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In Sickness and in Health 
Tori Hicks  

 
Years after 

Through green-tinted, watery eyes, her distorted vision leads 
her through the abandoned house. Bruised, lacerated, strained, and 
broken at the very lowest tips of her body, her feet drag through the 
dust-covered hallway. A passive stumble pitches her through a 
doorway and across a squeaking floor, leaving her hunched against a 
rotted bedframe. Swirling masses in front of her eyes give way for a 
moment and she catches sight of the antique lace peeking out from 
under the closet door.  

A faraway memory reaches her, pricking her glassy eyes with 
hot, salty tears. For the first time, she walks without stumbling, 
without the weight of her brain’s disease bogging her down, to the 
closet door. Inside, a small chest separates two halves of the crowd-
ed space brimming with clothes. One side, full of suits, ties, button-
up shirts, and jeans. The other, an array of skirts, dresses, slacks, 
blouses. And a white lace dress. Wrinkled skin and taut fabric meet 
and the faraway place calls to her once again. Perfumes and co-
lognes taunt her, jab at the wall inside her that keeps her from un-
derstanding who she is, where she is, or how she got there.  

 
Midnight 

The shabby living room was filled with party guests as 
“Happy New Year 1967” flashed across the screen with the latest 
death count dancing across the bottom. A solitary man paid atten-
tion to the television, sipping his ice cold Miller. Under the glass, his 
cold wrist pulsed with the blood of a man too old for sensationalist 
news programming, but too young to call it a night just after mid-
night on New Year’s Eve when all the good booze was finally being 
popped open. He sighed as a twenty-something-year-old girl in a 
tight skirt stumbled outside to take a drag from the cigarette of a 
stocky young man no older than her; it was like looking at a version 
of himself from 20 years ago. 

 “Bill?” a small voice asked from behind. A look around re-
vealed his wife standing behind him with a small box in her hand 
and a shy smile on her rosy lips. Holding onto the arm of the olive 
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loveseat as he rose, he returned the smile and kissed her softly.  
“Whatcha got there, Babe?” A chuckle escaped both their 

mouths; every year, just after midnight on New Year’s Eve, they 
would exchange their final Christmas gift of the season before tak-
ing the tree down on New Year’s Day.  

“Oh, just a little left over Christmas. You know,” she said 
with a wink. 

“Mmm” grumbled low in his voice as he pulled her close. 
His eyes passed over her soft green eyes as his hand reached up to 
run a hand through her fading red hair. She’d noticed the grey spot 
forming at her right temple just a week prior, and he’d taken her in 
his arms much like this to soothe her frustrated tears. He hadn’t 
even noticed until she said anything, he told her over and over. 
And he meant it. To him, she was just as young and vibrant as 
when they’d met 18 years ago. Their courtship was a short one, a 
swift succession of outings following their meeting at a Christmas 
party. Six months after stumbling into each other on the meager 
dance floor in the church gymnasium, they exchanged their vows 
on June 25th, 1949. It felt like no time to him, but after her incident, 
a look in the mirror made him realize time had taken its toll. While 
still physically strong, his boyish good looks had begun to warp 
slowly a couple years ago, and there was no ignoring the crow’s feet 
around his eyes anymore. He looked and felt weary. But Caroline 
made him feel 24 again.  

“You’re beautiful, Babe.” She blushed.  
“Thank you.” She closed her eyes for a second, then flung 

them open, remembering. 
“Oh, Bill! Open it!” She perched herself on the arm of the 

couch, smoothing out her floral print dress while she watched him 
mess with the careful wrapping she’d put on the box. Quietly con-
taining his excitement, he slowly and orderly took off the paper to 
keep up the suspense. He always loved her gifts, and her New 
Year’s gift was always extra special.  

“Caroline, I love it.” He said with a grin tempting to touch 
his ears. “Fahrenheit 451. My favorite. Thank you, Babe.” Taking her 
in his arms once again, he kissed the top of her head. “Be right 
back.” 

With a soft smile, he slipped away into the cluster of people 
and out into the garage, through a thick cloud of cigarette smoke. 
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He clumsily unlocked the back seat in the freezing air, pulling out a 
small package from under the seat. The car door closed behind 
him with a solid thunk and he leaned his tired body against the 
blue metal.  
 Some pop song blared from the stereo in the front room, 
and the party’s younger guests were dancing to it on the front lawn. 
Other homes on the street were just as lively, making their affair 
quite unnoticed. What was noticed, however, were the houses al-
ready made empty from the Disease. They stood dark and still un-
derneath cheerful Christmas decorations and a fair layer of snow, a 
reminder of the empty human beings that once inhabited them.  
 “Bill?”  
 He turned, startled, to face Mark Weathers, an old college 
buddy and coworker.  
 “Yeah?” 
 “How you doin’, bud?” 
 “Ah, I’m alright. Just came out here to get something for 
Caroline.” 
 “I see.” He took an awkward look around. “Sure is a good 
night for a party. It’s easier to entertain when people feel free to go 
in and out of the house.” 
 “Yeah, I’d say.”  
 They were both quiet for a beat. “You know, she’s looking 
really happy. It’s good to see her out again.” 
 “Yeah, she’s been doing well. She’s been painting again.” 
 “That’s great, Bill. Really great.” 
 They both looked at the ground, searching for words. 
 “It’s been almost a year.” 
 “I remember.”  
  He sighed. “Casey would’ve been 16 next week.” He 
rubbed his temples, as if trying to force some distant memory to 
evaporate. “I just really worry about Caroline. I worry if she really 
is okay. This is especially hard on her; she’s the one who found her. 
News of the Disease is bothering her, too. I know she’s really 
stressed, and it kills me that there’s nothing I can do.” 
  “Jackie and I are always here when you need us. I prom-
ise.” Looking down at the brightly wrapped gift, he said: “Go give 
her that present, bud.” 
 With a nod, he made his way back to the warmth of the 
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white Victorian house. In the living room, he found Caroline 
amongst the drunken partygoers and moved her in a tight twirl into 
the middle of the room.  
 “Open it,” he whispered, putting the package in her hand. 
 With a smile, she carefully tore the paper off, revealing the 
title: English to French Dictionary. “This is great, Honey, but wha—”  

“Look inside.” 
 Nestled in the pages were two tickets to Paris. “Bill!” Her 
shocked eyes opened wide and she looked back at him. “Is this re-
al?” 
 Kissing her on top of the head again, “You deserve it.” 
 In the middle of the floor, they moved back and forth to-
gether slowly, oblivious to the other party guests around them. 
 In the car on the way home, Caroline was drowsy and quiet. 
His disappointment at not being able to talk to her on the way 
home was soon replaced, though, by relief: an Afflicted ran out in 
front of the car and barely escaped. Its swollen gums bared, it 
screamed at them through the windshield and then staggered away 
into the darkness. For a minute, Bill could only sit there, his heart 
rate attempting to return back to normal. He could remember, be-
fore the Disease had made it to their small, familiar town, how there 
were no fears about driving through downtown at that hour. Unfor-
tunately, most of the Afflicted gathered in a vacant basement just 
off the main drag and would roam at night. Most weren’t violent, 
just confused, but some had already killed.  
 Pulling in the drive, he put a hand on her arm to wake her. 
“Caroline?” She groaned in response as she let herself be yanked 
from the dream she was having; the plane had just landed and they 
were exploring Paris.  
 He picked her up like a small child, took her inside, and 
placed her in their bed. Crawling under the sheets, he pulled her to-
ward him to share some of her warmth. An overwhelming feeling of 
safety and satisfaction surrounded him as he fell deeper into sleep. 
 She coughed. 

 
8:23 A.M.  

The warm comforter tempted Bill to roll over and stay just 
five more minutes, but the smell of Caroline’s famous breakfast cas-
serole and fresh coffee wafted upstairs and his stomach grumbled 
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low. Letting out a small moan, he sat up and looked out the win-
dow. A fine coating of snow rested on the roof next door and the 
Santa still sitting by the chimney smiled at him. Making a mental 
note to take down the tree, he got up, slipping his feet into a pair of 
new plaid slippers.  

“Morning, Babe!” a smiling Caroline called from the kitchen 
as he came down the back stairs. He kissed the top of her head, 
smelling her strawberry shampoo.  

“Morning, Honey. You feeling alright?”  
Slight hesitation. “Never better.” The smile she gave him 

appeared genuine and the hesitation was forgotten. “Want some 
casserole? I already got you a cup of coffee,” she said, motioning to 
the steaming yellow mug on the counter.  

“Of course. Thanks, Baby Doll,” he said as she scooped up 
a portion onto his small blue plate.  

Taking the spatula from her, he said “I’ll get yours ready. 
You get yourself some coffee and relax.” With a smile, she nodded 
and went to fix her coffee: two sugars and two creams. Taking a 
seat at the bar, she overheard the radio in the living room announc-
ing the current national death count as of that morning: 12,375 dead 
as a result of the Disease. Among the dead were Afflicted, victims 
of a strain of the Disease that proved to be deadly on its own, along 
with the victims of other Afflicted who acted out in fits of confu-
sion; the Disease seemed innocent at first, acting as a flu or com-
mon cold, but over the course of months would turn into psychotic 
rambling, convulsions, an intolerance to sunlight, and irrational ac-
tions. It would grab hold of the life of the victim, slowly strangling 
their identity from them as their mind deteriorated into mush. The 
very thought was enough to put a strain on any community it 
touched, its people always looking at the person next to them in 
church or in front of them in the checkout line at the store and 
wondering if they carried the Disease.  

“It’s going to be okay,” Bill said, bringing his wife out of her 
worried trance.  

Regaining her composure, she let out a small laugh. “Of 
course it is! I was just thinking about where we put the Christmas 
tree box.”  

He stared at her knowingly, seeing the worry still in her eyes. 
“It’s in the attic, right by the door.”  She nodded. “It really is going 
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to be okay, Caroline.”  
She met his gaze. “I know, I know. Hey, do you want to go 

to church today? I was thinking about skipping it. You know, hav-
ing some down time,” she said with a wink.  

“Well,” he said with a sly smile, “I’m sure we’ve earned a 
day off.” 

They woke hours later, tangled up in their bed sheets, and 
looked at the clock. “One in the afternoon,” Bill said into the pil-
low.  

“We’re lazy,” Caroline said through her hair strewn across 
her face.  

“Yeah,” Bill put his arms around her. “But we’re lazy to-
gether. Think of it as practice for retirement.”  

Reaching up to the grey spot, “OHHH I don’t wanna hear 
that word in my house,” Caroline whined. “I’m still young.”  

“I know you are, Babe.” He hugged her waist, remembering 
when it used to be swollen from their daughter taking up residence 
there. Casey’s debut into the world was no easy one – Caroline was 
in labor for almost thirteen hours and almost required a C-section – 
but finally, at 4:38 A.M., January 12th, 1951, they met their baby girl. 
The years after were full of beautiful memories: family vacations, 
piano recitals, doodles on the fridge. But there were dark memories, 
too, especially in the final weeks: waking up to hear violent screams 
as she pulled herself out of a nightmare, hearing her soft cries as she 
spoke on the phone when she thought no one was listening, seeing 
her only in small intervals and hardly being able to speak to her 
when she was there. It was as if they were living with a ghost.  

Her note she left on her soft pink nightstand, next to her 
Gilligan’s Island alarm clock, was simple and to the point: 

Mom and Dad, 
I’m pregnant. I’m sorry. I love you. Don’t miss me  
too much. 
-Casey Cat 
 
They never sought out the identity of the father, knowing it 

would only enhance the pain of what they lost. All they had now 
was a room collecting dust, filled with the belongings of the person 
they loved more than they ever thought was possible, the person 
who they would’ve done anything for, the person who would’ve 
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been supported in whatever decision she made regarding her child. 
For months, they wrestled with themselves, trying to think of any 
way they could’ve prevented her death, but could come up with 
nothing that brought them any solace. She showed many warning 
signs, all of which they wrote off as ‘a bad day’ or ‘a phase’, but no 
matter how bad things got, nothing ever prepared them to pull an 
empty pill bottle from their daughter’s ice cold hands.  

“Bill?”  
Her voice shook him from his memories. “Yes?”  
She breathed in and let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m worried.”  
He sat up. “About what?”  
“The Afflicted. The Disease. It’s reached the town. We 

don’t know who’s next. I’m afraid to leave the house. I know they 
mostly stay inside during the day, but a few have been sighted; there 
are always exceptions to the rule, you know.” She sat for a minute, 
wringing her wrinkling hands. “I don’t know, Bill. I can’t put my 
finger on it. I’m just overwhelmed with this fear. What if one of 
us… I just can’t even imagine…” Her eyes began to shimmer and 
he put a reassuring arm around her waist.  

“Caroline,” he said, lifting her face to meet his gaze, “I 
promise I’ll do whatever I can to keep us safe. They’re coming up 
with new treatments every day. New prevention methods, new ways 
to defend yourself from it. We really will be okay. We just have to 
keep living our lives and hope that whatever time we have is good. I 
mean, if you’re here, I know I will be.” A smile finally forced the 
corners of her mouth to break. “There’s that smile. I love you. We’ll 
be okay.” 

 
One Month Later, 3:38 PM  

The checkout line at Mary’s Grocery was about seven peo-
ple long, and it didn’t seem to be changing anytime soon. Caroline 
stood third in line, trying to be patient while a mother toting four 
small children struggled to put all her items on the checkout counter 
while holding the baby on her hip and calling the other three to her 
side. Looking down, she looked over the items in her small basket 
once again, estimating how much money would be spent on the trip. 
Deciding the spaghetti ingredients were cheap enough, she grabbed 
a Hershey bar, a small treat to have while she waited on the noodles 
to boil later. Behind her, two older women gossiped about another 



 

 18  

woman from church: “And did you see her poor little children? 
Coming to church with grass stains all over their little trousers! 
Those little heathens need some discipline, I’ll tell ya that!” But the 
conversation soon turned, as it often did, to the Disease and its ever
-increasing impact on their community; ten children and five adults 
became Afflicted in the last month. Caroline shifted her weight as 
she worriedly realized how easily any of the other people in line 
could have it. She began to subconsciously tap her foot, hurrying 
the universe along so she could be safe at home, in her kitchen, 
making Bill’s dinner. 

Her eyes glanced toward the window at the front of the 
store and she noticed a man across the parking lot walking with a 
limp. All at once, the image from New Year’s Eve came to her 
mind. Bill thought she was asleep, but she was still awake when the 
Afflicted ran in front of their vehicle. She still remembered its awful, 
swollen gums and green tinted skin. And its eyes. She began to 
shudder at the thought of the awful gooey, sunken excuses for eyes 
that looked straight at her that night. She hated to deceive Bill, but 
she knew she had to keep him from worrying about her even more, 
so she kept up her charade until they got home.  

In the beginning, when the outbreak first began in a small 
New York town, she felt sorry for Afflicted. She would see the news 
on TV and on the cover of the paper and wonder who those poor, 
lost people were and how they contracted the Disease. She would 
hear stories from those who used to know an Afflicted, pre-Disease, 
and they’d sadly recall memories of the person they used to call a 
friend, a lover, a relative. For these people, there was nothing they 
could do but watch and wait while their loved one faded away into a 
creature that they could no longer reach. Now, she still felt sorry for 
them, but she mostly feared them. There was not much reason left 
behind those goopy eyes, but there was plenty of fear and in some 
cases, aggression.  

“Ma’am?” The woman behind the checkout counter finally 
caught her attention. With a glance behind her at the gossiping la-
dies, who now had their critical gaze fixed on her, she paid for the 
food and walked out as briskly as she could. By the time she got to 
her car, her chest felt heavy and her head was starting to throb. She 
unlocked the car and put her groceries in the backseat, then drove 
away, trying not to think about the pain as raspy coughs began to 
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rumble in her chest.  
 
Two days later, 11:20 A.M. 

“Caroline, it’s going to be okay!”  
“Don’t touch me!”  
“Caroline–”  
“DON’T!” They stood in the foyer of their home with Caro-

line backed against the stair rail and her arms outstretched. Bill 
stood at her fingertips, trying to decide if he should attempt com-
forting her. “You know you can’t be near me. It’s too dangerous 
right now.” They stood looking at each other for a minute. He knew 
she was right. He could very well be Afflicted already just from be-
ing near her. But when he looked at her, he saw past the teary, pale, 
frightened face of the overwhelmed woman standing in front of 
him. He saw the 18-year-old girl in the pink dress with the shy smile 
and emerald brooch over her heart. He saw the nineteen-year-old in 
a lace wedding gown walking towards him, promising to share her 
life with him. He saw the woman who gave him their daughter, lov-
ing and nurturing her for almost sixteen years, only to experience 
the loss and heartbreak alongside him. He couldn’t back out now.  

Calmly, he put his hands on her arms and put them around 
his waist, looking deep into her eyes. “Nothing scares me more than 
losing you. We’re going to find a way to help you get better.” She 
broke down then, collapsing into his chest.  

“I’m so sorry, Bill.”  
“It’s okay. What do you want to do? What can I do for 

you?”  
She pulled away, wiping her tears. “I don’t even know. I 

think I’m just going to lie down. It’s been a rough morning.”  
A knock at the door stalled her halfway up the stairs.  
 

6:05 P.M. 
Bill locked the darkened house behind him and got behind 

the wheel of their car, not knowing what would be there when they 
returned; people were not kind to those diagnosed with the Disease. 
The last time someone was diagnosed in their town, they weren’t 
sick long enough for their skin to turn the trademark murky green. 
About ten miles down the road, Caroline doubled over and let out a 
deep sob.  
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“I’m so sorry, Bill! This is all my fault!”  
Trying to focus on the dark, winding road, he said “It’s not 

your fault. This thing is airborne. There’s no way you could’ve 
known.”  

She wiped her face. “Yeah, but I suspected. I should’ve 
gone to the doctor sooner. I could’ve left town sooner. I didn’t 
want anyone to know!” With that, the flood gates behind her eyes 
opened and she became inconsolable.  

They were lucky the knock at the door came when it did: 
Jackie Weathers, the lab assistant at the doctor’s office, shared Car-
oline’s lab results with a friend of theirs out of concern for 
“safety” and, immediately, friends of friends were circulating the 
news. It was her husband, Mark, that went to them, warning them 
of what the others were planning. As they drove toward their un-
certain future, he was leading the others off track for a couple 
hours so they could get away. Now, hurtling through the darkness 
as fast as their little blue Chevy would take them, they knew that 
Hell would probably await them if they ever returned home. If she 
ever returned home.  

Loss, the deep wound that was mostly healed over, a new 
skin binding Bill together again, was straining to be reopened. As 
he realized that he was, from that moment on, losing his wife a bit 
at a time, a feeling akin to the shock of a fresh punch to the abdo-
men came over him. What will I do when her mind is gone? 

They pulled into their lake house around 7 o’clock and tri-
ple-bolted the door behind them. In a large back room with a bear-
skin rug on the floor, they slept fitfully. She dreamed Paris was 
burning, on a witch hunt to find her, the Afflicted. He dreamed he 
was alone in a never-ending forest, calling over and over for Caro-
line, thinking that if he could find her, everything would be okay.  

 
5:55 A.M. 

An inhuman scream woke them like a bucket of cold wa-
ter, sudden and icy. “Bill!” Before he could answer her, he was out 
of bed and down the stairs with his shotgun in his hand. He 
grasped the knob to open the door and – “Bill, please don’t go! 
They’ll leave!”  

“No, Caroline! I have to go! They could hurt you!”  
“I’m one of them, Bill!” Silence. “I’m Afflicted.”  
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A thunder of fists hitting the wood siding broke into the 
quiet. She jumped, holding her chest as she began to cough up 
blood. “Please–”  

“When we got married, I swore to love and protect you till 
death and it’s my job now to do this for you. I’ll be right back.” Put-
ting his shotgun in front of him and bracing himself, he flew out the 
door. “Lock it!” She slammed the door behind him, flinging the 
bolts in place and stumbled back, far from the menacing rumbles 
outside.  

A chorus of gurgling screams and grunts surrounded the 
house, permeating her every thought. Her head throbbed. Scuffling 
and mumbles of a struggle outside. A punch and a moan. A shotgun 
blast. With a heavy thunk, something hit the ground. The rest soon 
retreated as the sun reached their skin and all was eerily quiet. 

“Bill?” The soft click of the unlocking motion pierced the 
air and she swung the door open, ready to face whatever waited out-
side. “Bill!” At her feet, Bill laid still, blood gurgling from his mouth. 
A round wound in the middle of his abdomen shone red in the ris-
ing sun.  

“Babe.” 
 

6:08 A.M. 
Her eyes opened back up, aware of the body resting at her 

feet. Beneath her body, cold, hard wood, her deathbed, pressed into 
her as she felt herself drift. He was gone before she could say any-
thing of comfort. There were no final “I love you’s” in their story, 
no real goodbyes.  

The sun’s golden rays peeked over the water, falling softly 
on the house. She wondered what would become of it. She won-
dered what would become of their town. Of the Afflicted. Of the 
country. The world. She’d never see the cure, but she’d also never 
see the day when no one was left to announce the death count. She 
took one last look at her husband, looked back toward the lake. As 
she caught her last light, across a far reach of the universe, she faded 
in, she faded out, she faded–  
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Snapped 
Laramy Thomas  

 
Ben sat by the fire watching Adam trying not to think of 

what was to come. He was trying not to think of how Elley would 
hang on Adam’s body after the wedding, trying not to imagine the 
rim of Shiner against Adam’s lips as Elley’s nipple, trying to think 
of what to say for the speech as best man, and failing on all ac-
counts. He resorted to faking a laugh at Adam’s latest joke and 
joined the other six men steadily drinking their way to oblivion.  

The sand was still warm from the dying summer sun, the 
light dancing off the water of Lake Sam Rayburn like shards of 
glass hitting the pavement. Ben listened to the water as it lapped at 
the beach of the little island. Adam had other ideas.  

“To Ben!” The sound of his name snapped him to atten-
tion. Adam was now standing, his slate gray trunks moving in a 
stray breeze. Ben tried not to wonder if Elley had seen Adam with 
them off yet. “The best fucking best man a guy could ask for!”  

Cheers from the others, Ben smiled by reflex and lifted his 
bottle. “To the best friend a guy could have.” The words lingered 
on his tongue like the aftertaste of a hot Diet Coke.  

“Hear hear!” Ben didn’t notice which of their friends 
shouted. He didn’t care. Adam had made his way around the fire. 
Six three and not an ounce of anything but muscle on him, it was 
no small wonder why women wanted Adam. His hair was choppy 
and colored the kind of natural sandy blonde girls dream of run-
ning their hands through.  

Adam landed with a thud beside Ben, making the log rock 
a little from the impact; Ben fought to save his beer as it rolled 
forward. Adam didn’t notice the sand darkening in front of them.  

“Hey, Benny my boy, have I told you I love you, man?” 
He threw a heavy arm around Ben’s shoulder and Ben returned 
the gesture with a smile that flirted with sincerity.  

“Yeah, I know brother. You aren’t so bad yourself.”  
“Pshaw.” He laughed at himself and took another draw 

from the bottle. “I’m just me, bro.” Adam was mostly sober and 
the thin smell of beer and whiskey had done nothing to mask the 
other scent that lingered around him, the smell of Elley. Adam 
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pulled his arm back and dug his heels into the sand. “Ever think we 
would make it here, brother?” 

“You mean, drinking on the lake, yeah.” Ben smiled.  
Adam smiled with him and leaned forward, his elbows rest-

ing on his knees. “I remember when you got that boat, we spent 
most of our junior year out here.”  

Ben’s smile stretched a little wider. “Yeah. Good times.” 
Adam turned to look at Ben. “You’re a good man Ben, you 

know that.”  
Ben shrugged. “Nah.” 
Adam nodded anyway. “Man, I’ve got to be the luckiest guy 

in the world.” He tipped his bottle toward Ben. “Best freaking best 
man ever, and the woman of my dreams actually said yes to a guy 
like me. What more could you ask for?”  

“Not a thing in the world.” Ben smiled, clinked the bottom 
of his bottle against Adam’s and downed it in one go.  

“Take it easy, Benny Boy.” Adam chuckled, “You’re the one 
driving, remember?” Ben watched Adam stand and make his way 
back to the blue Igloo resting nearby, only to find melting ice when 
he unsnapped the latch and opened the lid.  

Ben heard him curse, watched the others laugh and point 
and guard their own small hoards of bottles. He let the sound of 
them drift away as his eyes turned back to the lake. The sun was al-
most gone and the water was turning black. Clouds were moving in, 
looked like maybe a storm. Not too bad he thought, maybe a little 
snap of rain and then done.  

“Hey guys, I’m going to go check the boat, looks like the 
wind might pick up.”  

“Bring back beer!” They all laughed, the sound of each voice 
rolling together into a wet thump in his ears, like a rock dropping 
into placid water.  

“Yeah, yeah.” Ben couldn’t help but smile, though. Yeah, he 
hated what was coming but he loved Elley and wanted her happy, 
and if he was really honest with himself he loved Adam too. He 
glanced back as he rounded the edge of the beach. The guys gath-
ered around Adam, from his angle it looked like they were trying to 
swallow him.  

Ben waded onto the sand bar and around the outcropping 
of rock. Ahead, the pontoon boat bobbed like a dead fish. The rope 
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was tied to the big rock near the bank and Ben could just make out 
the line of the anchor. He tossed his shirt onto an exposed root to 
keep it dry and began wading out toward the boat.  

“Hey, Ben!” Adam was wading after him. He caught up 
quickly, his long legs plowing through the water as though it was-
n’t even there. “Listen, I, uh, I wanted to talk to you about some-
thing.”  

Ben looked back at the boat. The dying light was washing 
across the chrome and for a second it looked like it was burning. 
He almost wished it was.  

“Sure, what’s up?” Adam fidgeted. Ben sighed, Adam nev-
er fidgeted. “You okay?”  

Adam’s arms swung without direction. “Look, I just—I 
wanted to say thanks.” 

“Hey what are best men for if not beer runs to the boat, 
right?” Ben laughed and tried to swat Adam on the shoulder. 

Adam waved his hands. “Not for this, I mean, this is freak-
ing great man, the boat, the party, everything. And you must have 
gotten Mother Nature laid or something ‘cause the day was fuck-
ing beautiful.” They both smiled; Ben didn’t have to force it. Ad-
am dug his toes in the sand. Ben could see the grit drifting to the 
surface. Words formed on Ben’s tongue and dissolved like the 
sand drifting in the undertow. “No, I mean thanks for being the 
best man. I know it hasn’t been easy-“ 

“Dude, it’s not really that hard to plan a party.”  
“Shut up man.” Adam laughed as lightly as he could. “No, 

I mean it. I know you love Elley.”  
Ben licked his lips. “I love all my friends, bro.”  
“Cut the shit, Ben.” Adam wiped his mouth and dragged 

his fingers through wet hair. “I know you love her, I know you 
always have, and I waited for you to make a move and you never 
did and I couldn’t wait for you anymore, and I know you’re hurt-
ing and it’s hard and-” 

Ben held his hands up. “Hey, I didn’t make the move.” 
Adam waited. “You’re right, I should have said something and I 
didn’t. You make her happy, though.” Ben forced a smile. “That’s 
what I care about in the end.” 

Adam nodded, his fingertips making little sloughing 
sounds as they rubbed together. “I just wanted you to know, that’s 
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all.” 
Ben nodded along with him. “Thanks, man.”  
“Yeah. Hey, let me know if you need a hand with the cooler 

or anything. I still owe you for coming to help out at the shelter last 
week. The kids won’t stop talking about the boat ride.”  

“Is it really right to repay someone for volunteering? Seems 
to defeat the purpose of, you know, volunteering.” Ben smiled.  

Adam laughed. “I guess you’re right, bro. I just know the 
kids really appreciated it and I really appreciated it.”  

“What are friends for?”  
Adam slapped his shoulder. “Glad you’ve got my back, 

man.” Adam started away. “Hey, don’t take too long, they’re start-
ing to run out of booze.”  

“Can’t have that.”  
Adam shrugged. “Hey, let ‘em drink. Since when do we 

need booze to have a good time, man?”   
Ben nodded and smiled. He watched Adam until he van-

ished around the outcropping. The water seemed to move with him, 
the light seemed to shine just on him, it’s like the world was made 
just for him. Ben hated him for it.  

Behind him something sloshed. He turned to see the boat 
rocking a little too much. A wave rolled around the front toward the 
shore. Ben watched the light dance on its small crest. It disappeared 
around the shoreline and Ben let his feelings for Adam go with it; 
he thought he saw a bit of driftwood floating along behind it. 

The water was warm and Ben felt himself drifting away on 
the slow rock of the waves, losing himself in the snap of the tie 
rope as it moved in the wind. He glided easily through the water, his 
feet finding purchase in the soft sand as though they knew where to 
go before he did. He could just hear the guys behind him roaring 
with laughter. Adam must have made it back to them. The water 
rose gently past his calves and knees and up his thighs, then gave 
him a quick shock to his balls and an uncomfortable wiggle as he 
adjusted.  

The boat shifted in the water again. Ben paused, his feet 
sinking slightly. The boat shifted again back toward him. He looked 
at the water noticing that aside from the rogue wave earlier, the 
waves were barely there. He looked back up at the boat thinking, 
must have got the anchor caught in a current or something, maybe 
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another chunk of driftwood, lord knows there are plenty of trees 
under the surface. Ben slipped off the sand and let his feet dangle 
and paddle in the nothingness as he moved toward the boat.  

The boat shifted yet again as he got closer, this time away 
from him slightly. He stopped. The water was too warm for the 
shiver that snapped across his spine. His toes pointed and he dipped 
down, feeling the water creep up his face to the edge of his nostrils. 
He tried to find the bottom, for even a moment. Nothing. The light 
was almost gone with only the solar run lights from the boat giving 
him a way to see.  

He stayed, treading water. Another wave seemed to come 
from around the boat. It moved weirdly toward the shore, not quite 
at Ben. Shouting from behind made him turn his head. The guys 
wanted their beer. When he turned back, the wave was gone, lost in 
the others undulating before his eyes, each one rolling into the next 
like the endless kneading of dough. 

“Dude, come on.” His voice was small and dissipated into 
the pathetic swells. “Paranoid man, just paranoid.” He forced him-
self to laugh inside and paddled to the boat and up the ladder, his 
head snapping back and forth, searching for ghosts. The pontoon 
rocked under his feet, the wind kissed him sweetly on his wet shoul-
ders and the sun waved farewell. Ben felt like an idiot. Looking back 
toward the shore he could see the glow of the fire around the rocks 
and trees. 

He closed his eyes and thought of Elley, imagined the fire 
empty except for her waiting for him to get back, her skin bronzed 
and bare and glowing in the firelight. She smiled and his world lit 
up. Adam’s laugh carried over the water like a Viking drum and the 
image snapped apart like dry twigs. 

Ben gritted his teeth. He could imagine Adam and their 
friends sitting around the fire laughing and telling jokes about balls 
and chains. Ben grinned and thought about Adam’s balls in chains. 
He found the cooler and his fingers fumbled briefly with the latch, 
the lid popped up, and the boat moved.  

“What the hell?” The boat jerked toward the shore and Ben 
heard a sharp twang and splash. The boat began to turn.  

Ben reached for one of the spotlights and turned it toward 
the island. He found the rock they’d tied off on. The rope was still 
there but it was slack. He scanned the water trying to find where the 
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break was. Maybe he could retie it before the boat turned too much. 
The last thing they needed was a bunch of drunks swimming around 
a turning boat in the dark trying to find a ladder. The light danced 
across the surface, moving like melting plastic, but he still couldn’t 
find the end of the rope. 

“Come on.” He rubbed his eyes and tried to focus, damned 
contacts had to act up now? He found the end of the line floating 
not far from the shore. “Yes!” He might still be able to retie it with-
out too much effort.  

The water bulged weirdly near the rope, like a wave had got-
ten stuck. Ben rubbed his eyes and focused the light again. The 
trapped wave seemed to sense the spotlight and began to sink, Ben 
thought he saw a bit of driftwood under the surface. 

“Under water trees breaking loose and shit.” He grumbled 
and returned to the cooler to gather another case of Shiner.  

“BEN! What’s taking so long, man?” Ben could barely make 
out a shape at the edge of the island, Adam. 

“Adam?” 
“Who the fuck else, bro?”  
“Hey, I think one of those trees or something snapped our 

tie line man. Boat’s starting to spin. If I shine the light, you think 
you can find it and retie it?”  

He shone the light toward Adam. “Yeah man, where is the 
thing?” It took them a few minutes to direct Adam to the ends of 
the rope, and another bit for him to pull the pontoon in line enough 
to retie the line.  

“You good?” Adam’s voice shot over the water like a spear.  
“Yeah.” Ben’s voice fell like a rock into the water.  
“Aight man, just hurry with the beer, will ya? God forbid 

they start sobering up.” He laughed, waved, and walked around the 
corner.  

“Yeah, I’ll hurry with the fucking beer.” Ben snapped one of 
the cans of Bud from its plastic ring and popped the tab. He 
thought of Elley again. Adam was right. Ben should have said some-
thing to her long ago, before Adam even got in their lives. He 
thought of her brown hair splayed out on the sand and her laughing 
at his dumb jokes. Then Adam walked up and she didn’t laugh at his 
dumb jokes anymore.  

He nursed the beer and watched the moon try to rise. Ben 
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had tried, though. Fumbled mumbling moments of I love you’s, his 
hand shaking as he reached out to brush the air near her hand, nev-
er brave enough to go that extra space and press against her perfect 
skin. He thought of dances where roses wilted in his car because he 
was too afraid to give them to her. Every moment lost, every 
chance missed, what he wouldn’t give for just one more. He 
thought of Adam’s arms around Elley’s waist as Ben readied the 
boat. There were no more chances. 

“Fucking coward.” He finished the beer and threw the can 
over.  

The sound was wrong when it hit the water. Ben turned 
toward the side. The can sounded like it hit something soft but sol-
id. The waves rustled past, but they sounded wrong, too strong and 
forced. Ben was a step from the side when the boat lurched and 
Adam’s voice called out. 

“Dude, what’s taking so long? You okay?” Ben heard 
splashing near the island.  Adam was coming.  

Ben regained his balance and made his way to the side he’d 
tossed the can to, the side away from Adam. The spotlight in his 
hand pieced the water like a cop’s flashlight through a beer bottle. 
Something moved under the surface.  

“Adam.” It was whisper. Ben snapped around and stag-
gered back to the other side. “Adam! Go back man!”  

The light played sporadically over the water until Ben found 
the gently bobbing head of his friend. Adam was almost to the 
boat. His hands reached for the ladder.  

“What are you talking-” He submerged.  
“Adam?” The water churned and Adam appeared again, his 

hands flailing for the ladder. “Adam!” Ben was running on instinct 
when he hit the deck and reached out. Adam’s hands were wet, 
their grip slipped, then held and slipped again “Hold on bro!”  

The light jostled when the boat shifted, Adam got a solid 
hold on the ladder and Ben a solid hold on Adam. The water bub-
bled up again. Ben’s hands dug into the slick skin of Adam’s back 
as he tried to pull him up.  

If Ben could hook Adam’s leg on his hand, he could pull 
him up. In its place, he found hard, leathery flesh. The only re-
sponse from Adam was a grunt of denial and a fight. Ben snapped 
his head back and forth trying to clear his hair of sweat. The lights 
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on the boat were tilting now, twisted by his and Adam’s thrashing. 
The water glowed, radiating a kind of divine light, and within it 
Ben saw the figure of the beast.  

The gator was easily ten feet, probably more, and latched 
onto Adam’s right leg at his thigh, steadily pulling back. Ben could 
see its head, as wide as his chest and in the light Adam’s blood was 
running molten from between its jaws. 

Adam moaned into his side. “Get the fucking thing off 
me!”  

The gator must have heard the challenge. Without warning, 
it heaved and Adam was pulled back into the water. Ben held on, 
his fingers digging lines of red into Adam’s shoulders, sending 
more of Adam’s blood into the water as he tried to hold on.  

“Get it off!” Adam’s voice wasn’t as strong.  
Ben couldn’t speak. The beast had rolled to the surface, its 

eyes gleaming in the light. Ben stared back. His lips moved, “Let 
go of him!” The gator thrashed and Ben almost lost his grip.  

“Ben!”  
“Come on! Fucking let go!” Ben dug in, braced his shoul-

der against the side, and held on. His mind raced. What if Adam 
lost the leg? What if he bled out? What if they couldn’t get him 
back in time? What about the wedding?  

The wedding. Ben’s voice was snapped apart by the gator’s 
thrashing and Adam’s panting. “Let him go.” 

Adam groaned. “Get it off!” 
Ben’s lips moved, “Let him go?” Ben saw Adam get pulled 

under, saw Elley crying on Ben’s shoulder. 
Adam was slipping. Ben could feel it. “Ben, get it off, 

man!” Ben looked down.  Adam’s face twisted towards his. Lines 
ran down his cheeks. He was crying. Ben could see the muscles in 
his arms and back bulge and twist. The gator slacked and reared 
before either could brace and Ben found himself hanging over Ad-
am’s back staring straight into the eyes of the beast. The monster 
stared back, its eyes never blinking, never flinching, never moving. 
Somehow, Ben knew, it was waiting. 

At his ribs Adam croaked. “Get it off, Ben!” 
“No.” the word echoed over the water between Ben and 

the gator; its eyes bulged and shone brighter. It heard him. Ben 
never understood how the beast could move that fast. For a mo-
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ment, Adam was weightless when the gator let his leg go. He 
flopped in the water, a torn broken mass of muscle and blood and 
cartilage and bone. Adam took a breath, preparing to pull himself 
up maybe, preparing to scream, maybe. It didn’t matter. 

Ben watched Adam’s chest heave, watched his arms tense 
and his body tighten. Then he watched the smooth skin Elley loved 
to touch vanish under the black green hide. Adam tried to scream 
but it suffocated in his throat and Ben listened to all the air that 
would have brought words of love and joy to Elley’s ears evaporate 
as the jaws snapped closed and forced Adam’s lungs to empty. The 
jaws barely missed Ben’s hands and he felt Adam’s blood ooze 
down his fingers as teeth cut into flesh and bone. 

Adam bled out into the still glowing water.  
Adam was a fighter, though. His hand latched onto the lad-

der, his grip denying the monster that held him. He stared up at 
Ben, begging, pleading. “Get it off, Ben.”  

There was still fight in Adam, still a will to live. The gator’s 
jaws covered Adam’s back and Ben could hear the snap of bone as 
the jaws continued to close, one little breath at a time. Adam’s teeth 
were red, his lungs must have been punctured, but they were bared. 
His hand was turning white as blood ran from his body into the wa-
ter, but it held iron to the boat.  

Adam was pulling himself forward, every muscle straining. 
Adam spent hours keeping up with kids at the shelter, hours work-
ing in the arboretum and at the ranch. His body was made from 
hard work and it wasn’t failing him. Ben watched Adam pull himself 
up the ladder, watching his second chance slip away.  

The gator thrashed harder. Ben stood, observing. Adam’s 
momentum began to waiver, began to break. Ben sat down on the 
deck, his weight shifting with Adam and the gator’s motions. He 
marked every inch that appeared between Adam’s fingers and the 
ladder, counted every labored breath as the gator bore down and 
fought on. Ben let him fight alone, let him lose, let him go.  

Adam tried to scream as he was dragged below. Ben 
watched the water pour into his mouth. Adam’s eyes bulged. Ben 
couldn’t care. Adam vanished under the water as the gator dove and 
Ben watched their shadows blend into the black.  

The water turned dark again as the boat righted itself and 
the lights lifted back into the air. Ben sat, one leg propped against 
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the ladder, the other hanging over the edge slightly; Adam’s blood 
dripping down his heel into the lake.  

The boat rocked gently as the wind began to sing again. 
The moon lifted itself from behind the trees and cast distorted lines 
across the water. Ben sat on the boat, thinking about Elley in her 
white dress. He grinned.  
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How To Drive Your Roommate Insane  
(Developing Schizophrenia) 

Robyn Bashaw 

  

28 August 

I know I never really wanted a roommate to begin with, but 

this girl is beyond insane. I mean, she’s a cheerleader. That’s right – 

a cheerleader. I just know that she’s going to bring all her little pom-

pom friends over to giggle and Facebook stalk the football players. 

She says ‘like’ in, like, every other word. It’s nauseating. So I’m start-

ing a checklist and, if I’m lucky, she won’t be rooming with me by 

the end of the semester. 

Act like different people each day 

Day 1: lenient and chill 

Day 2: nit-picky (if she asks about the change, 

insist you don’t know what she’s talking 

about) 

Day 3: develop a new hobby (something dark 

and creepy) 

Talk to yourself about weird things 

Make noises while you work 

Pop your gum 

Tap your fingers 

Sing or whistle softly 

Cluck your tongue 

Smack your lips 

Click your pen 

  

31 August 

 I think it may be working already! I spent the 29th question-

ing everything she did. Why did she put her One Direction poster 
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there instead of a few inches over? Did she have to be so loud 

stomping about? Was she sure she had to put her shampoo there? It 

didn’t really match with mine. She ran out at lunch to eat with her 

friends and I had the room to myself all afternoon. Yesterday, I ig-

nored her exaggeratedly quiet steps to inform her that I was going to 

be calling to the spirits. She only stared at me when I asked her if 

there was anyone she wanted me to contact. I took all of my pens 

and laid them around me in a circle before I began chanting. She 

barely lasted two hours in the room before she texted a friend to 

rescue her. I’m keeping up a steady, muttered chain of “No one will 

find out, no one will find out” now. She’s grabbing her keys and 

heading for the door. 

Put up a creepy poster that stares at her as she tries to 

sleep (preferably with glow-in-the-dark eyes) 

Have sudden outbursts 

Pull April Fool’s Day pranks – ‘Fess up when asked, 

claiming you’re a big fan of the holiday, but only ad-

mit responsibility for some of the pranks. 

  

3 September 

 She doesn’t like the poster. I hear her above me at night, 

tossing and turning, but I put it directly across from where her head 

naturally rests so she can’t comfortably escape. Yesterday, I snagged 

one of the plastic water bottles that she takes everywhere and poked 

holes in the bottom with a pushpin before setting it back in the 

fridge. Later, while I stood in front of the fridge muttering “Was 

blood tonight or tomorrow?” before pulling out a jug of red Kool-

aid, she barely noticed the water streaming from her water bottle 

until her jeans were soaked through. I was laughing hard enough 

that I had to confess.  

Hide a small radio in bed with you and randomly turn it 

on and off 

When she complains, make up things to complain about 
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in turn 

Rearrange her room  

7 September 

 A couple days ago, I confessed to having taped her cell 

phone under her chair. The best part was that her friends did all the 

work – texting and calling while she frantically threw papers aside to 

try and find the device. I almost took pity on her after half an hour 

but couldn’t bring myself to halt the mounting panic. Instead, I 

shook my head: “They’re on Mars. You can’t talk to them on Mars. 

Cell service is terrible there.” She didn’t bat an eye. When she found 

the phone and I confessed, she raged for five minutes straight. 

That’s why, when she came back today and saw the entire room, 

including my side, turned upside down, she started screaming at me. 

I screamed right back, yelling at her for pulling this stupid prank. 

Her face was priceless. I think she might actually be convinced 

someone else is out to get her, especially since I’m still turning the 

radio on and off at night and insisting I don’t hear anything when 

she asks. I had to turn it up a few nights ago when she tried to tune 

it out, but I still managed to give her an irritated blow-off when she 

questioned me on it.  

 The checklist of pranks is on a different paper that I left out 

by the fridge for her to see. I won’t carry out any of them though. 

  

10 September 

  I took one of each of her shoes and hid them at the top of 

her closet. She’s been complaining more and more because she’s 

had to go to classes with mismatched shoes. No matter how many 

times I deny knowing anything about it and insist that she’s trying to 

pull my leg, she keeps pestering me. Yesterday, I finally suggested 

that she go see a counselor. I’d never heard her yell so loud! But 

when I pointed out that she’s lost her shoes and keeps hearing voic-

es at night, she got quiet. I think she may actually have set up an 
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appointment. As she was leaving an hour ago, I sat down on the 

bed and addressed the spot on my left. “But if the ghost sits there 

then where will the clown go?” She ran out of the room and 

slammed the door behind her. 

Loudly pretend to have a nightmare/talk in your sleep 

Slowly hide her “lost” shoes in new, odd places: 

Fridge 

Sock drawer 

Under her pillow 

Put one shoe back exactly by its partner 

  

  

17 September 

My roommate moved out yesterday. Apparently she suf-

fered a mental break and had to go home. The CA said that the 

room is mine for the semester, but that I’ll probably be consolidat-

ed come Spring. I’m not too worried; that’s plenty of time to brain-

storm new ideas. I’m still muttering fun phrases to myself though, 

trying them out for next time. 
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The Papers, the Streets,  
and the Minds of Every Woman 

Danielle Polk 
 

 Laundry. Such a dainty task, garments of different shades 
and fabrics. Whites, colors and delicates: who could keep up with 
all the rules? So many tricks to get stains out. Rubbing alcohol for 
lipstick and ink, talc for oil, salt for red wine, and seltzer water for 
blood. Then the transfer of wet clothes to a basket; then carried to 
hang upon a thin piano wire to beat turbulently against a wind. I 
used to have someone do it for me. She died. 
 My name is Cooper. Roy Cooper. I’m thirty-two years old 
and was born into the tiny town of Wells, Texas in 1924. Now, I’m 
not going to bother you with the details of my growing up, my 
failed attempts at school, or the number of women I’ve had. Well, I 
might touch on that, but I’m going to cut through the bullshit and 
just tell you about the kind of business I do and just how I’ve come 
to writing this memoir. I was a carpenter then—part time, actually. 
I used to be a full time butcher, but after an accident and relocation 
I had to put that job on hold—at least until ’56.  
  
 It was the third Tuesday of October when the first story 
about a serial killer on the loose was broadcast on the radio. Chaos 
ran through the veins, crashing into the heart. For the killer it was 
adrenaline and a childlike giddiness. Fear shot through every moth-
er, thinking of the safety of their children playing in the streets. Fa-
thers feared for their wives, friends, and children. Everyone won-
dered where the monster was hiding. All wondered who his next 
victim would be and where they would find the dead remains. 
News articles filled the papers, frenzied broadcasts and recaps 
buzzed through the radios of every living room. They soon refused 
to go to work despite the threatening calls and rare letters that 
made it to the doorstep promising utilities to be shut off. Children 
were forced to stay home by their mothers, fathers bought extra 
locks to guard windows and doors. 
 The police weren’t much better. The most action they had 
was getting old Frankie Jim down the water tower during one of his 
fits. None of them were prepared; no one was except for me. 
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 It wasn't until late November that people began to flock 
from their homes once again and return to their daily lives. They 
almost forgot the matter of a criminal on the loose. Their views and 
hopes would be extinguished in the coming winter. 
 “Mr. James, could we shovel your driveway to earn some 
money to get our mom a present?” A ten year old voice said. I 
looked from my hands around my shovel and looked back up to 
him and his younger brother. 
 “Sure, why not? I got a bit saved for myself, how’s ‘bout ten 
bucks to each of ya?” 
 “Wow, ten bucks. Are you sure? We don’t want to-” 
 “Nonsense. It’s Christmas after all. Here, I started out a bit 
for ya but you can finish.” 
 “Yes, sir,” they said before getting to work. 
 After an hour later of watching the boys trade the shovel 
back-and-forth to get the driveway and walkway clear of the snow, 
their mother came up to the edge of the gate and they came running 
up to the door. 
 “Looks good, boys. Here’s that ten bucks to each of ya.” 
 “Mr. James, we can’t take that,” the mother said. 
 “Nonsense, the boys earned their keep. They deserve it. Be-
sides, I’m doing pretty good with that check I got in for that new 
roof I built for Dr. Myers.” 
 “Well, boys, what do you say to Mr. James?” 
 “Thank you, Mr. James.” 
 “You boys are welcome and, Mrs. Myers, you can call me 
Thomas.” I smiled. She smiled softly and held the shoulders of her 
sons. 
 “Evelyn,” she said. We stared at each other for a few whis-
pering heartbeats before she looked down. “Well, boys, let’s get you 
back to the house and get you warmed up. Goodbye, Thomas.” 
 “Goodbye Evelyn,” I said, smiling a nice smile as I looked at 
her frame hiding beneath her navy blue wool coat. 
 
 I made my move in December, when fear of my breakout 
was replaced by the coming Christmas. Everyone was preparing for 
Christmas, children were filled with joy for the holiday break that 
was rushing upon them. It seemed like years had gone by since the 
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news of my escape was running through the streets and homes of 
this community. Now my name was merely tossed aside. No one 
remembered; no one cared anymore. They thought I’d left—that 
I’d kept going. They were wrong. I didn't leave and I wasn't about 
to start now. I was still hiding among them; I saw them every day. 
Talked with them over the falling snow. Flirted with the single 
young ladies. Hung around these people’s children. I shared meals 
with them and it was now the time that they would remember my 
name. My true name. It was time for them to scream—time for 
them to fear me once again. 
 Her name was Marion Todd, and she was a hot, flaunty 
little thing of eighteen. She had a body like Jayne Mansfield, hair 
like Rita Hayworth and eyes like Diana Dors. She liked men and 
loved it when they watched her walk by. Her deliberate way of 
popping a button on her blouse open to—well, it drove us wild. 
She was a house maiden of sorts. A laundress. 
 I had asked her to stop by a couple of times to do laundry, 
clean the furniture, have a fuck or two. Things like that. She was 
what made an easy target. I had flirted with her, asked her about 
things that other women wouldn't see as “normal.” So it wasn't a 
strange occurrence to ask her for a visit. 
 
 “You must be Thomas James. The handsome man I’ve 
been hearing about down at the diner.” 
 “You must be Marion. I heard there was a woman with the 
look of a movie star,” I said. She blushed. 
 “Handsome and sweet. There should be more men like 
you ’round these parts.” 
 “Well, I didn’t grow up too far from here. Just moved on 
back to the area. Up in that two story on the corner of Edwards 
and Lee.” She stopped what she was doing and looked at me with 
a horrified face. 
 “The Cooper place? You’ve heard about it haven’t you?” 
She asked with saucer eyes. 
 “No. What is it haunted?” I asked with a huge grin. 
 “No, that serial killer Roy Cooper. The one that’s escaped. 
That’s his childhood home. Rumor is that he killed and buried his 
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first five victims under the house,” she whispered, leaning towards 
me. 
 “I knew there was a reason I got it so cheap,” I said. “You 
want to come by and see it?” 
 “Really? I would—but I can’t now. I got laundry to do for 
my momma’s business.” 
 “You a laundress?” 
 “Yes,” she said, nodding her head with a flick of her neck 
and a straight smile on her lips. 
 “Well, how about I hire you to do my laundry? Your mom-
ma can’t say no to you coming over if you’re doing laundry,” I said 
with a smile. She pinched her eyes together and pulled a smirk to 
the corner of her ruby lips. 
 “I suppose not. Alright I’ll come by at twelve. Have your 
laundry ready. I’ve got my own soap and brush.” 
 “Sure thing, ma’am.” 
 Twelve came around; she did just as she said. She showed 
up with a small box of her necessities for washing, her scrubbing 
brush and a box of Tide and a few other knickknacks. She got 
straight to it and busied herself scratching and digging that horse 
hair brush across the cotton and wool fabrics piled along the top of 
the washer. After thirty minutes of her sweet lulling humming, she 
emerged from the laundry room with a soft smile to her lips. I 
looked up from my place at the kitchen table and motioned for her 
to join me. 
 “It shouldn’t be long. I’ll get it done and hang them up just 
along the radiator.” It was silent after she talked. Her twangy voice 
bounced off the walls like a child’s rubber ball and ducked into my 
ears. 
 “Tell me Marion, are you still a virgin?” 
 “Mr. James, I don’t think that’s information for you to 
know,” she said, her face burning. 
 “I’m just wondering, because I’d like to be the one and only 
man to take it from you. You are something, Marion. I don’t know 
what it is, but you’re the one.” 
 Nothing happened for the thirty-second stare that we 
shared—at least not until she stood up and pushed me back from 
my scooted position beneath the table and slammed me against the 
wall. Her hands pulled at the collar of my denim work shirt and 
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slithered between the buttons like a seamstress needle. A vice grip 
spun tightly around a certain throat in my dark work pants. Hands, 
fingers, lips, and tongues suckled, touched, grazed, and clawed 
against clothing and peachy skin. No time to waste as we were al-
ready on the tile floor, wedged underneath the yellow brass table 
and iron legs of wooden chairs. 
 
 It was Thursday, the twentieth, when I called her just after 
lunch to come by. The news was on; Thomas Tezler was giving a 
brief description of a child’s mother up north, two cities over, 
through the speakers of the radio on the oak table in the corner. 
 “I repeat once again the killer is still on the loose.” He con-
tinued and I could imagine the scene of a woman in her mid-thirties 
crying into her husband’s chest in some police station. I remember 
smiling; I had missed seeing families falling apart by the death of a 
loved one. I wanted it again and Marion was going to give it to me.  
 It was a quarter after six when she arrived. After opening 
the door, she stood there with a half-open blouse and a skirt five 
inches higher than it should have been. She wasn’t wasting any time 
and was halfway up the stairs when I looked back after locking the 
door. Smiling a great grin, I followed with a tense chokehold in my 
pants. At the top of the stairs, I saw her coat thrown over a chair 
through the doorway to the bedroom. She wasn’t wasting any time. 
 I kissed her, having her fall against me. She untucked her 
blouse and began pulling it apart. The more I let her take off the 
better it would be. As she began to strip away I ran my hands along 
her skin. I instantly remembered the softness. I was close to home. 
Her blouse was gone, her skirt half way down. She was oblivious.  
 I loved her in a way—the fact that she never told anyone if 
she was going to meet a man. Kissing her, my hand reached over 
the cotton sea for the old wooden handle that fit so perfectly in my 
palm. It swam over the bed and toward her neck. She didn’t react 
because I’d done it before. I'd played with her like this, only this 
time there would be no boundaries of when to stop. The blade 
grazed along her chest down to her stomach, it stayed there to gen-
tly poke her skin. A smooth drip of blood caressed the edge and she 
moaned. Instead she smiled and pulled me closer, that curl of her 
upper lip teasing and begging for me. I continued to push and she 
opened her eyes with fear and tried to scream, tried to get up. She 
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tried to push away, but I was prepared. Pushing her back down and 
pinning her there. Her eyes, they were more than alert. Terror ran 
along her eyes. She was looking for a way out. 
 “It’s time to go, sweetheart,” I said. Tears were in her eyes 
as the knife slid further. I continued to taunt her as she let out a 
muffled cry. “You know, I wondered who’d be my first when I got 
back out. First I thought of Beatrice, then Julie Ann, but then there 
was you. Miss Marion, the laundress.” 
 “Thomas, please. Sweetheart, please, let me go. I thought 
you loved me. Please let me go,” she cried. 
 “Oh, Marion. Of course I love you. I love all my girls; that’s 
why I want to keep you. You’re gonna be my biggest star. You’re 
going to remind them of me. Make them fear my name and it’s not 
Thomas James.” 
 “You’re him aren’t you? You’re Roy Cooper?” 
 “Yeah. I am. I don’t look like me, I know. My buddy at 
Three Rivers sure did a good job at fixing that after he found out 
that one of my girls was his little cousin.” 
 
 The godforsaken cages were packed to the brim with meaty 
arms and legs. Some with virgin skin, others sinned with ink. These 
men oozed from their cells like cheese through a grater. When the 
doors opened it was a sea of murderers, rapists, and thieves spilling 
onto the floor. It was just one problem that no one expected or 
cared for. Another was the amount of fights that were shared be-
tween cell mates. I’d been there three months before my cell mate, 
Raul Jime-something, scrambled and beat my face in just enough to 
become an omelet. 
 “Tell me something: how many girls you rape and kill?” Raul 
asked. His broken English was amusing to me. 
 “You mean for what I got for?” 
 “No, really. How many?” He asked with a smile. 
 “Nineteen, but they only got me for twelve.” 
 “You have favorite girl?” He asked. I hesitated and stared at 
him for a bit, trying to see if he was working an angle. This mother-
fucker was just curious is all, something to whack off to later that 
night. 
 “Yeah. Well, she’s not my favorite, but the most memorable 
girl I had. I’d traveled down to San Antonio from Waco. I’d been 
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there three days when I finally found her. Tan skin, big brown eyes 
and long, wavy, black hair. She had a little mole just under her left 
eye and long legs that rose slowly up to these hips. These swinging 
hips that spun a web that caught my eye.” Raul was quiet and I 
knew I’d drawn him in. 
 “When did you meet her?” 
 “In ’48. June eighteenth. She was a fighter. Bit my hand.” 
 “You remember her name?” Raul was stiff. 
 “Maria. Rodriguez or something like that.” 
 “Her tongue was missing,” he said. I watched his body in-
flate. 
 A sledgehammer of caramelized meat and stiff bone 
slammed into the left side of my face. He must have been a strong 
man at the carnivals, slamming that hammer down waiting for the 
ring. Except there must have been something wrong with the 
weight at the bottom. It wasn’t ringing. He kept swinging; dreaming 
for that sweet ring. I never heard it and woke in silent darkness on a 
cotton slab. A shadow peered over me. 
 “Cooper. Warden wants to see you,” the guard said and dis-
appeared as someone else took his place. 
 “Well, well, well. Cooper you look mighty handsome. 
Jimenez sure did a number on you. Must have did one of those little 
dances his kinda people do,” he said. I couldn’t talk because my jaw 
was clamped shut with wire. 
 “I shouldn't bother with you, but if the State finds out I let a 
brawl happen in a cell between two cell mates I could go down. This 
whole facility could get shut down. So I’m gonna deal with your cell 
mate and get you a good doctor to fix up that face of yours. And, 
Cooper, I don’t want this getting out. You hear me? Not one word 
or you’ll get the rest of your sentence spent in solitary. Well, I’ll let 
you get your rest you’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
 “Broke my nose, got my jaw wired, and shattered my brow 
and cheek bone. Took three months to finally get all healed and 
fixed up,” I said, riding a finger down the scar over my brow. 
 “You’re a monster,” she said. 
 “No. I’m a normal, functioning, thirty-year-old man who 
just happens to have an appreciation for a beautiful woman that has 
been stabbed and gutted inside out.” I smiled. 



 

 43  

 I created a gag from the extra pillow case that I had lain out. 
Tears were in her eyes as the knife slid further down her abdomen. 
Her eyes grew wide as I pushed hard just under her breasts. The 
otherwise sharpened blade caught and snagged on the edge of a rib. 
Crushing through using the bottom half of my palm, the blade 
chipped through and blood oozed out like a waterfall. Small stabs 
and cuts were made across her porcelain skin, only in minimal plac-
es that caused little blood loss but severe pain. 
 The first stab wasn't necessarily going to kill her, just cause 
her to go under for a few minutes. She was losing blood, but noth-
ing like the others. With them I—well, I put in a little more effort. 
Made sure they were more than comfortable. I would soon be 
working back into it.  
 As she began to come around I straightened the edges of 
the plastic wrap on the floor. I was gripping the knife against my 
knee as I took a seat next to Marion. She looked around the room 
before she returned to me, finally recognizing where she was. 
 “Shh, sweetheart, it’s going to be okay. I promise. I’m going 
to give you everything you’ve ever wanted.” She protested against 
the gag as tears welled at the corners of her Aegean blue eyes. 
 The knife carved across her throat and blood gushed out to 
make her skin feel as soft as rose petals. My head dipped towards 
her smooth dying face. Her speckled robin egg lips quivered in an 
earthquake as I eased my own to hers. Nuzzling into her cheek, I 
took in her scent of lavender rose and Lincoln copper. I licked her 
throat. Suckling, a tongue dipped, slipped and craned its way into 
the slash across her soft throat. Aged copper wine swished from 
side to side through the gums and into the cavity of my throat. I 
licked again. She was choking. I watched her. Held her. She was 
dying, but would always be a part of me. Just like the others. Her 
eyes dimmed, slowly losing life to become a blank and empty 
cocoon of lifelessness. I watched it go like an old friend that stops 
by and is soon gone again. She was dead and it was time to wrap her 
up and send her on her way. 
 After releasing her from her ties, I lifted her up and placed 
her on the plastic that lay in the middle of the room. Wrapped her 
up. Gently with love and care. Like all the others.  
 I had taken the sheets and our clothes to the incinerator. I’d 
given up a long time ago on washing clothes. That’s what Marion 
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was for. Recounting the event now, I remember catching a glimpse 
of myself in the reflection of the kitchen window. Bare chest, scarce 
hairs that had dug their way in from their trek down from my head. 
Ruby gems sewn in, dangling from their curls. 
 
 “Thomas, do you love me?” Marion asked me. I looked 
down at her starlet face, batting her eyelashes. I smiled. 
 “I think I do.” 
 “You think or you know?” She asked. 
 “I love you,” I said. 
 “Promise?” 
 “I promise and I’ll take care of you sweetheart,” I said. 
 She smiled and curled tightly to my side like a python 
squeezing and clenching the air from my lungs, threatening to snap 
the ribs of my true primitive human instincts. 
 
 I returned to her body, carried it downstairs to the back 
door and to the car. I drove to the other side of town, a place that 
was predominantly businessman with housewives and all-American, 
cookie-cutter children. I wondered if there were a better place to put 
such a lovely woman than in a lovely place and where my last victim 
had been found. 
 Marion was gently placed, the plastic wrap pulled back just 
enough to show her pretty face. She deserved all she could get, and 
that meant some appreciation for a beautiful body inside and out. I 
couldn't wait for morning, couldn't wait to hear the news about 
Marion Todd. Couldn't wait for the cops and every citizen to run in 
fear once again. Couldn't wait to hear my name, return to the pa-
pers, the streets, and the minds of every woman.  
 I’d slipped a crimson note into the extensive horizontal tra-
cheotomy, dragged a finger over her cracked blue porcelain cheek to 
her speckled lips. 
 Surprise, surprise I strike again 
 She sure was pretty 
 Say hello to number twenty. 
 “I hate to leave you, but I really must say ‘Goodnight, 
Sweetheart, goodnight.’” 
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 Now, I said that I’d used to be a full time butcher until 
about 1956. Well, I’m back at it and business is good. Marion was 
number twenty, then there was Beatrice the widow at the town din-
er. The Mayor’s wife Cecilia, Evelyn Myers, the doctor’s wife, then 
Joan, and Victoria. I’d never killed so many in one town, perhaps it 
was just my way of a homecoming. That shit hole of a town, Wells, 
they could all go to hell. It’d done nothing but bring bad memories. 
I’m better off where I am. 
 There’s someone at the door. Must be Myriam. 
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Piper 
M. Brett Gaffney  

 
Music filters through the trees and forces 
us from the field like rats. Overhead  
sigil stars burn and die in the distance 
and we move through high grass, 
 
scattering grasshoppers. We enter  
the edge of the forest, mallards to the lake,  
holding our breath, and when we sigh,  
we slur sounds that should be song.  
 
Stumbling into the clearing, we dance  
on the river’s shore, our bodies growing  
warm. We tear at our clothes. 
We touch and taste and are fed, peach 
 
juice slithers across skin, between legs— 
this is our first time for any of it 
but we are eager. 
Pan watches from the pines, 
 
fingers nimble on the woodwind. 
We eat bushels of the fruit, whole, 
and swallow the pits like fire eaters. 
They gather in our bellies, nestle. 
 
The symphony fades and we fall 
like mosquitoes to flame. 
We whisper the chorus,  
arsenic on our breath. 
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Demons 
M. Brett Gaffney 

 
The clouds slink on slow with the heft of rain, 
a congregation of cattle keep to the far side of the field, 
 
away from the house and its windows-like eyes, 
away from those night sounds and the peeling wallpaper. 
 
The animals can see her, the thing that moves 
like a girl but is not a girl, the darkness creeping 
 
out of the basement in the early morning when the sun 
isn’t strong enough to beat back the curtains.  
 
This is where it happens. This is where faith 
goes to die, to emerge from the ashes something hungrier.  
 
This is where a father finds his daughter, inside the coop,  
her hair awash in feathers, lips red as strawberries, 
 
his prized hen slack in her lap, plump body stuffed  
with rocks from the garden. The smell of broken eggs. 
 
She lifts the bird like a gift to him, and he takes it,  
somehow ashamed by his dirty hands. He begins to pray. 
 
This dawn the rooster is silent, keeps vigil with lidless gaze.  
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Chain of Events 
Angela Valdes 

 
A first responder arrives, 
hears a woman’s  
labored breathing  
in the tall grass  
beside the pick-up. 
 
He was the only one left 
to send out on those country 
roads of Bald Hill. 
 
She reaches up, pointing 
to the cab, grabbing and clawing 
his attention away from her. 
 
The stranger calls from the porch, 
“There’s a boy,” then retreats back 
inside with the fear of dead 
things at the edge of his field. 
 
The first responder drops the woman’s  
arm and runs to find the boy, eyes swelled 
shut, skull in pieces 
beneath the surface.      
 
The woman’s breath floats 
away in the breeze. She becomes 
one with the ground 
blending into 
the rooted earth. 
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These walls scream…  
 
with lives that passed through like a pulsating fit on a hot night 
with cold sweats.  A waving tin roof shudders in the wind down 
those lonely dirt roads in Bald Hill. Turmoil has always lived here.   
Generations died here.  Listen to the howl of the roof talking to the 
walls, singing of sorrow trapped inside.  My childhood is a distant 
memory. I stare at the wallpaper; its corners peeling away like a 
scab picked.  This place holds pain, grows it like a web spun to trap 
its prey.  The spider penetrates, swathes everything up in a silk 
band to save for later. Home is an old tin capsule that neither holds 
heat nor cools. Ghosts attract hissing cats beneath the floor.  They 
won’t let me go.  The curtains fall without being touched, sounds 
of bodiless footsteps creak the floors. 
 
 
Written by Angela Valdes 
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Six Uncles 
Anthony Michael Jimenez II 
 
My parents always have guests over late. 
They make a lot of noise, laughing and joking 
about things I do not understand. 
Every other night, they call me to the living room 
to join them and their friends. 
I do what I’m told—sometimes 
sitting on my mom’s lap, 
and sometimes on theirs. 
They tell me I’m a good girl. 
They say they’re happy to see me 
growing up so fine. 
My step-dad told me last night 
there will soon come a time 
when I have to do what I’m told 
alone, 
with mom and dad’s friends. 
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Antiques Roadshow: Human Bone Bench 
 after The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 

M. Brett Gaffney 
 
I’m Clay Reynolds and I’m here  
with Mr. Sawyer who’s brought in  
a really interesting piece for us today.  
A bench made out of actual human bones.  
Now, how did you come across  
such an interesting and macabre artifact? 
 
    Well, my boy Jed made it for  
    his Grandpa years ago. Christmas 
    present. 

  
How sweet.  
And how many people  
did he have to kill? (laughter) 
 

Oh, I’m guessin’ ‘bout four or five.  
The top skull here, name’s Pearl. 

 
Your son must be quite the ladies’ man. 
 

He’s tall and dark, Mr. Reynolds, but 
he ain’t got the handsome down just 
yet. He’s working on it. Night and 
day  

he’s working hard. 
I’m sure he is. But technically  
an antique means the object  
is at least one hundred years old.  

You sassin’ me, boy? 
 
Not at all, I just mean the bench  
might be more vintage than antique,  
especially if the bones are older.  
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Vintage, eh? Yeah, well I guess,  
I guess vintage sounds alright.  
I’ll still be on TV right? 

 
Oh yes Mr. Sawyer,  
we’re taping everything.  
 

Good, that’s good.  
 

Yes, so where did the rest of the bones  
come from? Cattle from your farm?  
 

Them hip-bones maybe  
but these ends here were our dogs. 

 
Oh I’m sorry. How did they die? 
 

What is this? One of them procedur-
al dramas? How do ya think they 
died? Lickin’ their balls? 

 
No of course not, my apologies.  
Let’s move onto the fine hide across the seat.  
It’s a very delicate coat isn’t it? 
 

Well Pearl wasn’t exactly a looker,  
if you know what I mean, but she  
had some of the softest skin  
you ever did touch.  

Go ahead, feel it.  
. 

I’m sure it’s just lovely.  
    You don’t know the first thing about 
    antiques, do ya, Mr. Reynolds? It 
    ain’t about the condition it’s in  or 
    the craftsmanship.  
 

It’s about the history! 
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If You Were the Last Woman on Earth 
James Clark 

 
 Willie was getting used to this whole end of the world thing 
until Letitia came home. 
 It had been a little over two weeks since he had last seen a 
human being (a normal human being, anyway), but he had spent 
some time mentally preparing himself for the possibility that he 
might indeed be the last person on Earth.  It was a little sad, a little 
frightening. 
 Being the last person on Earth has its drawbacks.  There’s 
no getting laid.  There’s no one to talk about books with, or to have 
a cup of coffee with, or both at once.   
 Willie didn’t mind.  He hadn’t had those things before the 
world ended. 
 Now, in addition to not having those things, he also had no 
one scoffing at the sci-fi paperback he was reading in bed, no one 
pushing him to just grow a pair and ask Mr. Morrison for a raise 
already, no one calling to ask would he pick up thus-and-such at the 
market on the way home, no one telling him to watch that car on 
the right, Willie, my God aren’t you paying attention.  He had no 
one telling him anything.  He was completely isolated. 
 It was heaven. 
 Not that he had felt that way in the beginning.  Oh, no, not 
at all.  When Channel 6 News first broke the story about the virus, 
he was terrified.  There was something going around out there, a 
blood-borne virus (born in a lab, he was sure, one of the rare points 
on which Letitia had agreed with him in their dozen or so years to-
gether), a rampant little bug that spread with horrifying speed.  Four 
days after the first case was documented in Chicago, that city had 
been quarantined, isolated, all roads in and out under Marine guard.  
That had been scary.  When the Marines were all infected by Day 6, 
well, that had been really scary.  If the Marines couldn’t stop this 
thing, who could?  Still, it was distant.  Chicago was way up in the 
north, while he was way down here in East Texas.  Things didn’t get 
terrifying until Day 9, when reports came in from New York, Cali-
fornia, and Florida, each within hours of the others.    
 “We’re surrounded,” he told Letitia. 
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 “You worry too much,” she said.  He couldn’t believe his 
ears. The entire country was in the grip of a brain-boiling disease 
that left its victims comatose.  Rumors had begun to circulate even 
then that the comatose state was temporary, that people were wak-
ing up crazy, brains fried from the fever, attacking the healthy—but 
those had only been rumors at the time.  It was a disease that could 
take down a 200-pound man at the height of physical fitness within 
a short few hours, a disease that had crisscrossed the entire country 
in the space of just over a week—but he was worrying too much.   
 He wanted to voice some of this, but knew better.  Letitia 
had made it clear from the very early days of their marriage that she 
would win every argument, either by being right or by going silent 
for days afterward.  Willie, no dummy, had learned to keep the 
peace.  He only sat there, mouth slack, as she gathered up her keys.  
“I’m going to be late for my hair appointment.  Turn off that news 
and relax, Willie, you’ll give yourself a stroke.”  She had gone out 
and closed the door without another word.   

That was thirteen days ago. 
 An hour after she left, an emergency broadcast announced 
that cases of the illness had appeared in Calcutta, London, Paris, 
Berlin, and a few places so far to the east that Willie couldn’t pro-
nounce them.  Things were getting worse stateside, too; Dallas was 
cordoned off, encircled by the Army.  Willie wondered why anyone 
thought the Army could do what the Marines couldn’t, but he didn’t 
wonder for long.  He stopped thinking about it when the newscaster 
stopped talking about it, mid-sentence, replaced at first by a rainbow 
of vertical bars and then by the salt-and-pepper snow of total signal 
loss. 
 Sirens wailed.  An ambulance arrived across the street.  
EMTs hustled in.  They came out carrying Willie’s neighbor on a 
stretcher.  Willie didn’t feel much as he watched them load the 
guy—Chuck?  Chet?—into the back of the ambulance.  He hadn’t 
liked him much anyway.  Too brash, too loud, and a gun-toting Bi-
ble-beater besides.  Just about the only thought circulating in 
Willie’s taxed brain was how close to home the disease was now. 
 The ambulance sped off down the street, lights flashing, 
then swerved sharply to the left, then back to the right.  It jumped 
the curb and was still jigging along at forty or so when it slammed 
into Dave Hildenbrandt’s minivan.  One of the EMTs spilled out 



 

 59  

onto the ground.  Chuck (or was it Chet?) staggered out after him 
and shambled up the street, his face and upper body soaked dark 
red. 
 That’s when Willie had decided it was time to be terrified.   
 An hour or so later, when the power went out for the last 
time, Willie made a decision.  It was unusual for him to make a deci-
sion alone, and he found himself glancing over at Letitia’s empty 
recliner even as he was making up his mind.  He slipped into his 
windbreaker and crossed the street to Chuck/Chet’s house, where 
he liberated every gun—shotguns, rifles, semi-automatic pistols, the 
works—from their glass-and-mahogany prisons.  He marveled at 
the heft of even the small 9mm.  He had never guessed they 
weighed so much.   
 He had since kept the guns loaded and lying at ready, near 
doors and windows throughout the house.  Friday, just a week or so 
before, he had watched one of the sick ones grab Mrs. McCubbin’s 
toy poodle, Lillian, off the street and take a healthy bite out of the 
back of its neck.  He was too horrified to act, at first, but the shriek-
ing and yipping got him moving eventually.  He selected a rifle—it 
was a .308, but he only knew that because he had sorted out which 
ammo went with which gun—and propped it up in the window 
frame.  He put the crosshairs on the guy’s gore-splashed forehead.  
He had never seen anything through a rifle scope.  The zombie was 
huge.  Then it was gone in a spray.   
 He turned his attention to Lillian, lying there in her own 
blood, the sound of her yapping already beginning to fade.  He put 
the dog in the crosshairs.  It was like Old Yeller, he thought.  Put 
the poor thing out of its misery. 
 In the end, the dog had died on its own before he could pull 
the trigger.  He didn’t have much time to feel sorry about it; the 
sound of the gunshot had brought a dozen or so of the sick ones 
out of the woodwork, shambling along, looking this way and that, 
clumsily searching the street.  He quickly shuttered the window and 
crouched down, waiting for them to lose interest, waiting for some-
thing to distract them, waiting for them to just go away.  Eventual-
ly—luckily—they had. 
 He had always been on the quiet side.  It would be no prob-
lem, he thought, to just keep to himself and not attract attention.  
For the next several days—just about a week—he had done exactly 
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that. 
 Then Letitia came back. 
 He was amazed and—he had to admit it—a little disap-
pointed.  She wasn’t one of them, staggering along with her brain 
boiling out of her skull; she was alive and well.  She had survived 
not only the illness but the ill.  She was picking her way along the 
street, through the hedgerows, keeping an eye out for any move-
ment. 
 She stopped outside Chuck/Chet’s house, crouched in the 
enveloping canopy of an old Magnolia tree.  She lay down on her 
belly and cupped her hands to her mouth. 
 Please don’t shout, he thought, but she did:  “Willie!  Are you 
in there?” 
 He hurried to the window, waving his arms, hoping to get 
her attention. 
 “Oh, thank God,” she shouted.  “I haven’t seen anyone else 
for days!” 
 Willie wanted to tell her to shut up, but he had never dared 
in twelve years and wasn’t about to start now.  Instead, he stage-
whispered, “Noise attracts…them!” 
 “Speak up, Willie!” she called back.  “What are you saying?” 
 A low moan rose from somewhere behind Chuck/Chet’s 
house, off to Willie’s left.  He heard Letitia moaning in return: 
“Ohgodohgodohgodohgod!”  
 He found the .308 and checked that it had a round in the 
chamber, ready.  He could cover her while she crossed the street, 
even if it meant attracting more of those damned nightmares that 
used to be people. He hoped she’d be fast enough that he wouldn’t 
have to fire too many shots.  He liked the quiet as much as the sick 
ones liked the noise. 
 Of course, once she was back in the house, the quiet would 
always be in jeopardy.  She was no shrinking violet, after all, and 
prone to outbursts far more severe than the events that instigated 
them. 
 “Willie!” she shrieked, “They’re coming!” 
 Well, no shit, he thought.  He wanted very badly to say it 
aloud, but the threat of repercussions—not from her, for a 
change—was too great.  
 The first of the sick ones came shambling in from Willie’s 
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right, from the direction where the ambulance’s radiator was no 
longer steaming in the yard formerly occupied by the now absent 
Hildenbrandts.  The thing (it wasn’t a person, he told himself. Not a 
person. Not a person) lurched along.  It was cutting a direct line to-
ward the magnolia where Letitia lay prone. 
 Two more appeared almost simultaneously to Willie’s left, 
one emerging from Chuck/Chet’s side yard and the other crashing 
through the gate of the next house over.   
 “William!  Oh, God, help me!  HELP ME!” 
 She would have to get up and get moving.  There were only 
three out there, but three shots would bring dozens more. 
 “Letitia,” he called, “When I start shooting—” 
 “Shooting?  Oh dear God, you’ve got a gun?  Where did you 
get a gun?” 
 “—you need to get up and run.  As hard as you can, Tish.  
Do you hear?” 
 “Since when do you know how to shoot a gun?” 
 “Tish—” 
 “How about you put the gun down and come get me, Willie?  
So nobody gets shot?” 
 The thing on Willie’s right stepped up on the curb, still head-
ing for the magnolia tree and the woman cowering beneath it.  Willie 
sighed.  The things had left him alone for almost two weeks.  Now 
they were going to flood the street, all because of his wife—maybe 
the last woman on Earth—out there yipping like Mrs. McCubbin’s 
toy poodle. 
 As Willie raised the rifle to the windowsill, a fourth attacker 
appeared from the right, walking almost sideways.  One of its arms 
hung limp at its side.  Four shots, minimum, he thought.  All that noise 
would bring them out.  The street would be like a buffet line. 
 “Williiiiiiiiie!” 
 Shut up, Letitia. 
 He socked the rifle stock against his shoulder. 

The first of them was less than ten feet from the magnolia 
tree. 

“WILLIIIIIEEEE!” 
God help us, Willie thought. 
He put his eye to the scope. 

 Letitia was huge in the crosshairs. 
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Bill's Homecoming 
Joshua C. Fisher  

 
Nacogdoches - 12 miles 
 Ten years away from home and every time he got the letter 
in the mail for the family reunion he'd tossed it in the trash. There 
was no hometown hate, more like moving forward with a fear of  
stagnation. He didn't want to get stuck there like many of  his high 
school classmates had. He'd retire there, catch up with old friends 
perhaps, but besides that he'd made his home on the road. 
 Driving gave him time to think, and this drive more than 
most.   
 His phone lit up and he ran a finger over the screen with 
the name 'Stanley'. 
 “Yo Billy, you there?” 
 “Yup. What's up, Stan.” 
 “Your mom called, said she couldn't get a hold of  you.” 
 “Isn't it past her fucking bedtime?” 
 “Hey, it's ten o'clock your time, but you're not the only one 
up on average to midnight. Only reason she got me is ‘cause I'm 
pulling a late night checking the books.” 
 Bill gritted his teeth and breathed out slowly.  
 “She sounded pretty worried, man. I just told her that you 
were probably in a bad area or with a dead battery or something. 'I' 
called ‘cause I figured maybe you were screening your calls.   

“You didn't have to do that. I was planning to call the 
house as soon I checked into the hotel.” 
 “Hotel?” 
 “Yeah. Looking like a storm’s coming through and I don't 
want to get stuck out there because the roads still haven't been 
paved.” 
 “Ah. You could have told her that, or one of  the lawyers, 
she's called a few times now.” 
 “Sorry Stan, Jill thinks she has to be connected to everyone 
at all times. Generation SM.” 
 “S&M? That's kinda gross to say about your step mom.” 
 “SM, Social Media. She was in junior high when I graduat-
ed, Stan, she grew up with all that mypace, twit-ster, and facenook 
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crap.” 
 “You know what those are; you're just saying them wrong.” 
 “Meh.” 
 “You're IT and yet you shun all social media.” 
 “Hey, I got Google account. I check email.” 
 “Well I'll tell your step mom...” 
 “Jill. Her name is Jill.” 
 “Right. I'll tell your Jill that you’re planning to call when you 
get situated.” 
 “Stan, you're not my secretary; you're basically my boss.” 
 “Hey. I prefer event planner, and friend.” 
 “I appreciate that, Boss.” 
 “Hey, favor?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Call her.” 
 “Aye, aye, Captain.” 
 The conversation ended just as he came to the city limits 
sign and the flash of  lightning as the rain began to pour down. 
 The storm had hit the town before he'd arrived and he 
caught the last end of  it. After a minute of  heavy rain, he noticed 
the traffic had died down and so had the rain. When he came to the 
south end of  town, he felt it was odd that there were a few cars and 
trucks on the side of  the road. A black sedan sat at a pump with the 
door open, but he didn't see anyone as he passed.  
 Seeing his destination coming up, he turned on his blinker 
even though there was no other traffic. Surprisingly. 
 He pulled into the hotel drive and found a parking spot near 
the side just by the pool, his tires splashing through a small puddle 
that had built up from the storm. He noticed someone was using 
the pool, as he pulled his pack from the back seat and locked up his 
car. Walking to the front he saw the swimmer was an attractive 
blonde in a two piece blue and black patterned bikini. Not wanting 
to stare he looked away, but not before checking to see if  there was 
anyone else there out with her. There wasn't.  
 His feet tapped against the drying concrete walkway and he 
stepped into the building as the electric double doors opened. A 
cold rush of  air brushed passed him as he entered and it sent shiv-
ers down his spine. This wasn't the first time he'd felt it: he'd en-
tered buildings with air conditioning that would blow him away. A 
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ritzy hotel in Galveston nearly knocked him back out the door, but 
after he came in he noticed the temperature wasn't much different 
from outside, save less humid. He took a step back out the door-
way and came in again and didn't feel it again.  
 Shrugging, he kept walking to the front desk.  
 The inside of  the hotel was a dull sandstone color. Some-
one had raided the local Hobby Lobby with decorations that 
matched in brown swirl colors and faux rod metal bent to look ar-
tistic on shelves and pedestals.  
 He set his bag down on the counter and a young Hispanic 
looking man in his early twenties with slicked back hair came 
around from the back with a big grin on his face.  
 Not sure if  the bright eyed look was due to coffee or any-
thing else, Bill returned the smile, but not with the same enthusi-
asm.  
 “Yes sir, checking in?” 
 No, I just like to visit lobbies in hotels for a living. He bit back the 
sarcasm. 
 “Yup, been a long drive and I'll be in town for three days. 
What do you have available?” He pulled out his credit card and put 
it on the counter. 
 “Of  course sir, let me check for you.”  
 The man's name tag read 'EVAN'. 
 Waiting, Bill started to feel uncomfortable. In his car he 
could be the only conversationalist, but as the attendant got his 
room situated he felt a burning need to converse. 
 “So Evan, how're the Dragons this year?” 
 Looking up with a puzzled look, he asked, “Football 
team?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Not bad this year, really. Lufkin game coming up. Here's 
hoping, right?”  
 Bill smiled at that. “Busy day?” 
 Evan shrugged. “Things were pretty busy up until that 
storm hit, been dead ever since.” He swiped a key card, and handed 
it and his credit card back to him. “If  there’s anything else I can do 
for you tonight, don't hesitate to call.” 
 “Thanks, Evan.”  
 The card cover had a hand written number 408 it.  
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 Fourth floor. Bill picked up his bag, thanked the man, and 
headed down the hallway.  
 As he passed a set of  vending machines he caught a glimpse 
of  a woman standing against the wall just behind him in the glass 
reflection. Startled, he jumped and looked behind him, swerving 
around in fright.  
 No one was there.  
 He caught the strange scent of  Clorox in the air but nothing 
else.  
 Frowning, he made his way to the elevator and then to his 
room which overlooked the parking lot and the pool.  
 The room was simple and smelled clean. The bed was made 
up and he tossed his pack on the bed, took off  his watch and set his 
pocket contents on the end table near the right side of  the bed. He 
snagged the channel guide from the dresser and turned the TV to 
the weather channel.  
 He undid his tie, stood at the window and looked down at 
the blonde still swimming in the pool. When he showed up she'd 
been floating on her back; now she stood in the middle of  the pool, 
the lights shining on her and he could see her looking up at the ho-
tel as if  she was looking up at him.  
 She raised her hands as if  to wave at him. A loud sound 
came from the TV.  
 “Fuck!” He whipped the remote up to quickly turn the vol-
ume down; someone previously had set it to max.  
 The horrible static sound came from the TV, startling him, 
and he walked to it. He changed the channel. The number on the 
TV changed but the signal still didn't come through. Pulling the TV 
out from the wall he checked the cables, everything was connected. 
He turned it on and off  again, checked the input settings. No 
change.  
 He pulled his tie completely off  and undid the top buttons 
of  his shirt. Sitting on the side of  the bed, he grabbed the phone 
and dialed the front desk. After a few minutes of  listening and no 
one picking up he set the phone down and got up and picked up his 
cell. Just then it vibrated in his hand and a name came up.  
 JILL 
 Putting the phone to his ear, he could hear her voice before 
he even spoke.  
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 “William? Are you there?”  
 “Yeah.” he pinched the bridge of  his nose. “Hey Jill, it’s 
me.” 
 “Oh God, I was afraid you...” She sounded slightly hysteri-
cal.  
 “Yeah sorry, I was about to call. Did you talk to Stan?” 
 “No, William, I need ...” 
 “Look, I'm really tired. I'll call you in the...” 
 “William, it's your dad... he.” 
 “In the morning, I'll call first thing.” 
 “No please, I...” 
 “Goodnight Jill.”  
 He cut the call and turned off  his phone.  
 He nearly slammed the phone across the room but set it 
down on the bed. His shoulders slumped in resignation. He'd have 
to deal with her tomorrow, anything she had to say would come out 
tomorrow during the talk with the probate lawyer.  
 She had sounded frantic on the phone but he wasn't in the 
mood. The past few months had been a watershed of  calls from her 
and the lawyers. At first he didn't care - his father had written him 
from his will, or so he'd been told by the man himself. Come to find 
out it was a lie and there was some substantial need for him to be 
there. Jill had only been married to the senior William for three 
years and had no job or income and was worried what would hap-
pen. The lawyers told Bill that his father had left her a sizeable sum 
and that she wouldn't have to worry about money for a good long 
time if  she played her cards right. The house and land, however, 
went to him, and Bill didn't want it. At first Bill didn't want anything 
to do with it but legally he had to sign things over to Jill. Then he 
thought about things he might want, things from his childhood and 
Stan basically railroaded him (through beers and life guilt) to get his 
ass down to his home town and settle things up.  
 He lay back on the bed, crossed his hands over his stomach, 
and closed his eyes. The thrum of  the air conditioner shut off  and 
he thought he heard something. Opening his eyes he sat up and 
looked around.  
 Someone shouted.  It was coming from outside the window.  
 It was the blonde. She was jumping up and down in the 
pool, waving her hands, and looking in his direction. It was almost 



 

 67  

as if  she wanted him to come down. Maybe he was waving at some-
one in the next room. 
 Confused, he grabbed his card key and his phone and made 
for the door. When he touched the handle it was cold - much colder 
than it had been before.  
 The door opened and he looked down the hallway. The 
lights at the end of  the hall flickered eerily. He shut the door behind 
him and headed to the elevator.  
 The light at the end of  the hall went out.  
 He stopped, three feet from the elevator alcove.  
 The next light went out, then another, the darkness advanc-
ing on him.  
 Instinctively he took a step back, then another.  
 The hallway beyond was pitch black and it began closing in 
towards him.  
 He turned and ran, past his room and toward the emergency 
stairwell. Slamming against the door's exit bar, his whole body 
bounced off  of  it when it didn't open.  
 “Shit.” 
 The dark came closer.  
 He got up and slammed against the door again and it came 
open. The door closed behind him and he practically leaped down 
the stairs.  
 The lights in the stairwell started going out.  
 Clearing the second floor he slid down the railing to the 
first. As he hit the floor, the lights went out. 
 He crashed against the wall and began to feel around for the 
door as he got to his feet. He'd tripped over something at the bot-
tom of  the stairs and his hand felt something warm and wet against 
a soft cloth-like surface. His other hand felt the emergency door's 
panic bar and he pressed it and the door opened, light flooding the 
stairwell.  
 Evan lay at the bottom of  the stairs, his neck spun back-
wards in a way that was impossible.  
 The eyes were clouded over with a milky-bluish semblance 
of  death. His skin looked like someone had poured flour on him.  
 Bill would have screamed, but it came out in a gulp and yelp 
as the head turned slightly and the mouth opened.  
 “FUCK!” 
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 The body lifted itself  up with both of  its hands; the head 
made a cracking sound and hung there. The face now upside down, 
eyes wide open.  
 Slamming the bottom of  his foot against the man's dangling 
head, he pushed himself  through the doorway and pulled the door 
shut. He got up, and saw the fire exit door just to his right. He 
pushed it open and ran out into the parking lot. He rammed his 
shoulder against a truck’s side mirror with a loud crack.  
 Spinning, he fell to the ground.  
 Getting to his feet, he moved away from the parked vehicles 
and into the lot itself  and then around to the side where the pool 
and his car were.  
 He cradled his shoulder and stumbled toward where he was 
parked. He pulled out his phone. He heard someone talking and 
realized it was himself  mumbling.  
 His cell phone's screen had a long crack down the front. 
The lock screen came up but he couldn't unlock it.  
 “Hey! Hurry! Come here! Quick!” It was the blonde. She 
was waving to him. He could barely make her out through the black 
metal fence.  
 “I'm gonna go get...” He felt his pocket as he approached 
his car.  
 They were empty; his keys were still inside his room.  
 He looked up and saw that all the lights from the hotel 
rooms were black. The only lights were from the parking lot and the 
pool lights.  
 “What…the… fuck.” 
 “Hey! Guy! Get over here!” 
 His head whipped around and he found himself  stumbling 
towards the gate. It didn't open, so he used his card. The gate still 
didn't open.  
 “Gate’s stuck.” He complained almost childishly, his brain 
running on auto.  
 “Jump over! They'll get you! HURRY!” 
 “They…?” He asked as he climbed over the gate uncom-
fortably. “Do you know what's going on?  I saw the kid, Evan. He's 
dead.” 
 “They're all dead. Get in here!” 
 “What?” He said as he toppled over the gate. “Oof!” He 
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grunted.  
 Suddenly he felt cool salty water splash against his face.  
 “What the...” 
 “They don't like water, they can't cross. Get in the pool 
NOW! Don't get your phone wet!”  
 He got a good look at her now that he was close enough. 
She was a good foot away from the edge of  the pool side in the 4ft 
section, right in the middle, and she splashed him with water again.  
 She was pretty, and if  he hadn't been scared into a second 
grade mentality he might have been more responsive to a hot 
blonde bouncing around in a pool splashing him. Instead he just got 
angry, got to his feet, and side-stepped another splash.  
 “What the fuck is wrong with you!” He literally kicked the wet 
ground trying to puddle splash her back..  
 Pain shot up his leg and back.  
 “Dead man!” He shouted, pointing towards the hotel. 
“Dead phone,” holding up his phone to her, “no car keys!” He 
shook his fingers at the hotel. “They're in my room, and someone 
needs to damn well call the fucking cops!” He dodged another 
splash of  water. “Stop that!” 
 “Look, over there is my phone.” She said angrily, splashing 
him again. “It's the same as yours. My battery is dead. Get it and get 
your ass in the pool, before they notice you’re here.” 
 “Who the fuck are you talking about?!” 
 She pointed up at the hotel and he turned to look.  
 Lights flickered in some of  the rooms and in those rooms 
where the windows were uncovered from inside he could see fig-
ures, dark and black against the momentarily-lit rooms.  
 He mouthed something and stepped backwards and 
slipped… 
 He felt warmth envelope him and arms wrap around him 
and drag him back up out of  the water.  
 Vision white, and chest burning he hacked and coughed the 
water up, the taste of  salt filled his nostrils and his throat grew sore. 
He coughed out a few curses as she patted him on the back.  
 “You ok?” 
 “Sure.” He gagged out a last bit and spit a bit of  water up. 
“Fuck this day.” 
 They stood there for a moment before he shouted. 
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 She screamed. “What!?” 
 He pulled out his phone. It was soaked. 
 “It's fine. My phone is dry; we just need to get it.” 
 “Where is it?” He looked to where she pointed; it was just 
under one of  the reclining chairs on top of  a towel. “Thought you 
came out when it rained?” 
 “That's why I put it under the chair. They're plastic, thought 
it would stay kinda dry. It was wrapped up in the towel but I got out 
after it stopped raining. I was going to call my sister but then I heard 
something from outside the gate and that's when they tried to get 
me.” She held up her right arm and a dark bruise shone on her arm 
– thick, dark welts that looked dangerously like hand prints.  
 “So what are you telling me? Ghosts? Demons?” 
 “How are you supposed to believe this shit? Is that what you 
wanna know? All I know is something invisible grabbed me. Some-
how I got free and fell into the pool and it hasn't touched me since.” 
she explained, folding her arms under her breasts.  
 “Let's just take a breath, ok?” he said, trying to keep his 
headache from causing him to snap more than he normally would. 
The whole situation sent a pounding through his skull.  
 “I'm Bill.” 
 “Krysta.” 
 “Ch or a K?”  
 “K. Why?” 
 Bill shook his head. “No reason, just curious sometimes 
about spelling.” 
 “I'm guessing William though, right? Good old W's and so 
on?” 
 “Yup. From the German 'will' and 'helmet', old school. Beat 
out John in England as most popular name, something about toilets 
perhaps.” He ended the last with some accented English and a 
shrug.  
 She laughed. “You're funny, for a guy in a pool dressed in a 
suit.” 
 For some reason, Bill removed his long sleeved shirt and 
handed it to her.  
 She gave him a weird look for a second then took it. “You 
didn't have to do that.” She slipped into the shirt.  
 “Gentlemanly thing. Even if  it's wet.” 
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 “No jacket?” 
 “Jacket's upstairs. Another few minutes and I'd be in boxer 
briefs tucked into a murder bed.”  
 The water calmed from his entrance as they stood there. “I 
just... this...” Anything he wanted to say sounded clichéd and stupid. 
Finally, he pulled open his phone and took out the battery. He 
tossed the rest of  the phone.  
 “Careful. Don't know if  they can reach in. I was hoping if  I 
got the ground wet enough, or you wet enough they might not be 
able to get you.” 
 “Ah.” He smiled sheepishly. “Explains the splashing.” 
 If  a phone could resemble a crown jewel, Krysta's phone 
did. It sat under the deck chair atop the white hotel towel.  
 “I don't want to get it wet. I mean...” She sounded suddenly 
unsure, “it's one of  those good for thirty minutes under water ones, 
right?” 
 He shrugged. “You're supposed to be able to take pictures 
with it underwater, so...” He sloshed over to the stairs. As he 
stepped out of  the water, his wet clothes weighed him down.  
 It was much colder than he remembered it being before. 
 A splash of  warmth startled him.  
 Krysta was splashing water out of  the pool all over his legs 
and concrete area around the steps.  
 “Is that really helping?” 
 “Hell if  I know. Just deal with it. Keeps me occupied.” 
  Reluctantly, he skirted the edge of  the pool; his shoes slosh-
ing bothered him so much he took them off, using one foot to pull 
the opposite shoe off. He kicked them to the side and moved to-
wards the reclining chairs.  
 He grabbed her phone and removed the battery. Battery 
swapped; he closed the case and paused as he heard something in 
the bushes nearby. He knelt and peered into the darkness. He heard 
the phone’s OS come on, and he swiped the screen. A security num-
ber pad came up.  
 “Security code?” 
 “1979.” 
 He entered the code, still trying to keep an eye on the spot 
in the bushes.  
 There were so many apps. He thumbed through to find the 
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flashlight and when it came on he shined it into the bushes.  
 “What are you doing? Call 911.” she said pensively.  
 “Thought I saw...” 
 Evan's dead eyes stared back at him through the dark leaves, 
his pale face lit up like a white shirt under a black light. As it disap-
peared into the darkness, Bill took a few steps backwards. 
 “Careful!” Krysta shouted angrily flailing her hands, water 
splashing on him.   
 “The gate!” he shouted angrily. “Splash it, not me! I've got 
the fucking phone for fuck’s sake.” 
 Krysta turned and started splashing water towards the gate 
as he came down into the pool with one hand on the railing, the 
other on the phone.  
 His eyes were locked on the gate and the water splashed 
against it but Krysta stopped. They both stared at the gate. It shot 
open and stayed open.  
 Bill moved down into the pool but kept one hand on the 
railing.  
 “Oh shit. Look at that.” 
 “It's freezing the water!” Krysta exclaimed.  
 “Can it do that? I didn't think ghosts could do that.” 
 “What do you know about ghosts?” she shouted back angri-
ly. 
 “So far? Turns off  lights, kill, possess, and freeze shit. You 
said the water would keep them away. 
 “Maybe it's flowing water.” 
 “That's fairies, pixies, and vampires, and its running water 
like streams and oceans.” 
 “Look who's gone Twilight.” 
 “Twilight vamps came out of  the water in...” 
 She gave him a humorous look. 
 “Once. Saw it one damn time. I like horror movies, ok?  
Classics.” 
 “Okay, Tobe Hooper.” 
 “Hooper? Was that a Poltergeist reference? How does that 
relate?” 
 “There was a pool in it.” 
 “You know some of  those were real, right? The skeletons, 
you see any popping up in... Ow!” 
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 He yanked his hand away from the metal rail, in pain.  
 “What is it?” she asked as he backed away from the steps.  
 “It was ice cold.”  
 “Call 911!” 
 “And what? Ghostbusters?” 
 “Ok, I get it. You're a movie buff, too, but seriously.” She 
punched his shoulder. 
 “I am serious!” He said pressing the numbers on the surface 
of  the phone.  
 They waited as the phone tried to connect.  
 “See how the ice stops half  way down?” She asked curiously, 
pointing at the railing. “I think it's the salt water, it freezes at lower 
temperatures than regular water.  
 “Isn't chemically chlorinated water just as... not freezable?”  
 She gave him a look.  
 “What? Ghosts! Dead guy! Brain no work good, not wordy-
good-do time.” 
 She rolled her eyes. “They won't be able to freeze the water 
in the pool but they can freeze puddles or things slightly wet. Salt 
water systems are just naturally chlorinated, so I don't know.” 
 “Here's hopin’.” 
 There was a pause. 
 “Shit.”  
 “What?” 
 “No one's picking up.” 
 “Try again.” 
 “Doing that.” he held the phone to his ear again.  
 After a minute he canceled the call. “Nope. Maybe what's 
happening here is happening elsewhere?” 
 “I hope not. Here, give me my phone. I want to call my sis-
ter. Make sure she's ok.” 
 Passing her the phone, he accidentally hit the camera button.  
 Krysta held up the phone and gasped.  
 “What is it?” he asked, coming around behind her to see 
what she was looking at.  
 She held up the phone and passed it to him. With the screen 
facing them he could see what was only visible to the camera. Mass-
es of  black shadows against the lighted background of  the fence 
and chairs seeming to sway back and forth like a huddled crowed 
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before a concert. 
 The two of  them were surrounded.  
 “What do we do?” 
 Bill just stood there, looking at the juxtaposed images - one 
empty, and the other full of  the dead.  
 It didn't take long for them to realize the water was getting 
colder.  
 “Maybe we'll die from hypothermia before they get to us.” 
She said pulling the phone to her chest. “So... you married?” 
 He shot her an incredulous look.  
 “What?” She sniffed his shirt. “No cologne, no one to im-
press?” 
 “No”, he laughed, “I'm not. Never had the time to get to 
know someone. I'm on the road and I'm pretty introverted.” 
 “Well, you got time now. In any other situation, I think we'd 
get along.” 
 “Relationships based on intense experiences never work.” 
 “Breaking out some Keanu on me. I'm flattered.” She 
grinned.  
 “So, you seeing anyone?” 
 “Only you, at the moment.” She smiled, but he could tell it 
was a bit of  an act. 
 “Well, that's nice. Makes me feel all warm inside.” 
 Something brushed along the bushes around the fence and 
she pushed closer to him. He put his arm around her, head pressing 
against his chest. She held him tightly. 
 Standing in the pool next to the blonde in the bikini, he 
started pondering all the traveling and all the thinking he'd done in 
the past ten years. He let out a deep breath. “We gotta stay warm, 
mobile, and wait for someone to find us. If  you see car lights, flash 
them with the phone. Til then, we just wait and see what happens.” 
 That's when the lights in the pool area went out. 
 “Welcome home, Bill.” he mumbled to himself  sarcastically.  
 He handed the phone to her. “Call your sister. I'll call my 
step mom. Hopefully, she's ok. Then, I guess we wait.” 
 “For what?” 
 “Sunrise?” 
 It didn't take long before they both realized that whatever 
was going on in the oldest town in Texas was going on all over the 
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United States, possibly further. Wi-Fi was down, very few people 
picked up the phone and some people who picked up; well... they 
weren't people anymore. Bill and Krysta stood in the center of  the 
pool, holding each other for warmth as the water grew colder and 
colder.  
 They both waited for something. Perhaps, for the sun.  
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Such is the Effect of a Simple Piece of Glass 
Troy Varvel 

 

No, don’t take my picture. You wouldn’t understand the 
outcome. You’ll never be as blind as you would be standing under 
that faded red light, drying prints that will show nothing but a faint 
white flash.   

But you do it anyway, regardless of my warning. The white 
flash has irritated your eyes now. That happens when your flash hits 
my shattered mirror. I know it’s attractive and whatever—my wear-
ing the mirror—but it’s not what you want, not really. What you 
want is what happens afterwards, after your failed picture, after we 
talk. You want that moment when you’re blinded from the flash, 
and you’re surprised by it because even though you’ve taken hun-
dreds of pictures of hundreds of celebrities, athletes, and three dol-
lar bills, you’ve never seen a flash like this—the speckled aired flash 
from my glass shard mask. It blurs your mind, and you’ll grasp any-
thing to find your footing again.  

 

You want to know me first, of course, now that you’ve suc-
cumbed to the flash. I mean, it’s the only reason anyone talks to me 
anymore. They want to sit and look into my mirror; they want to 
know how others respond. They want to know if they’re any differ-
ent, but they never want to know how I’m affected, how my life has 
changed. They are only ever concerned about the mirror over my 
face, if they enjoy looking at it, if they can handle their broken re-
flections. You see, you’re not looking at me right now, not really. 
You’re looking at pieces of yourself. You’re the one who’s un-
nerved, watching your shattered mannerisms. You can hardly stand 
it. Please, stop jiggling your leg and scratching your cheek. Picking at 
your skin won’t make you more comfortable.  

I was unnerved by brokenness as well. After my grandmoth-
er died, no one else was around to talk to me, listen to me. Even at 
college, classmates surrounded themselves with people different 
than me. This tattoo right here, on my forearm, circling my veins 
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from my elbow to wrist, can you read it? It’s a strip: Whatdoy-
ouseewhatdoyouseewhatdoyousee. From my elbow to wrist. I got it after I 
realized I needed to make changes.   

I never thought I’d wear the mask full-time. Well, I also nev-
er thought I’d utilize the mirror I stole from my grandmother’s 
bathroom during her wake. I hung the mirror on my door so I could 
look at it right before I left my apartment. When I got back there, 
after her service, I slammed the door. The mirror fell from the wall 
and shattered, and I knew that the only person who ever listened to 
me spoke one last time. I gathered the pieces and walked to the tat-
too parlor down the street.  

Since I was already the shop bitch—the guy who was used 
to experiment new tattoo designs and treatments—they had no 
problem trying my mirror design on me. I wanted to rebuild the 
fractured mirror and reshape it into a mask. I told them about my 
plans to wear the mask in public, to see if that would let me receive 
other’s attention, recognition. I knew it would be painful, wearing 
the mirror. I knew to serve the purpose of the mirror, I could never 
speak, but that I was ready for. What I wasn’t ready for was the 
pain, the physical pain. The immediate problem was that the con-
tour of my face wouldn’t support smooth glass shards. If I wore it 
straight, like how I pictured it, the glass would hang loose, and my 
face would show. I couldn’t accept that. So, the technician cut and 
shaped tattoo needles and attached them around the edges of the 
mask. When I tightened the straps, the mirror covered my face, and 
the needles sunk into my skin. It became part of me.  

 

I was working at the local department store when I realized 
I was onto something much deeper than a petty experiment. 

I clocked in five minutes early and made last minute adjust-
ments on my mirror straps to ensure its stability for the next five 
hours, which is more important than what you might think. If I look 
uncomfortable wearing the mirror, if the mirror falls apart, then 
those around me who look into my broken mirror would become 
uncomfortable themselves, thus rendering the entire encounter un-
usable.  



 

 78  

And so I was at the local clothing store where I’ve worked 
the past five months (which if you’ve done your research, you al-
ready know), and I hadn’t met anyone I could even call an acquaint-
ance. My job was a miserable and lonely hell. Unless I was called for 
help—which I never was—I perched myself between the sweaters 
and scarves and watched the customers dawdle their lunch breaks 
away one after another. I always wondered why they browsed, 
promising not to buy anything, but walked out with what had to 
have been a fourth or fifth scarf.  

I walked out of the backroom, and before I even completed 
my stroll to my regular perch, a woman grabbed me by the shoulder 
for assistance. Not a friendly grab, or a professional grab, but a 
latching grab. She dragged me where she needed me with a force 
unlike I’ve ever experienced. 

“Are you new here,” she asked, breathing heavily. She licked 
her lips. “I haven’t seen you here before.”  

I shook my head. 

“I’m a regular,” she said and placed her hand over her heart 
because she believed she was important. She must’ve mistaken this 
for a country club instead of a clothing store chain. 

“I would’ve noticed you before,” she continued and rubbed 
my arm. 

I shrugged. 

She winked and turned around to comb through the scarves, 
sweaters, hats, jackets, coats, boots, heels, skirts, blouses, bras, eve-
rything, heart, kidney, lung, she wanted to try them all, and she held 
onto me the entire time, pulling me along with her like an accessory. 
And I can’t say that I didn’t enjoy it. It was only when she pulled me 
into the changing room with her and positioned me in front of the 
mirror that everything changed. She threw off her clothes and stared 
at herself, watching her face scatter into fifty pieces across my face. 
She smoothed each wrinkle of each article of clothing before sliding 
it on, and then she studied how it fit her just right, or how wrong it 
turned out to be for her. She studied how her breasts filled each 
new sweater, or how her ass shaped each pair of pants, examining 
herself in each individual shard. She dug her nails into my clavicle, 
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forcing me to kneel before her, so she could check out her calves, 
ankles, and toes. As time passed, my presence faded to where it was 
only her, looking at herself, no seduction, just vanity, knowing she 
was in another’s company, knowing my eyes were on her. She left 
with a simple “Thank you for the help.” She was my only personal 
customer for the day—all others avoided me. 

 

It was supposed to be a test of appearance, to see how much 
looks matter for recognition, but it turned into a far deeper experi-
ence. My mirror had become a tool to decipher who weakens at 
their own unexpected reflection.  

At first, when we look at ourselves in a mirror, getting ready 
for the day, putting on make-up, cologne, shaving, brushing our 
hair, straightening our jackets, and thinking: Yeah, I Look Good; 
that’s all purposeful vanity. But, when you unexpectedly look across 
the room and see your reflection, that’s when you either get uncom-
fortable or you own yourself. Right now, you are unable to criticize 
my quirks because all you see is yourself. I’m in control the entire 
time; that’s what makes it uncomfortable. People dislike being vul-
nerable. Stop fidgeting.  

 

You want to hear about how the mirror affected my rela-
tionships. Well, I did have trouble, even from the beginning, before 
the mirror. I mean, think about it, college girls never go for the guy 
wearing the suit. They go for the ones who wear pink shorts and 
baby blue polo shirts, wear their polo hat backwards and wear dark 
tan Sperry’s. It’s because they’re the money and beer guys. Easy 
drinks, easy sex, easy money, easy life. Me, I’m wearing Goodwill, 
off the rack, pieced together clothes. I might as well be Mr. Potato 
Head. So why not mix it up. I wanted to see if I was just an empty 
seat to them. 

And so, on the Monday after my department store experi-
ence, I wore it to class. I sat and got out my books and paper like it 
was any other day. Slowly, the scattered, nervous laughter rippled 
and then the whispering, but I didn’t say anything—that would ne-
gate the principle of wearing the mirror. I heard the entire class shift 
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in their seats. The ones who sat around me changed seats because 
they couldn’t stand the broken image the mirror reflected. 

But the one person who didn’t say a word was my professor. 
She lectured like it was any other day. Except on this day, she made 
more eye contact with me than she ever had before. I felt accom-
plished. You either can’t handle seeing your broken pieces so you 
run away, or you are egotistical and think you’re whole.  

She even talked to me after class. We shared the same inter-
ests in books and movies and music. She bit her lip and twirled a 
finger around her necklace. I could see her eyes pry my mirror. She 
cocked an eyebrow as she opened her mouth to speak. She slid her 
tongue over her teeth. I knew then she was the same kind of ego as 
the woman from the clothing store. She ended our conversation by 
sliding a fingernail between my glass shards.  

Our date was that night, after she finished teaching her night 
class on the Romantics. I went over to her apartment, and after she 
put on the tea and crumpets, a little music in the background—I 
think it was Beethoven’s Fifth—she sat across from me. I could feel 
her searching her own eyes. She was staring at me, staring at herself, 
me staring at her. The quizzical stare of her brown eyes made me 
want to rip the mirror off my face. I wanted to feel her staring at 
me. I wanted her to feel me staring at her. But I couldn’t do it. That 
selfish action would defeat the purpose of what I wanted to accom-
plish. I would have failed by giving into the vanity of the human 
experience.  

As I sat across from her, she stared at her reflection, cocking 
her head, and listening to herself talk. And I only sat there for tech-
nical purposes. After all the cake and watermelon, she moved me to 
her bedroom. She took off her clothes. She took off my clothes, 
leaving the mirror. She mounted me. And I laid there for technical 
purposes, with her on top of me. Her eyes never left her reflection. 
And she thrusted and moaned and came, and thrusted and moaned 
and came again, never breaking eye-contact with herself. And I was 
lying there, wanting to be there for her, which was hard because she 
was, mentally, having sex with herself. But yet, she felt good, like 
she should. Her nails ran down my chest and stomach and through 
my hair, tugging, and she was staring at me, or at least, I like to 
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think at some point during all of this she thought of me and not just 
of herself. That’s not true though. She never once tried to take off 
my mirror. 

Sometimes she would pause and adjust herself. After the 
first time, she walked me to the bathroom and used me as her vanity 
to tidy up before the second round, putting on make-up, and brush-
ing tangles from her hair (none of them made by me.) When she 
was finished and believed herself to be in proper order, she walked 
me back to the bed and pushed me down on the mattress. She slid 
next to me and laid on her side, elbow propped. She grabbed my 
shoulder and rolled me over so she could continue looking at her-
self. For the next few minutes, she spoke about her professorship, 
her interests in the Romantics, how she’d never felt this comfortable 
with herself before. While she spoke, she stared into my mirror and 
massaged the pieces of glass where her breasts were reflected, and 
then she started to rub harder and harder, and the nails from the 
mask dug deeper and deeper into my skin, and I fought the urge to 
scream because I knew I couldn’t; that would have ruined the entire 
night. And then she screamed for me and moaned and pressed hard 
one more time on that erogenous shard before she returned to her 
position, straddling me, looking into my mirror to begin grinding 
again.  

 

I seemed to have understood her well enough, even if it was 
just feelings from my side of the mirror. And yet I wanted her to 
yank the mirror off my face; I wanted to yell so she knew I was still 
there; I wanted to feel the straps and needles snap from heated pas-
sion, wanting me so hard in that climactic moment, but I knew she 
didn’t want it to happen. She scratched her fingernails against my 
glass, desiring her own reflection. Her own lips she kissed against 
the mirror, rubbing her palm around my masked frame.  

My night with her was just like any other experience I ever 
had with a woman since her: I heat her up beneath the sheets, she 
dances swiftly on top of me, and when the music gets louder and I 
think the notes can’t be held any longer, and I feel like my heart is 
going to burst with anticipation, she closes her eyes. I’m no longer 
in the same room as her. The dance belongs to her and I’m just 
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there to lift her up. That’s how it feels with or without my mask ex-
cept now, with my mask, I can detach myself because it’s not even 
me she’s looking at anymore. 

 

You should understand that relationships we build with each 
other all have their initial prerogative. Each person wants something 
specific for their own make-up. There is no such thing as making an 
unselfish friend. Take take take take take—that’s all it is. 

Stop snapping pictures. I told you not to do that. The nega-
tives will turn out nothing but a white blur and fuzzy memories.  

You’re not supposed to have pictures. Because of the flash, 
a bright, white glare will be the only thing you see, and the one thing 
that you’re left with will be the faint memory of what it was like to 
talk to me. Please decide if you want your left foot or right foot 
crossed or bent at the knee, tucked under the chair. This, please, 
cannot be that difficult. Just look and decide what it is you’re seeing. 
I’ve told you everything you need to know. I’ve given you a situa-
tion, I’ve offered myself to the services of others, and I’ve granted 
you my time. Your photographer is packing up, your tape recorder 
has run out of tape, the lights are dimming, and you’re still sitting 
across from me, contemplating what you want to do. Do you want 
to take me on a date so we can be alone for you to look at yourself, 
search deep within your soul by the tool of another person, or do 
you want to try one last time to take a failed picture?  

None of this remains as your interview comes to a close. 
The van is pulling away, your coffee is cold, and your mind is back 
to what I was telling you about the professor, scratching her own 
neck with passion, and me, looking up at her, looking down on her-
self, her hands slightly grazing her chest. She slammed her hands 
against my mirror. You should have seen her stunned face when she 
realized that she couldn’t grasp her own reflection.  

She never wanted to speak of her experience. I dropped her 
class and never spoke to her again after that night. I’m sure she is 
still single and searching for something to surpass her incredible en-
counter with herself. As for me, I’m sitting in this chair watching 
you rack your brain for a pick up line. Trust me, I’ve heard them all. 
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I mean, my job is to ride the trains, buses, elevators, to stand across 
from a woman, and watch her, study her. If she crosses her legs 
with lust, like the female professor during our first date, she likes 
what she sees, she enjoys shattered humanity. She enjoys broken-
ness. It feels whole to her. And if she doesn’t, she runs from me. 
She gets off at the next stop. No matter what, from my quiet stare, 
she’s forced to answer my quiet questions: What about you? What is 
it? No, don’t get up. Look at me. Look at me. Look at me. Stare at 
me. What do you see?  
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Anonymous 
Alicia De La Rosa-Millard 

 
The first time she noticed you was the day you were ambling 

through the courtyard.  You didn’t notice her and you should have.  
Especially a girl like her, she’s not the type of girl you shouldn’t no-
tice.  She had just ended her previous relationship and was ready to 
start a new one.  You were attending a conference at a neighboring 
college.  You were dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and purple tie.  
Your sports jacket was slung over your shoulder, and you strolled 
through the campus grounds.  Your friend shoved you and you 
bumped into her.  You looked down at her and muttered sorry and 
kept going.  She felt an instant connection to you and followed you 
to your college in deep east Texas.  

The last day of your life, she watches you from the shade of 
a tree as you stand talking with your friends at the fountain.  You 
are enjoying the first flushes of autumn.  The last few weeks of Au-
gust had been muggy and hot.  The scent of East Texas pine hangs 
heavy in the air after every warm rain storm made you long for the 
cool winter weather.  The wind is stirring the fallen leaves while the 
bushes sway against each other.  You almost see her, but just as you 
turn your head to the wind you closed your eyes.  She watches as 
the breeze ruffles your hair and kisses your eyes, nose, and lips.  She 
is jealous of the wind.  She wants to kiss.  And she will.   

Every day the same routine; you always ran for an hour, 
starting just before dusk; so that by the time you emerged from the 
woods it was full dark.  You always took the same route.  She knew 
this because she always watched you.  But unlike you, she varied her 
routine.  She watched you from across the street from your resi-
dence hall, from the parking garage overlooking your hall, at the 
tennis courts, in the park at the gazebo.  Once, you’d said hello to 
her.  She’d been timing you when you’d started past her at the gaze-
bo.  She’d just looked up from jotting down the time in her note-
book when you said hi.  She’d blossomed, felt the cold flames burst 
out of her core and through her body, and she thought maybe you’d 
finally seen her, but the bouncy breasts of the blond running past 
you caught your eye and you glanced back to watch her retreating 
ass.  You shouldn’t have done that.  It just pissed her off.  You 
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should have stopped and talked to her.  If you had, she wouldn’t 
have felt the need to make you see her, to take you.   

The last night of your life, you step out of building two of 
the Village residence hall, do a few leg stretches, adjust your ear 
buds, test the volume on your iPhone, secure it to your bicep, and 
take off.  Your quadriceps and calf muscles ache in protests, but 
soon the pain will dissipate, your heart will pick up its pace as your 
lungs fill with rhythmic breath.  You will find your stride.  You al-
ways do. 

You start off slow, going south past the university presi-
dent’s house, down to the tennis courts, cross at the four lane street 
then down toward the park.  You jog through the parking lot, into 
the park, and past the gazebo.  There are always one or two people 
sitting there hanging out, talking, even doing homework.  Once in a 
while ,if someone catches your eye, you nod or say hi as you ran past 
into the grass.   

The pecan trees have begun to release their fruit.  The nuts 
make a pleasant cracking sound under your Nikes as you run toward 
the path.  You run across the newly installed red iron bridge and 
onto the red-sand dirt path.  The rocks and chunks of red sand 
crunch under your feet as you head toward the trees.  Very few jog-
gers come through these woods at night.  It’s “too dark” at night 
and “too dangerous.”  You’d rolled your eyes.  If it got too dark, 
you could use the flashlight app on your phone to see the way.  As 
for it being too dangerous, well you’re a guy.  Nothing happens to 
guys, just girls running in the woods at night.  How foolish you are.   

The retreating sun is at your back as you start into the cool 
woods following the Lanana creek that runs parallel to the path and 
some eight feet below you.  Due to the heavy summer rains, the wa-
ter has risen and is flowing in a rush, racing with you.  You almost 
think of turning your music off in order to enjoy the night sounds, 
but your favorite song is playing.  It’s lucky for her that you don’t 
turn off the iPhone.  Unfortunately, it’s not so lucky for you.  You 
could have heard her rustling in the bushes.    

You run past the clearing in the woods and think as you al-
ways do, “that’d be a great place to party.”  It’s a good sized clear-
ing, slightly back from the path, with overhanging trees.  You could 
spread out a blanket, have a few drinks, maybe some snacks, and 
definitely sex.  You’d love to have a pretty girl ride you under the 
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canopy of the trees with the flickering stars peeking through the 
leaves.  She agrees with you.  You think you glimpse something in 
the clearing right at the tree line, but when you look again there’s 
nothing.   It’s probably just a raccoon or possum.  You should have 
paid closer attention.  You could have caught her watching you, but 
you just ran past.     
 You move up the path, climbing the hills with practiced easy.  
It occurs to you, not for the first time but definitely the last, that you 
should change your route.  This route had become too easy.  You 
need new challenges.  As you emerge from the woods to the street, 
you stop and jog in place.  You think about running across the street 
and continue your run through the woods across from you.  You 
look up and note the clouds set against the fading sky and decide 
against it.  It would be too dark and your phone just beeped.  It’s low 
on battery.  You turn around and head back.   
 The night is closing in, the smell of rain is in the air, and the 
wind has started to blow harder.  There’s a roll of thunder and a 
flash of lightning.  You shiver as the wind hits your sweaty skin and 
your lungs fill with the sharp air.  You want to run faster, to get to 
your warm room, take a shower, watch some TV, maybe make a 
booty call to one of your girls.  It’d be nice to share the first night of 
fall with a warm curvy girl.  You’re smiling when you spot her in the 
clearing. 
 She’s sitting, holding her ankle when she sees you her body 
tenses.  You pull your ear buds out, tell her you won’t hurt her, and 
ask her if she’s okay.  She’s hurt her ankle and has accidently left her 
phone at home.  You offer her your phone, warning that it’s almost 
dead, but one call can probably be made.  You go to her, pull your 
phone from your armband, and hand it to her as you crouch to ex-
amine her ankle.  There’s a low hum, a snap, burnt flesh fills your 
nostrils, your body jerks as the electricity surges through you.  Your 
eyes roll back and you fall forward.     
 It’s pitch black when you wake.  You blink, wondering where 
you are.  There’s a distant rumble of thunder and then a quick flash 
of lightning.  Your arms are bound above your head to a tree by 
rope, your legs are secured to some kind of spike driven into the 
hard soil, zip ties cut into your wrists and ankles, and your shorts are 
stuffed in your mouth and secured with duct tape.  You groan.  As 
you come to your senses you realize that she is astride of you, slowly 
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rocking back and forth, her hands covered in latex gloves press 
against your chest.  You blink again.  You are inside of her.  You 
jerk and flay but she stays mounted.  That’s right, baby, buck like the 
bronco you are.  You yell, twist, and turn loosening the spike.  She 
hisses stop jerking so much and presses a knife to your throat, slicing 
your skin.  Lightning flashes.  You go rigid.     
 She smiles at you and she’s pretty flickers across mind.  She is 
the kind of girl you would have asked out, taken to a movie, dinner, 
made out with under the security light of her apartment door.  She 
looks like a nice girl, but she isn’t.  She is worse than any of your 
booty call girls as she rides you, gasping, tossing her head back, her 
long blond hair flying around her.  You feel sick.  How could you 
find her attractive?  You try to stop your crotch from reacting to her 
movements and when you almost succeed she dismounts, slides 
down and put you into her mouth.  You squeeze your eyes shut, 
trying to ignore the sensation, groan, shake your head, scream No 
but your protest is drowned out by the thunder cracking.  When you 
are hard, she climbs on you and begins again.  You can feel your 
climax coming.  You inhale sharply through your nose, squeeze your 
eyes closed, ball your hands into fists, and your legs tense.  Don’t cum 
yet.  I’m not there.  Don’t cum.  We have to cum together.  But, you can’t 
stop yourself.  You feel the wave of hot cold sparks rush over you, 
as you involuntarily thrust up towards her.  You shake your head 
and tears seep from eyes.   
 Slowly, you open your eyes.  She’s still sitting on top of you, 
staring at you through narrow eyes.  She speaks through clenched 
teeth, her lips barely parting as her words hiss out at you.  You came.  
You weren’t supposed to cum.  This is not what was supposed to happen.  You 
were supposed to wait for me.  We were supposed to cum together.  The knife 
plunges into your stomach, your chest, your shoulders, over and 
over.  The thunder and lightning provide sound and lights to your 
murder.  You jerk your legs, they come free of the spike too late, 
and you cry for help that will never come.  You feel the first drops 
of cool rain on your face, that gentle tapping of the rain on the 
ground, and the air stirs with the scent of the wet grass.  You can’t 
breathe and the pain—sharp agonizing pain.  You cry.  Soon, the 
pain starts to dissolve, you feel light headed, and then you stop 
breathing.  Your heart stops.  The rain pours down on you.         
 Two days later you are found.  You’re still tied to the tree 



 

 88  

with your shorts stuffed in your mouth.  When the early morning 
joggers—a man and woman— first they smell you and think you’re 
a dead animal, then they see you.  They creep forward.  The woman 
sees your empty staring eyes sunken in half eaten eyes sockets.  She 
screams.  The man takes in your graying, torn flesh, exposed in-
nards, starts chanting oh fuck oh fuck, then feels his stomach turn, the 
coffee, kolachi, and bile surge up his throat and he turns to vomit.  
It doesn’t take long for their shouting to bring others.  Someone 
calls the police.  The scene is taped off and forensics start to work, 
but it won’t be easy. 
 The rain washed away foot prints, blood, and most if not all 
the evidence.  Your body—you are no longer you, you’re just a 
body now—is taken to the morgue and examined.  Two small burn 
marks on right side of your neck, just below your ear, lead the in-
vestigators to believe you were stunned unconscious.  They are una-
ble to assess exactly how many times your body was stabbed—two 
days of rain and critters feasting.  The stab wounds they can exam-
ine are deep and precise.  The killer didn’t hesitate.  Officials con-
clude that whoever stabbed your body was a violent individual.  
They have no idea how violent, but you do.  It’s too bad you can’t 
tell them.  The shorts stuffed in the mouth leads them to believe 
that rape was involved, but any sort of DNA was washed away by 
the rain or eaten by the animals.  The long blond hair they find 
stuck in one of the stab wounds turns out to be from a synthetic 
wig.   
 The university mourns, the counselors stay late to counsel 
students who may be having trouble dealing with your murder.  A 
memorial service is planned.  The university police department 
grants overtime to its officers.  The city police interview everyone 
who knew you—how well did you know the victim, did he have any ene-
mies— including her.  Between big wrenching cries, she gives her 
alias and walls.  You were always so nice.  You said hi to her when you jogged 
past her at the gazebo.  You didn’t have enemies— everyone, especially her—
loved you to death.  She attends your memorial service and your funer-
al.  At your funeral, she surreptitiously pulls a baggie from her pock-
et and empties the contents in the grave below your coffin.  It’s 
easy.  She hugs your mother and walks away.   
 Your murder will remain a mystery.  They will never find 
her.  She’s careful to never keep souvenirs.  Keeping souvenirs gets 



 

 89  

you caught.  On the way to your funeral in Dallas, she deposited 
gloves, her clothes, shoes, and the wig in different trash receptacles 
along the way and in the city.  The ashes of the journal she used to 
keep notes on you are poured into your grave.  Everyone is too 
heart-broken to notice the nondescript girl.  They should have no-
ticed her.   She’s not the type of girl they shouldn’t notice.   
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Escaping the Darkness 
Ashley Nicole Ferrel1 

 
Being a child these days is hard.  Brandon White knew that 

for a fact.  Every afternoon, his bus dropped him off at home, and 
he was often the only one there.  He would let himself in, if his 
mom had remembered to leave the key for him, and he would start 
his homework, because his Grandma expected him to. 
 Today, when he trudged down the stairs of the bus, the driv-
er Ms. Brenda spoke quietly behind him, “Brandon, you seen your 
mom this week?” 
  He didn’t meet her eyes and shook his head slowly. 
 There was a pause and she spoke again, “You mind your 
grandma and stay away from that house on the end.”  He knew 
what house she was talking about.  Everybody was afraid of that 
house.  Maybe because she knew he was often alone, or that it was 
near Halloween, or just because she had a soft spot for the boy, she 
pointed ahead a few houses down.  “That house never been any 
good for anyone.” 
 “Yes ma’am.”  And he stepped down into the neighbor-
hood. 
 He walked through his yard, mindful of the few toys that 
littered it.  Grandma always said that too many toys in the yard were 
tacky.  Brandon didn’t know about that, but from what he saw 
around the neighborhood, a clean house was often considered a 
good one. 
 At the door, he knelt to fish for the key beneath the wel-
come mat.   
 Nothing. 
 He looked under the mail box beside the door where the 
magnet box usually was.  There was nothing in that either. 
 He looked under the pot of the lonely plant at the corner of 
the porch. 
 Nothing. 
 His mom had forgotten about him again. 
 Resigned, he sat down on the porch and opened his bag to 
begin his homework.   
 The trees kept silent company, their pine needles steadily 
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drifting to create a carpet for the squirrels and dogs that roamed the 
area.  This afternoon, it was quiet.  It was too early for the usual 
traffic to stifle the calm.  Brandon practiced his spelling and math, 
and had just picked up his newest library book when he heard a little 
girl screaming to “get the ball!” 
 Glancing up, he saw said ball whizzing across the street to-
ward him and behind it, an excited girl in a dirty pink shirt and pas-
tel purple shorts racing at him.  Lonely, Brandon didn’t have the 
normal thoughts boys his age did about playing with girls.  This girl 
could be a friend.  If nothing else, she would keep him company 
while he waited for his Grandma. 
 He stood up and went to catch the blue tie-dyed ball. 
 “Want to play catch?”  Her voice reminded him of cartoons, 
it was sweet and high.   
 He felt the smile catch the corners of his lips and said, “I’m 
Brandon.”  Then he lifted his arms as high as he could and threw 
the ball with all his might.  He didn’t pay attention to where it was 
going; he was just living in the moment. 
 “I’m Bre’aisia.”  She giggled, and then took off after the ball.   
 As the neighborhood went on and drew closer to the patch 
of forest, it seemed like the people part faded away into the wooded 
part.  The bad house was the last shred of civility standing guard 
against what lay in the wild, as the city itself faded into deserted 
highway.   
 The blue ball drifted back and forth against the deserted 
street, the occasional neighbor on a cell phone or a cigarette 
watched as the two kids crept swiftly by headed for the danger that 
resided at the end.    
 Across from the bad house stood a grove of trees.  Brandon 
gave another great throw and the ball went bouncing madly into the 
midst of those pines.  Bre’aisia began to wade through the weeds, 
delicately attempting not to scrape her knees and get dirty, while 
determined to retrieve her ball.  She was yelling back ugly names at 
him as she went, and Brandon laughed from where he watched.  
“Don’t you leave me now!  You done put me in here!” 
 “I’m standing here watching you!  Hurry up, it’s getting 
dark!”  He turned to see where the sun had moved in the sky and 
instead found himself face to face with the bad house.  Once, it had 
been white, but like an old lady’s hair, now it was ash gray.  The 
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paint peeled in long strips down the sides, and the columns were 
like the knobby knees of an old man.  Where the steps had been 
were holes that led under the house.  It was pitch black under there.  
Brandon knew enough to know he hadn’t been sick earlier, but star-
ing at the house like he was hurt his stomach.  “Hurry!”  He shout-
ed again. 
 He could hear Bre’aisia moving back towards him, but he 
didn’t turn around to look at her anymore.  He kept steady eyes on 
that house.  “Why?”  She muttered when she came out and was 
standing beside him, brushing off the debris.  “You scared or some-
thin’?” 
 He pulled his right forefinger up to his lips and shushed her.  
“Look.”  Taking that same finger, he pointed across from them to 
the house.   
 Bre’aisia took the same care looking over it that he had, tak-
ing in the decay and the dirty appearance.  But as her eyes drifted 
over the porch, she nudged Brandon.  “You see that though?”  At 
the corner of the cracked and splintered boards under what used to 
be a window, fluttered a piece of green paper.  It was about the 
right size, and from where they stood, appeared the right shape.   
 They looked at each other, wide eyed and open mouthed, as 
they each had momentary dreams of what could come from that 
small piece of green.  “We could get it.” 
 Brandon eyed the dilapidated stairs.  If he stood close 
enough, he may be able to lift her a little to grab the bill.  “Yeah, 
but we gotta hurry.”  Streaks of sunset were painting a backdrop to 
the house.  He held out his hand and she fit her small one in his 
and together they traipsed back through the tall weeds and across 
the streak of road into more weeds, until they were inches from the 
house. 
 Up close, it seemed massive and echoed a face suffering 
from a flesh eating disease.  Holes erupted from below it, on the 
sides, making it easier for creatures to scuttle easier.   
 “You gonna lift me up?”  Bre’aisia tugged on Brandon’s 
shirt, and he swallowed down the sick feeling.  Grandma was always 
worrying about money, it seemed like.  Showing back up with some 
would be worth whatever they had to do to get it. 
 He nodded and then bent his knees and cradled his hands 
together.  He’d seen Diego do it once on tv.  Bre’aisia must’ve seen 
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the same episode because she put her hands on his shoulders and 
pushed up, sliding and scooting carefully onto the porch.  She 
picked up the paper they’d seen, “It’s a $20!  Isn’t that a two oh?”  
She leaned it down so it was closer for Brandon to see.  He yelped 
when he saw it and began to jump up and down, forgetting for a 
few seconds where he was. 
 Bre’aisia laughed at him and then moved a step back on the 
porch, another flash of green caught her eye.  “There’s more!” 
 They were both giggling, caught in their excitement, and 
neither of them heard the creaking of the door.  Bre’aisia was pull-
ing the third bill out of the cracks in the porch when a voice came 
from the doorway.  “You two want more?” 
 Brandon’s stomach ache returned with a fierce quiver.  
Bre’aisia took a step back, so there was room between what now 
filled that space and her.  And what filled the space?   
 It was a bent old woman, her legs in gray sweats and her 
feet barely covered in ratty black Keds.  Her shirt must’ve once 
been white, but now it resembled old milk.  It had multiple holes 
and deep yellow stains around her armpits.  She had to at least be as 
old as Brandon’s Grandma, but she somehow looked older.  The 
lines on her face seemed to draw a map to unhappiness, but there 
resided something in her eyes that made both children very uneasy. 
 “I said, do you two want more?  There’s a whole stash 
through here in the back,” she waved behind her.   
 Bre-aisia looked down at Brandon, and he nodded hesitant-
ly, the image of his Grandmother before him.  She leaned down a 
bit, and Brandon backed up and then took a running jump, landing 
with half his body on the porch.  Bre’aisia grabbed the back of his 
shirt and pulled him the rest of the way up, scraping his stomach 
against the wood in the process.  When he looked up past Bre’aisia, 
the old woman was staring at them, her tongue slowly working its 
way over her bottom lip. 
 The two children stood up and taking hands again, followed 
the old woman into the decrepit house.   

Brandon could hear the things creeping through the dark 
around them, hiding among the old furniture that yawned in pieces 
hunched onto the floor.  There was evidence that someone had tak-
en away pieces and used them for fires in the first two rooms.  The 
old woman was leading them from the front to the back, and if he’d 
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been older, he would’ve called it a shotgun house.   
The colors were dull, and spider webs dangled like indoor 

curtains.  The last room they entered had once been the kitchen.  
The old woman smirked at them and waved them to the back 
door, motioning them to go in front of her.   

“That storage shed in the middle?  The cash is inside.”  
Bre’aisia took off at a run, sprinting down the stairs, which were 
much more intact than the front set and raced toward the shed.  
The shed appeared to be in worse shape than the house itself, 
leaning slightly to the left with gaping holes for doors at the front 
and back of the structure and a tin roof lazily hanging on top.   

Brandon stepped out onto the back porch, reveling in 
Bre’aisia’s race for the money and the way the sunset rested on 
the tops of the trees like an afghan, the different patches of color 
speckling the ground.  He thought about what Grandma would 
say when she saw the money he would bring home and grinned in 
the stillness.  A sticky sweetness wafted under his nose but instead 
of being appealing, he had to swallow down the taste of throw up 
as it rose up from his stomach. 

A whisper threaded up to his right, and he moved more to 
the left and a hatchet whistled where he had once stood.  He hit 
the porch hard, belly down, scraping against the porch boards, the 
splinters working their way under the skin of his knees and palms.  
Over his right shoulder, he could see the old woman’s face was 
screwed up, and she began to work on pulling the hatchet out 
from where it was embedded in the porch.  Ignoring the pain in 
his hands, Brandon yelled at Bre’aisia, who had disappeared inside 
the shed, and shoved himself off the edge of the porch.   

Bre’aisia in a flash of pink appeared in the doorway of the 
shed, or the hole that served as a door, and as he tumbled into the 
dirt; she was a flash of chocolate and pink and purple.  From 
where Brandon had landed, he could see under the house.  This is 
where the smell was strongest.   

The house was lifted on brick columns, and there used to 
be screens protecting the holes between all the bricks.  Most of 
the screens were gone, like the spaces Brandon was looking into 
now.  Directly under the house itself, in the dirt that packed as an 
unofficial basement, Brandon could see bones.  Some of the 
clothing under the bones had scorch marks.  Up close, there was a 
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man’s leg that stretched as long as Brandon himself.  Where the 
thigh was were gnaw marks.  Brandon rolled over, in an effort to 
look up at the old woman.  He had a flash of his Grandma reading 
fairy tales to him before bedtime, Ms. Brenda uttering her warning 
about this house, and suddenly in his mind he knew she wasn’t just 
any old woman; she was a witch. 

She gave a final pull and the hatchet slipped up and back 
securely into her hands.   

“Just stay still, you little bastard!  Make it easy for me!” 
“Bre’aisia!”  Brandon scooted back on his hands and butt, 

creating distance between the witch and him.  He found his footing 
not long after and screamed for his new friend again as he took off 
running haphazardly toward the shed.   
 Now that he was paying attention in his fear, he could see 
pieces of people’s lives littering the back yard.  Watches, rings, ear-
rings, necklaces, and small bones were spread everywhere.  The 
witch wouldn’t need to worry about picking these up, because no 
one ever came here.  He would wonder later where she’d found all 
these people, or if they were like he and Bre’aisia, drawn in.   

He got to the shed as the witch was stumbling down the 
steps, using the hatchet as a cane.   
“Bre’aisia!  Come on, we gotta go!” 
“I’m stuck on something!” 
Brandon fell against the wood of the doorframe and looked 

at Bre’aisia.  Her feet were caught in a circular length of rope that 
was pulled taut against the floor.  He could see where she had 
stuffed her pockets and socks full of cash; all around them bills lay 
waiting for discovery.  Behind her, he could see machetes hanging 
from the ceiling, handles first, and blood stains on the floor.  In the 
corner was a pit, obviously made for fire by the char marks and the 
leftover pieces of wood. He looked behind him; the witch was half-
way across the yard.  She was moving slowly enough that he could 
still get away, but she was moving quickly enough that he had to do 
something about Bre’aisia fast if he were going to save her too. 

He tiptoed in, avoiding the rope that had caught Bre’aisia.  
He tugged on the rope a few times, it didn’t budge.  He caught her 
hand again, gripping it in his.  “I’m not leaving you.  Just wait a few 
more minutes.”  Going behind her, he started pulling at the machet-
es whose handles he could reach, the witch hadn’t been very tall 
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after all.  He could hear the witch singing, “Hey there Little Red Rid-
ing Hood, you sure are looking good …” and then she began to 
whistle as she drew closer and closer.   

The ropes holding the machetes had looked molded through 
and on the fifth pull, a machete fell down into his hands, scratching 
him a bit in the process.  Ignoring that, he noticed the door at the 
back of the shed so equal to the one he’d entered through, a gaping 
hole.  He slunk out of it as he heard the whistling get to the shed’s 
front. 

“Leave you did he?  That’s all they’re good for,” and she 
cackled.   

“At least that’s all they’re good for, alive.”   
Brandon tightened against the wall of the shed and crept to 

the front as fast as he dared, although it seemed to take forever to 
walk the wall distance.  The witch was talking, assured that Bre’aisia 
was dinner. 

Brandon got back to the front of the shed and took one final 
deep breath.  Grandma had always taught him not to hurt other peo-
ple, because Jesus wouldn’t like it.  He thought, this once, Jesus 
would understand.   

He screamed out loud and rounded the corner.  The witch 
was using a hatchet as a knife against Bre’aisia’s arm.  She had just 
shaved it the way cheese is sometimes done, where just a hunk of 
meat was missing.  Bre’aisia was crying, and as Brandon swung 
down at them, she screamed louder than he had, making his ears 
hurt.  He had a little boy’s strength and it nicked the witch’s leg, but 
he had hit her in the calf and it traced down to her ankle where the 
Achilles’ tendon was.  And that’s where the blade stuck for a minute.  
The witch had dropped the hatchet and was cussing at Brandon, fac-
ing him, as he pulled at the blade.  He needed to hit her again he 
knew, but he also needed to get Bre’aisia free. 

In that instant, he saw Bre’aisia’s face get fierce, and she bent 
and grabbed at the hatchet on the ground and from behind the 
witch, wielded it into her back.  Once, twice, and a third time that 
caused the old woman to fall face forward into the dust.  Then with 
the hatchet, Bre’aisia turned it toward the rope that held her hostage.  
Brandon stepped over the fallen, wailing old woman and began 
helping Bre’aisia hack away at the machete, keeping a wary eye out 
for the trouble behind him.   
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As they fought the rope holding her down, they could hear 
the witch struggling and moaning.  Finally the rope broke, and Bran-
don took a second to rip his shirt and bind Bre’aisia’s arm to staunch 
the bleeding.  As he finished tying the knot, the moans behind him 
slowed.  He turned and the dirty shirt he’d judged her for was now a 
deep crimson, like a flag in the doorway.  He felt Bre’aisia touch his 
arm, “We gotta go now.” 

He shook his head slowly.  Maybe he knew better than she 
did about getting rid of things to keep yourself safe.  He walked back 
to the fire pit, and found a much used box of matches, with a few 
sticks left.  He turned to walk back to Bre’aisia, but she was standing 
beside him, picking up the gasoline the witch had used.  She knew 
what he intended to do.  She doused the body without checking if 
the witch was finally and truly dead, and Brandon lit the first match 
and tossed it down.  The sticky crimson lit instantly and began to 
burn.  The children didn’t wait to find out what would happen next.   

Brandon took her hand, once more tightly, and they went 
out the back door.  They didn’t stop for any other treasures or trin-
kets; they silently agreed that what Bre’aisia carried was enough.  As 
they slowly made their way back down to their houses, Bre’aisia 
stopped Brandon and pulled a wad of bills out of her pocket.  Nei-
ther child smiled as he put in his pockets, and then locked hands 
again, finally going home. 
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