limb cut through the flesh 

and bone relatively easy. Phil’s screams echoed through the mostly 

empty room. After the arm was severed, Jay grabbed the poker and 

pressed the end that had been in the fire onto what remained of 

Phil’s stump. This stopped the bleeding, but the pain was too much 

for Phil and he passed out. 

 

When he woke up again, he was still in intense pain. He 

looked over and noticed his wound had been cleaned and bandaged 
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“We just chill, man. I got smokes if you smoke. You have 

that shitty magazine you brought with you to read if you want. Ot-

her than that, we just hang out.” 

Phil thought about this for a second. He was now the priso-

ner of a six-foot cockroach. He knew that the doors were stuck shut 

because he had tried to open them earlier. He knew that Frank had 

been here for three weeks. And he knew that he had to be in shock, 

but was handling this pretty well.  

“Is that the bathroom I use downstairs?” Phil needed to 

pee. 

“That’s the one for you.” Jay blew a smoke ring. “I’ll be 

hanging out in my room. Just let me know when you’re ready to 

talk. Everybody eventually comes to talk.”  

 

Phil didn’t want to admit that Jay was right. He had spent 

three days mostly in his room. He left to go to the bathroom and to 

drink water from the sink, and one time he checked to see if the 

kitchen had any food. Of course, it didn’t. Hunger was getting the 

best of him, and he felt worse than he had in a long time.  In the 

past, he had participated in the occasional fasting to help raise mo-

ney for kids with cancer, but that was only for a day. Phil put his 

suit back on. He didn’t like to sleep in it because he didn’t want it to 

get wrinkled. He straightened his tie before he left the room, and 

then he walked upstairs. 

To his surprise, Jay opened the door before he knocked, 

allowing a cloud of smoke to drift out. 

“Heard you coming up the stairs. You clobber around like 

you’re King Kong or something. You ready to hang out?” He held 

out his pack of reds and offered Phil a cigarette. He shook his head. 

“Four days by yourself is a long time. Most people crack sooner.” 
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the back of an iPhone.  His eyes adjusted enough to see Kurt stand 

and join in the survey. 

Over the roof of the car, Toni saw a bluish dot, five feet in 

the air, travelling across the northbound lanes.  He grabbed Kurt by 

the shoulder and turned his friend to the dot, which was now at 

least in the far shoulder.  Beyond, the glow returned to the rectan-

gle, moving in circles.  It appeared to pulse in slow orange 

heartbeats. 

Toni was the first give chase.  He kept his eyes on the two 

glowing dots and jogged away from the car.  Vic’s blue dot moved 

faster.  As Toni stepped into the median, his friend entered the 

field.  Toni stepped down on uneven ground and stumbled. When 

he righted himself, the two dots were close and getting closer.  As 

the light from the iPhone shrunk, the orange light, moving in tighter 

circles, became a more specific orb.  Crossing the northbound lanes, 

Toni saw the blue light vanish in the middle of the rectangle.  Toni 

and Kurt, who was a few feet behind, called to their friend.  The 

orange orb hovered in one more circle before blinking out. 

Toni increased his pace.  He slid down the grass off the 

shoulder.  At the fence before the field, he hopped over it in two 

steps.  The rectangle started to gain form.  Each one of Toni’s stri-

des added a new piece to the structure.  First he could discern a 

slanted roof.  Then he saw a half collapsed handrail.  Two darker 

squares on its face became a pair of empty windows.  The rectangle 

had grown and reshaped into an abandoned shack.  There was a 

slight glow coming from the bottom of the windows. 

The door was on the south side of the shack.  The few in-

tact boards, which at one point had been a full porch, bent under 

Toni’s weight.  His feet skidded as he pivoted with his left hand ac-

ting as an anchor on the vacant threshold.  The glow was weak and 

came from the middle of the room.  It emitted from Vic’s iPhone.  

Toni approached it and bent down.  He heard footsteps on the 
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porch outside, moving slower than his did.  The entire structure 

groaned. 

A candid photo Vic had taken of Toni and Kurt was the 

screens background.  In the picture, Kurt was giving Toni a light 

punch to the shoulder.  He 

remembered the punch 

and the way he overacted 

and over exaggerated the 

force behind it.  The char-

ge indicator in the corner 

was red.  While the device 

was in Toni’s hand, the 

indicator blinked and the 

screen darkened.  The 

world around was wrapped 

in close.  The battery had 

died. 
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Two sharp hits to his head snapped him out of his daze. 

“Knock knock! Anybody there? Hello!” 

“Yes. Yes. Uh…stop that. I can hear you,” Phil answered. 

“I was thinking you might be more brain dead than Frank 

had been. You should have met him when you came in. Didn’t he 

introduce himself? No? He just left? That’s Frank for you. He 

wasn’t one for manners.” As the roach spoke, he pulled out a pack 

of Marlboro reds, lit one up, and inhaled. “Anyway, my name’s Jay. 

You’re my new companion until the next one comes.” 

“What do you mean new companion?”  

“Well Frank was able to leave when you came into the hou-

se.” Jay exhaled a thick cloud of smoke. “You see, that’s how this 

thing works pal. You’re gonna be here for a bit, so get used to it. 

Sometimes it doesn’t take that long, but usually it’s a few weeks un-

til somebody else drops by the house. Frank was a pizza guy who 

delivered to the wrong house. The one before him was a Mormon 

woman on some mission. What’s your story? What made you drop 

by my humble abode today? 

Phil delivered his rehearsed line, “I’m here to talk about this 

month’s Watchtower magazine, ‘Should You Trust Religion?’” 

“Please. Enlighten me about what religion speaks to the 

giant roach sensibilities. I always enjoy hearing that God loves us 

giant roaches and that I have a paved road to heaven.”  

Phil didn’t know what to say to a giant roach about God 

that would make any sense. Instead, he straightened his tie, and as-

ked, “How long was Frank here?” 

“He was only here for three weeks. A little longer than I 

would have preferred. He wasn’t much for stimulating conversa-

tion, if you know what I mean. Basically only talked about pizza, 

how much he wanted weed, or some other whiny bullshit.” 

“What do I have to do while I am stuck here?”  
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bedroom with a full size bed and dresser in it. The room smelled 

musty and the bed wasn’t made. There were windows in the house, 

but they were too high for him to reach. He made a careful search 

of the downstairs three times to be sure there wasn’t a way out. Af-

ter his third time checking the downstairs, he walked upstairs to see 

whose voice had yelled at him.  

At the top of the stairs, there was a single door. On the 

door handle, there was a red sign with white print that read “Please 

Do Not Disturb.” There was also a little peephole to look through. 

Phil wasn’t one to normally disobey rules, but he was in a strange 

house and a strange man had yelled at him and he was beginning to 

feel out of his comfort zone. He hesitated, then knocked on the 

door. Nobody answered. He tried to peek through the peephole, 

but he couldn’t clearly see anything. He knocked louder.  

“I’m coming, asshole. Jesus, even Frank could read buddy.”  

Phil took two deep breaths. He couldn’t believe how rude 

this man was being. He straightened his tie and then folded his 

hands behind his back.  

The door opened and Phil saw that it was not a man who 

had been talking to him the whole time, but a giant cockroach. He 

was not particularly afraid of insects, but became motionless with 

this enormous one in front of him. The roach walked on his two 

hind legs and had four arms. All six limbs had small saw-like teeth 

up and down the sides. His skin was light brown with a slight yello-

wish tint. He had long antennae that stayed bent down behind his 

back. He was wearing a pair of black basketball shorts and was pu-

lling an oversized dark green sweatshirt with the words “Go Green” 

written on it over his head.  

Phil saw all of this and wanted to scream, but his voice had 

left him and all he could do was let out a small squeak. The giant 

roach stared at him with his enormous black eyes. It reached to-

wards him.  
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B l u e  a n d  Y e l l o w  L i g h t s  
Elise Hopkins 

 

WHEN THE SPACESHIP LANDED in Annabelle Hunkins’s 

yard, she knew there was no point in calling the police. They’d stop-

ped responding to her calls about UFOs years ago. But this one was 

different. It wasn’t a shadow or a couple of blinking lights in the 

sky; it was a real, honest-to-God hunk of metal that put down its 

landing gear right across from the neighbor’s cow pasture. She clea-

red a gap in the empty cereal boxes lining her kitchen window and 

watched it land. It sat there in her back yard blinking for about an 

hour, but no doors opened, no green men or tentacled monsters 

slithered up to her door. Finally, she peeled her eyes away from the 

window. Who else could she call? Animal Control? Her daughter, 

Hillary? It all seemed so useless. She grabbed a broom from behind 

a pile of paper towel tubes and went outside, wielding it like a quar-

terstaff. She got close enough to the ship to touch it with her toe, 

and still nothing happened. She tapped the hull with the handle of 

her broom. It chimed hollowly, but the lights merely continued their 

random blinking. She stared at them for a little while, then backed 

to her porch and went inside. 

Well, she was right about the aliens. She knew Hillary still 

wouldn’t believe her, unless she dragged her out here and banged 

her head against the ship, but at least she knew she wasn’t crazy. 

Now, if she could just prove that she wasn’t a pack rat, no one 

could ever call her a crazy old cat lady again. She picked up a man-

gled hanger from a cardboard box by the back door and walked to 

the trashcan with it. She hovered there for a minute, but she coul-

dn’t drop it in. Someone might still get some use out of the wire 

some day, maybe bend it back into shape. Oh well. One thing at a 

time. She tossed the hanger back in the box and went to bed, trying 

to ignore the blue and yellow lights gleaming through her window. 
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She still couldn’t quite believe that the aliens had landed at 

last. She’d spent so many nights watching them up there in the sky 

that they’d almost become as routine as stars and airplanes. Someti-

mes, as they cruised overhead, her mind wandered to the empty 

bars she used to play to in her youth, back before her hair faded to 

gray, back when tie dye was cool, back when folk was still alive. She 

would imagine the faint lights in the sky were spot lights, and she 

would wave to the fans and admirers she never managed to acquire 

before bills and family required her to get a real job. On those em-

pty nights when she was all alone in her trailer, it was almost a com-

fort to think there was someone else out there watching her besides 

her cat. If it weren’t for her granddaughter, Emily, she wouldn’t so 

much mind if they beamed her up and took her to another world. 

Still, she didn’t want them here on her property, and she wasn’t su-

re if she could count on them to be as harmless as E.T. 

In the morning, she woke, hoping it was all a dream. She 

looked out her window and saw the spaceship blocking her view of 

the grazing cattle. The door was open. She fell back into bed and 

noticed that her cat, Jone, was tensed beside her, staring straight 

ahead with wide pupils. She followed its dilated gaze to the top of 

her dresser and saw the little violet man sitting there, his feet resting 

on the pull of her top drawer. He couldn’t have been more than a 

foot tall, and he had four arms instead of two. She hunched be-

neath her blankets for a while, but when he did nothing but regard 

her calmly, she got up and edged out of her room. There was anot-

her man on her refrigerator and another lurking in the shadows 

behind her old guitar. One peered out at her from the crib she kept 

for when she babysat Emily. She grabbed her purse from the coun-

ter and rushed out the door. 

She climbed into her car and rumbled out of her dirt drive-

way. She thought about driving to the city and asking to stay with 

Hillary for a while, but then she’d have to tell Hillary about the little 

violet men, and that wouldn’t go well. Hillary already thought An-
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T h e  R e p l a c e m e n t  
Joshua Lyons 

 

PHIL STRAIGHTENED HIS TIE and knocked on the door. It 

opened slowly to a man standing behind a screen. 

“Hi! My name’s Phil, and I’m out today talking to people 

about this month’s Watchtower magazine, ‘Should You Trust Reli-

gion?’ This is a tough question, and if you have a moment, I would 

love to talk to you.” 

 The man, in what seemed to be a pained voice said, “Come 

in.” 

 Phil opened the screen door, stepped inside, and offered 

his hand. His hand remained empty. The man inside had only one 

arm, and there were tears on his face. Phil didn’t know why the 

man was crying. Before he could ask, the man walked past him and 

out the front door.  

“Sir!” Phil cried. He turned around to walk out of the hou-

se after the man but the screen door wouldn’t budge. The front 

door proceeded to slam. 

“Cut out all the goddamn racket! I’m trying to sleep!” A 

voice from upstairs shouted.  

Phil flinched. He was unaccustomed to yelling and offensi-

ve language. He tried the door one more time, but it still wouldn’t 

budge. He walked around downstairs to see if there were any more 

doors leading outside. The front door was connected to a hallway. 

Immediately to the left were stairs going up. Down the hall led to 

an open living room and kitchen area. A dim light over the kitchen 

sink showed that it had been a while since the kitchen had been 

used. There was a door in the kitchen that led to a back yard. It 

didn’t open. There were two doors in the living room. One led to a 

small bathroom with a toilet, sink, and shower. The other led to a 
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with a nanny. Annabelle set the 

stone down and started getting 

ready. She made sure her hair 

was brushed and that the blan-

kets in the crib were fresh. She 

found a teddy bear and a rattle 

behind the couch and a few cans 

of Gerber baby food in the pan-

try. She took one out and che-

cked the expiration date. It was 

good. Blue and yellow lights flas-

hed over the smiling face on the 

label. A glint of yellow blinked 

from behind a cloud.  
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nabelle was crazy for keeping as many old newspapers as she did, 

and it didn’t help her case for sanity when she brought up her sus-

picions of extraterrestrial life. Last time she’d seen the lights in the 

sky, Emily had been spending the night with her, and Annabelle 

had bundled her into her car seat and driven her all the way back to 

Hillary's for safety. 

Hillary had come to the door in a silk robe wearing makeup 

to accept her squalling child. 

“You know, if this is too much for you, I can always hire a 

sitter,” Hillary had said. 

“It’s fine,” Annabelle had insisted. “They don’t come by 

that often.” 

“They don’t exist.” Hillary had taken Emily to the nursery 

and asked Annabelle to leave. It was two weeks before Hillary 

would even let Emily stay with Annabelle during the day. Annabelle 

didn’t have many friends, especially since Paul had kicked the bu-

cket in that car crash and she’d retired from the DMV. She’d tried 

going to church a few times, but she didn’t have much to talk about 

with the other ladies at the potlucks except cats, and cats were 

exactly what she was trying to get away from. Emily was her one 

link to the world outside her trailer, the one person who would 

laugh at her goofy faces, the one person who looked at her like she 

mattered. Clearly, Hillary couldn’t know about this. She’d either 

think Annabelle was completely insane or realize the true threat An-

nabelle’s trailer posed to her daughter. Annabelle would just have to 

figure out how to deal with the aliens herself. After a nice, quiet 

breakfast away from the house, of course. 

While she stirred sugar into her coffee and sliced her panca-

kes with her fork, she reflected that the aliens must not be that dan-

gerous after all. They must have been in her house for hours before 

she realized they were there, and they hadn’t killed her or probed 

her or dragged her onto their spaceship. She didn’t even think 
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they’d taken any of her stuff. Maybe they were peaceful explorers, 

tourists, even. Maybe they were just using her house as a pit stop on 

the way to somewhere else. She tried so thoroughly to convince 

herself of this that when she returned home and spied the spaceship 

peeking around the corner of her house, she was surprised.  

As she walked through her rooms, broom in hand, she reali-

zed there were at least a dozen of them, though she suspected there 

were more hiding in her many boxes and bookshelves, behind her 

stacks of newspapers, rustling through her collection of empty 

shampoo bottles. Usually, it was a comfort to be surrounded by to-

wers of her belongings, but now, with the little men darting in and 

out of crevices and shadows, she wished her living room was or-

derly and empty like her daughter’s. 

They didn’t seem to be doing much, just exploring the hou-

se, watching her from corners. Occasionally, one would touch a de-

vice around its wrist and a few beams of blue and yellow light 

would scan across the surface of an old National Geographic or a ba-

nana peel. She left her doors and windows open in the hopes that 

they’d find their way back outside like trapped moths, but she was 

afraid to make any moves toward them that they might consider 

hostile, so she mostly left them to their observations. She tried to 

ignore them while she drank a glass of ice water, even when one 

crawled onto the chair across from her, its eyes following the jour-

ney of the glass from the table to her mouth, the table to her 

mouth. 

They watched her while she did her daily crossword, and 

they watched her while she watched Bob Barker on The Price Is 

Right. They watched her while she brushed her hair and her teeth. 

They watched her while she brushed her cat. 

For lunch, she grilled a hamburger, and they watched her do 

that too. While the meat sizzled in the pan, she could have sworn 

  69 

 

onto the grass, hurrying toward their ship. One of them walked up 

to her. It pressed its hands to his chest, chortled what must have 

been words. 

 “You to.” Annabelle jabbed her finger toward the lawn. 

Soon they were all gone, closed inside the ship. Once the sun set, 

they lifted off into the sky, getting smaller and smaller until the huge 

lights that had flashed across her lawn the night before were only 

distant blue and yellow points. 

 Annabelle elected to sleep in the living room that night. She 

wasn’t ready to sweep the bits of Joan out from under her bed yet, 

and she didn’t fancy sleeping on top of her. She couldn’t get com-

fortable on the couch though, even after she’d cleared all the 

Goodwill clothes off of it. Something was poking her in the back. 

She reached under the cushions and found a hunk of smooth metal. 

It was oddly warm, and shaped almost like the space ship. Her lips 

curled. She wanted to hurl the thing through the window, or up at 

the sky, but instead, she stood up and brought it to the trashcan. 

She hovered there for a minute, but she couldn’t throw it away. So-

meone might need it someday. She put it on her kitchen counter 

and went back to the couch. 

 The next day, the piece of metal almost got lost in the clut-

ter on her counter, but every few hours or so, a beam of blue or 

yellow light would flash out of it, scan the plates or the cabinets or 

the drapes. That night, the lights still flashed in the sky, back and 

forth, back and forth. On Monday morning when she woke up, she 

picked up the metal and pressed it to her cheek. She wondered what 

would have happened if she’d called one of those numbers, if any 

one would have even taken some old lady who lived in a trailer in 

the East Texas seriously enough to send someone out, if they would 

have given her the credit or pinned it on some scientist with a doc-

torate and a Prius. Oh well, at least she still had Emily. Hillary had 

promised to drop her off before work today instead of leaving her 
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“Next time you see me, I’ll be famous,” she’d whispered. 

Emily had giggled and poked at her nose. 

 She’d gathered a lot of numbers under the pretext of wan-

ting to see what those online crossword puzzles were all about. She 

had NASA’s Public Communications Office, the Roswell UFO Mu-

seum, and some numbers of local news stations, just in case, all 

scrawled on a sweat-curled post-it note. She could see the little men 

darting past her closed windows from her driveway. She went inside 

and turned on the lights. All the cat food was gone, even what had 

been in her cat’s bowl. She realized that the cat was probably hungry 

too, and scared out of its furry mind, so she grabbed the bag of 

treats she kept in a box by the couch and went searching. 

 “Here Joan, here baby,” she said. She rattled the bag. Things 

moved through her house, but they weren’t her cat. Then, she saw 

the specks of blood on the carpet. She followed them to the 

bedroom, then knelt down and looked under the bed at the bones 

and bits of fur and blood. A little man darted out from the blankets, 

chewing something, a tuft of fur clinging to its fingernails. 

 “Out!” She screamed. When the creature did nothing, she 

wrenched open the window, grabbed it, and threw it outside. More 

little men crawled up from the shadows, out of piles of clothes, 

from behind pairs of ancient boots. 

 “Get out of my house!” Annabelle grabbed the broom from 

where she’d dropped it the night before and swatted at them. The 

bristles connected with one of their backs, and she swept him out of 

the bedroom, across the living room, all the way out the front door. 

The others watched her. Yellow and blue lights darted over the 

bristles of the broom. She pointed out the door and stamped her 

foot. When none of them left, she swept another one outside and 

then another. After she’d rid herself of about nine of them, they 

started leaving themselves, some out the door, some sliding the win-

dows open more smoothly than she’d ever been able to and leaping 
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she saw one of them lick its lips, and when she brought her plate to 

the table, they all followed her and stared. 

“What do you want?” she said to the one in front of her. It 

made some noises that sounded like a cross between static electri-

city and a chicken. 

“Do you want to see our leader? He’s in Washington. Wa-

shington.” She pointed in a direction she was fairly sure was Nort-

heast. The alien looked at the player piano by the Northeast wall of 

her trailer. It scurried over, scanned a few of the keys, then returned 

to the table. Annabelle held her breath. She’d just communicated 

with the thing. Not accurately, but still. She pointed to the open 

door. “Go outside.” 

The alien went to the door, scanned the hinges, and came 

back. It was something. It was incredible. Her hands started to sha-

ke more than normal. She’d failed as a musician. She’d only margi-

nally succeeded as a government employee. Maybe this was her 

chance. She’d discovered these things. Surely, she could go down in 

history for that. What would she call them? She sat there holding 

her hamburger, the juice dripping onto the plate while thoughts 

buzzed in her mind. The little men moved in the shadows around 

her. One wandered toward the door. She stood up and crossed the 

room in a few strides, closed the door, and latched it. The alien 

darted away from her feet. There were windows open all over the 

house. If she were to startle them now, they would get away before 

she could close them all, and besides, they’d found a way in without 

her. They could find a way out. She bent down, though she was still 

nowhere close to their eye level, especially with her aging joints. 

“I’m Annabelle,” she said to the nearest little man. She tou-

ched her chest with her palms. “Annabelle.” 

Blue and yellow lights flashed over her chest. “Annabelle,” 

she repeated. 
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The alien touched its own chest with two of its hands and 

made a few chuckling sounds. It repeated the pattern of sounds 

three times. Annabelle smiled, feeling breathless. She went to the 

table, pinched off a piece of hamburger meat and handed it to the 

alien who’d spoken with her. It scanned the bit of meat with its 

wristband, then popped it in its mouth. 

“You like that?” said Annabelle. “It’s tasty, huh?” 

A few more of the aliens crept closer. One of them pointed 

to her plate. 

“It’s beef,” she said. “From cows. Moo.” She put her fin-

gers up to her head like horns, then came to her senses and poin-

ted to one of the cows grazing in the neighbor’s yard. An alien 

climbed out of her sink and flashed its wristband out the window. 

She smiled at it, then set the rest of the hamburger on the ground. 

Her cat stared at it from under an end table while several of the 

violet men circled it and broke off pieces for themselves. Annabelle 

took her dish to the sink and washed it, then set it on top of the 

three foot stack of dishes on her counter—she’d filled up the cabi-

nets years ago. She picked up the wrapping from the hamburger 

meat and started to throw it away, but instead rinsed it off and put 

the saran wrap and the little Styrofoam tray in a box full of empty 

jars and bottles by the counter.  

She dried her hands and tried to decide where to go from 

here. She doubted that NASA was in the local phone book, and 

her house was in no state for the media to be flooding it with ca-

meras. Once again, she regretted never buying a home computer. 

Yeah, it would have come with a DSL bill, and it might have dis-

tracted her from her art, but she had the TV for that anyway, and it 

certainly would be handy in cases like this. She wiped a streak of 

dust off her guitar with a fingertip. It was Saturday. Hillary would 

be home. Maybe she could borrow her computer, do some re-
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search? She crossed to the wall where the house phone hung, dialed 

Hillary’s number and asked if she could drop by.  

After she hung up, she glanced out the window and saw a 

trail of purple scurrying across her backyard. She rushed to the sink 

and gaped out at her lawn, helpless as the little men surrounded one 

of the neighbor’s cows, climbed its legs, stripped the skin from its 

back and its face. There was a flurry of teeth and violet limbs. In a 

matter of seconds, the animal was gone save for a skeleton and a 

spattering of blood on the grass. Annabelle hid her face in her 

hands and sank into the nearest chair, even though it was full of old 

Good Housekeeping magazines. After she’d taken a few deep breaths 

and removed her hands from her eyes, they were all back in her 

house, staring at her with those same dark eyes, their faces specked 

with blood and bits of cartilage. 

She took a shaky breath. It was okay. She just had to alert 

the authorities as quickly as possible, get them out of here, and 

claim her few minutes of fame. She just had to do something to 

keep them away from the rest of the cows while she was gone. She 

walked through the house, closing the windows one by one. Dust 

fell away from the screeching hinges. After everything was as secure 

as possible, she opened up her pantry and opened up every can of 

cat food she owned. 

“It’s food, just food,” she said to the aliens wandering 

around her feet. “Don’t you ask where it came from.” 

Blue and yellow lights flashed over her tennis shoes as they 

moved across the kitchen floor. They flashed across the brownish 

meat in the cans. They flashed across the pictures of Persian cats on 

the labels. 

 

It was over an hour later when she returned home. She’d 

had to drive all the way to the city and back, pass the normal plea-

santries with Hillary and her husband, say hello to Emily. 


