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ABOUT THE CONTEST 

The Piney Dark Halloween Short Story Fiction 
Contest was inaugurated at Stephen F. Austin 
State University in 2012. Created by Dr. Steve 
Marsden to foster high quality genre writing at 
SFA, the contest is open to enrolled SFA un-
dergraduate students, graduate students, 
alumni, and Nacogdoches-area locals.  

 

Winning authors were presented prizes and 
copies of  the anthology at the 2017 Sigma Tau 
Delta-sponsored departmental Halloween 
party. The print edition of  this collection fea-
tures the top entries in each category.  An elec-
tronic edition, with all honorable mention sto-
ries, will be available for free by Halloween 
2017 at  

thepineydark.wordpress.com.  
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The Living Room 

John Ryder 
 

 Cory creaked back and forth in a rocking chair on the porch 
of his childhood home. The opening and closing of his pocketknife 
was his only entertainment for the time being. He looked to his 
watch. 6:45 pm. Fifteen minutes late. Cory hoped he would show. 
He really needed this.  
 He hadn’t been back to the house in ages. There was no rea-
son to, as it was practically buried in the dense piney woods. The 
small wooden two-story had been old when he lived there, and he 
could see that the ensuing years had not been kind . The bluish-gray 
paint had chipped away from most of its face, wood had given way 
and exposed the brick underneath, and the grass around it was lit-
tered with red shingles. It looked as if the house were trying to split 
apart, each piece wishing to go its own direction, anywhere but 
here. Cory couldn’t blame it. It had been a pleasant home at one 
time, but that had been a very long time ago. 
 A white bus pulled up to the curb, Aged Oaks Retirement 
Home printed across its side. A tired looking driver quickly exited 
and moved toward the rear of the bus to meet its sole passenger. 
Cory winced at the forced squeal that filled the air as the hydraulic 
lift lowered the old man’s wheelchair, followed by metal clacking 
upon pavement. It wasn’t long before he was  carted up the drive-
way, and Cory decided it was best to meet them halfway, pocketing 
the knife as he went.  
 The old man looked  as worse for wear as the house . He 
had to be well into his sixties now, but looked like he was much 
older. Gray hair, sure, that’s expected, but his entire body, skin and 
all, sagged into his seat like a deflated balloon. Nasal tubes ran from 
a portable oxygen tank strapped to the back of the chair into each 
nostril, but even so, there was not enough air to inflate him again. 
 While the driver relinquished the old man into his care, 
Cory subtly placed a hundred-dollar bill into the breast pocket of 
his work polo. The green of the bill popped on top of the shirt’s 
white polyester blend. “Don’t worry,” Cory said, a friendly smile on 
his face, “I’ll make sure he gets home safe and sound.” 
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 The driver smiled and said nothing, happy with the massive 
tip for such an odd and out of the way trip. Upon re-entering the 
bus, he gave an enthusiastic final wave before puttering down the 
road and out of sight.  
 “Now sir, I believe we have some business to attend to,” 
the old man said. “My wife is expecting me back at the home by 
eight, if not earlier, so you better make this quick.” 
Seeing as the home’s porch was not built to be handicap-accessible, 
the man asked if Cory could help him up the steps. Cory found it 
particularly surprising how easily he got the wheelchair up the worn 
boards to the porch, even with the man sitting in it. Not a single 
step buckled underneath their combined weight despite decades of 
rot and decay. Along with the deep-set wrinkles and graying hair, 
Cory couldn’t help but notice how light the man was now, how 
small and fragile.  
Cory had gone into the house earlier, before the man’s arrival, but 
thought otherwise and waited on the porch; he had not been com-
fortable with confronting the hollow home just yet. Entering the 
house now, both men were hit with a wave of humidity and musk 
much worse than what they were exposed to outside. There was a 
sense of verisimilitude in the interior appearance that he could not 
see in the man that he had wheeled in. The peeling floral wallpaper 
in the living room  hung in ribbons like homecoming decorations. 
He could still tell where happy family photos had once hung, as the 
spots behind the frames had not caught up with the rest of the wall. 
The off-white carpet was pockmarked  from the feet of the old 
television set, the coffee table, and the love seat. Cory could fill in 
the blanks of the rooms with his memories, giving him a conflicting 
sense of hominess and homeliness.  
  The old man went right back to business. Cory recalled 
that it had always been his favorite thing to discuss. “Alright, so 
you said that you have some information about me that you would 
like to talk about. Information that you believe may jeopardize my 
image.” The old man tried to roll himself away from Cory, but his 
gaunt arms only managed to take him to the center of the living 
room before tiring. “I will let you know right now that I will not 
bend to the pressures of blackmail.”  
 Cory found it interesting that the man still believed his im-
age carried any weight. His “image” had most likely faded from the 
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public eye by now. When looking at his hands, he could not believe 
how they had once connected large oil pipelines, greased the palms 
of politicians to gain prominence in the political world, and cleaned 
themselves up nicely enough to win the adoration of those around 
him. Now, with such a weak grip, he couldn’t even spin the wheels 
of his chair, yet the hold he had on Corey remained strong. 
 “That’s not why I asked you to come here,” Cory said, 
shutting the front door behind him. “Let me explain. My name is 
Cory.” 
 “Cory.” Confusion crossed the man’s face, followed, just as 
quickly, by realization. Cory had always wondered what his initial 
reaction would be like, if they were ever reacquainted. Anger 
seemed the likeliest response, but that wasn’t what he was looking 
at now. The man’s face grew pale, a combination of surprise and 
disbelief, as though he had seen a ghost.  
 Cory couldn’t help but think how funny that was. If anyone 
was a ghost in this house, it was him.  
 “Christ, Cory. Is that really you, son?” 
 “Yeah, it’s me. It sure is nice to see you again, Dad. It’s 
been a while.” 
 His father tried to wheel over to him but could not find the 
strength to propel himself forward, so Cory came to him. They 
met, his father trying to shake hands with enthusiasm, but only 
managing to flounder. 
 “My God, son. It’s been too long. You were so young 
when I last saw you.” He paused, trying to think. “I can’t even re-
member when that was!” 
 “Yeah, me neither,” Cory lied, wearing a smile on his face. 
He would never forget the last time he had seen his father. It had 
been in this very room on a summer day back in 1989. An eight-
year-old, Cory had tried desperately to play with his G.I. Joe fig-
ures. He had nearly turned the TV’s volume all the way up, blaring 
a re-run of the Cosby Show to drown out the yelling coming from 
the kitchen. The fighting was finally reaching the heights of a week
-long crescendo. Cory had not been totally aware of what had been 
going on at the time, but a few phrases that day had managed to 
slip past the Huxtable family’s hijinks: “You’ve never chosen us,” 
“What more do you think you need,” “We’re just a dirty little se-
cret of yours.” 



 

 14  

 After what seemed like an eternity of fighting, Dad had fi-
nally headed for the door. 
He grabbed what little he had left in the house—since he never kept 
any clothes or personal things there—and prepared to leave. Right 
as his hand grabbed the doorknob, Cory felt the need to ask him 
one last thing: 
 “Daddy, you aren’t mad, are you?” 
 His father turned back to him from the door and smiled re-
assuringly. “No, Cory, I’m not mad. Not anymore.” He slammed 
the door behind him and did not return until today, twenty-eight 
years later. 
  Cory was prepared to entertain his father for as long as they 
had left with each other. 
“So… how’ve you been,” his dad asked nervously. Cory could tell 
that the excitement of the moment was dissipating,  replaced with 
an awkward air. 
 “I’m doing well. I went to school, got into nursing, that kind 
of stuff. How about you? How’s the family?” 
 His dad sank  deeper into his chair, a glint of regret in his 
eyes. “I’m fine, we’re fine. Nadine, she lives with me back at the 
home. She’s a good woman. You’d like her.” 
 “I’m sure I would.” 
 “And the boys—men I should say, Tyler and Jacob, they’re 
good, too.”  
 “That’s good,” Cory said, fishing for ways to keep the con-
versation going. He started pacing around the room, examining 
every dark corner. “Mom passed away not too long ago.” 
 His father’s gulp could be heard throughout the entire 
house. “Ah, I’m… I’m sorry to hear that, son. She was a beautiful 
woman.” 
 “It’s okay,” Cory said, looking downward. “Her service was 
very nice.” 
“I’m glad to hear it.” There was silence. “Say, if you don’t mind my 
asking, how did you know where I was?” 
 “I have some friends from college who work in the home,” 
Cory said, kneeling down to check a spot by the carpet. “They 
tipped me off you were admitted and that you hadn’t been doing 
too well.  That’s when I decided to set this up.” 
 “Ah. Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t really belong there. 
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Nadine and I can manage just fine. It’s the boys that thought we 
needed it. Probably just wanted us out of their hair.” He laughed  
gruffly, satisfied with his joke.  
 “I would have never left you in a home.” 
 There was a longer silence.  
 “Th-thank you, son. I really appreciate it.” His father began 
to choke up, pushing his chair away from him. “I just want you to 
know that, when I left, that wasn’t about you, okay?” 
 “Don’t worry, Dad. I know. If nothing else, I just wanted to 
see you one last time.” 
 “Well, thank you, son. It really means a lot that—”  
 Cory cut him off with the sound of a metal rod scraping 
through the spokes of the wheelchair. He then grabbed his father’s 
arms, easily pinning each down to an armrest and cocooning them 
tightly in duct tape that had been hidden along the shadowed walls 
with the pipe. He moved on to his legs, just to be sure. Getting back 
to his feet, he admired his work, a job well done in his mind, and 
then prepared to leave.  
 “Wait, Cory, what is this?” his father asked, his wrinkled 
face and beady eyes now contorted. “You said it was okay! You 
wanted to see me!” 
 “I did, Dad. One last time.” 
 “Y-You said you would never leave me in a home,” he 
pleaded. “Whatever happened to that?” 
 “I wouldn’t have left you in a home,” Cory said. He 
crouched, nose to nose with his father. “That was before you left 
me in one.” 
 Cory turned to the door.  
“Christ, son! You can’t leave me like this, you just can’t!” 
Cory paused. Could he do this? There was a small part of Cory that 
didn’t feel like all was right in the world. He looked back at his fa-
ther, that deflated man, now with snot and tears pouring past his 
tube and down his wrinkled face. His father had been so kind in 
those last moments. Perhaps he was now undeserving of a fate like 
this. 
 Then it clicked; a solution that he felt benefited them both. 
He moved back toward his father, producing the pocketknife that 
had stayed so snugly in his pocket. For just a second, his father’s 
eyes lit up at the idea of possible freedom, and he eagerly awaited 
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his bindings  cut, but was stunned by the jarring of his own head. 
Instead of cutting the tape that trapped each hand, Cory opted to 
cut the nasal tube instead. In his mind, he believed that everyone 
won now. 
 Cory’s father went frantic, rocking the chair over with some 
new found strength. “Look, son, I know you’re mad, but you need 
to…” 
 “No, Dad,” Cory smiled. “I’m not mad. Not anymore.” 
 A single yell pierced the air around the house and was muted 
when the front door was shut. Cory descended the porch steps, sa-
voring the creak of each board he stepped on. Before entering his 
car, he turned to take one last look at his childhood home. The 
muted screaming continued, weaker and weaker, a sad song to 
match the place, and he noticed a flock of birds darting off every 
which way, trying desperately to be anywhere but that house. A 
flock of birds, or something a lot like them. Corey imagined the 
house finally split in the living room, all the pieces gone their sepa-
rate ways, and his father still there.  
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The Darkness of Vidor  
Breayne Bennet 

 
Britney and three of her friends were in line at the entrance 

to what was supposed to be the scariest haunted house in East 
Texas. The flyers and online ads boasted of a three-story haunted 
house in Vidor that could get even the bravest people to pass-out or 
piss themselves from fear. There were supposed to be discounts for 
people who came in costume. The line was full of superheroes, pi-
rates, and “sexy” variations of nurses, police officers, firefighters, 
and the like. 

 “If I’m paying thirty-five dollars for this haunted house, I 
better get possessed,” Britney’s childhood friend, Danielle, roared. 
She had light brown skin and eyes and tossed her braided hair over 
her shoulder as she spoke. 

Britney’s college friends Stella and Jackie laughed. “Your 
friend is so funny, Brit,” Stella said. Stella was blond and the tallest 
of the four. Jackie was what Britney’s mom called “high-yellow,” 
coming from a biracial household. 

 “I swear if I don’t piss myself I’m going to beat your ass,” 
Danielle told Britney seriously. 

More laughter, but not from Britney or Danielle. 
The ticket man yelled to them that they were next, and they 

moved forward to pay. Then they walked through the iron gate that 
separated the house from the surrounding field. 

“Let’s try to stay together,” Stella said. 
“Yeah,” Britney agreed. The ticket man was counting people 

off in intervals of fifteen. The four girls stayed close to one another 
while the other eleven separated and explored the grounds. 

“What the hell,” Danielle exclaimed. She pushed Britney and 
pointed into the crowd. There was a couple, one dressed in a re-
make of Rihanna’s yellow Met gala dress from 2015 and the other 
like a wannabe Drake impersonator. Brown foundation was slath-
ered across their face and limbs. 

“Is that supposed to be Drake and Rihanna?” Jackie asked, 
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squinting at them. 
“Yes,” Britney said, “it is.” 
“The fuck is that… blackface,” Danielle asked, suddenly an-

gry.  
“Honestly, they didn’t do a very good job,” Stella said. “The 

foundation isn’t even, and her dress is really cheap. Not to mention 
they didn’t get Drake’s hair right.” The costumed Drake had failed 
to match a kinky haired fade and had left his short black hair 
straight. 

“Totally not the problem, Stella,” Jackie told her. “C’mon 
let’s go?” 

Britney went to follow her friends. 
“You don’t think we should say something,” Danielle asked. 
“I don’t want to fight with strangers,” Britney said. 
Danielle shrugged and followed. “Whatever.” 
Stella was the first to approach the house and climb the few 

steps onto the porch. “C’mon.” 
When Jackie opened the front door, the porch swing started 

rocking so hard it looked like it would break. Everyone jumped back 
except Stella, who started to walk towards it. 

“Oh, here we go. Don’t be that person in the movie that 
goes investigating the ghost chair. Let’s go in the house,” Britney 
said as she grabbed Stella’s arm and pulled her back. 

“Brit, I think somebody here has okra or something,” Dan-
ielle said pointing at the ground in front of the swing. What looked 
like small bits of fried cornmeal littered the ground near a doghouse. 

“I think that’s cornbread,” Britney said chuckling. 
Danielle shrugged. “Or maybe we’re just hungry.” 
The four of them walked through the front door and into a 

dimly lit front room. It had a fireplace right across from the door 
with two ancient brown loveseats on either side of a wooden coffee 
table. There were candles set around the perimeter of the room, and 
to the right, there was an archway leading to stairs. 

The door swung shut behind Danielle, the last person in. 
The chandelier over the coffee table started to flicker and though 
the windows were closed a wind blew through the room. The candle 
flames waved. Stella started screaming. 

“Oh, hell no!” Danielle exclaimed. 
Britney looked around for Jackie. She had walked through 
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the archway into the hallway and was no longer in sight. She sighed, 
“Why do y’all think it’s okay to leave the group?” 

Britney grabbed Danielle and Stella’s wrists and dragged 
them into the hallway. 

They found Jackie staring openmouthed at a framed old 
photo on wall. It was a picture of a white man, woman, and son sur-
rounded by at least fifty black people all staring at the camera with 
blank faces. 

“Wow, so this is an old plantation owner’s house,” she said. 
“Awk-ward.” 

Danielle opened her mouth, but Britney squeezed her wrist. 
“Let’s see what’s upstairs,” Stella suggested. She and Jackie 

took off up the staircase. Danielle snatched her wrist back and 
rubbed it while following. Britney didn’t want to be alone, so she 
started towards the staircase glancing at the picture one last time. 
Halfway up, the stairs curved.On the small landing, she heard 
screaming and then a loud thud. Britney froze, turned, and stepped 
back down. 

She was followed quickly by Danielle. “Nope. Not me. Not 
today. White people! Oh, they are on their own,” she was saying to 
herself as she walked towards the front door. She tried to open it, 
but it was locked. Britney’s eyes widened as she turned around and 
ran in to the kitchen, muttering obscenities. There were loud foot-
falls overhead, but no more screams. 

As she guessed, there was a door in the kitchen that led to 
the backyard. It was unlocked, and she opened it to see a sign that 
read Exit and a pathway she assumed lead out of the park into the 
field and the— 

Parking lot—the car. 
“Jackie’s got the fucking keys,” she screamed to Danielle. 
“Girl, I don’t care. Ain’t no ghosts in the parking lot.” Dan-

ielle started walking quickly into the field until she heard woof woof! 
“Who the hell brought a dog with them?” she yelled, sprint-

ing back into the house. The dog sounded like it was big and coming 
closer. 

Britney took her block of a phone from her front pants 
pocket and held it like a weaponized brick. She walked slowly 
through the bare kitchen to the hallway stairs with Danielle shadow-
ing her. It was quiet in the house now—too quiet—and she crept up 
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the stairs, thinking the worst things she could about her friends. 
Danielle made the sign of the cross. “I swear to God if 

anything jumps out at me, it’s on.” 
A hallway at the top of the stairs had three doors, one on 

the left, right, and directly across. The door on the left was closer, 
and she approached it cautiously. Suddenly it whipped open, and 
Stella hopped into the hallway yelling, “BOO!” 

Danielle’s fist lashed out and connected with Stella’s nose. 
“Ow!” Stella’s hands flew to her face, and she crumpled to 

her knees. 
“Shit!” screamed Danielle, crouching and clutching her 

hand. 
Britney watched both girls get up and face each other. 

Even in the dark, she could see a strange gleam in their eyes. 
“Hey,” she said, “it was an accident.” 

“No, it wasn’t,” Stella said. “But her type never could con-
trol themselves.” 

“Better than being so fragile that I couldn’t even pick up a 
frying pan.” 

“You should know not to speak to your better that way.” 
“Whoa,” Britney interjected. 
But Danielle just laughed. “What makes you better? Your 

lice-infested hair? Your frail arms and legs? Or could it be your 
paper-thin lips?” 

“Whoa, Dani,” Britney gasped. “Stop!” 
For a second, Danielle and Stella looked at each other as if 

they’d forgotten where they were. Then it was as though nothing 
had happened. They stared absently at each other. 

Britney clapped her hands in their faces. “Hey!” 
“Crap, I’m sorry,” Danielle said, blinking a few times. 

“You scared me.” 
“No,” Stella shook her head. “It wasn’t a very good joke.”  
Britney gawked at them. “What just happened?” 
“I punched Stella in the face,” Danielle said. 
“No, not that. You guys were really going in on each 

other.” 
“No, we weren’t,” Stella looked at Britney strangely. “You 

okay, Brit?” 
“Fine. Where’s Jackie?” Britney started climbing the stairs 
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to the third floor. As soon as she stepped on the landing, she saw a 
white police officer in the dim lighting. She threw her hands up. But 
the man dipped into a nearby room. “Stella? Come here.” 

Stella and Danielle came to stand beside her. Britney low-
ered her arms and said, “I think I saw somebody go into that room. 
Could you go check, Stella?” 

“Sure.” Stella walked into the room and came out, shaking 
her head a moment later. “It’s empty. You must be imagining 
things, Brit.” Stella smiled. 

“You’re lying.” Britney walked into the room herself and 
saw that it was empty. She gave Danielle a look. It was subtle, but it 
could have said: What are these people talking about? Or I can’t believe this 
shit or We need to go NOW. It might have said all three. 

“Where is Jackie?” Danielle asked Stella. 
“I don’t know. She said she was going to hide from you 

guys, too.” 
“Well, where the hell is everybody else?” Britney asked. 

They hadn’t seen anyone since they’d stepped inside the house. 
Stella’s phone rang. “Maybe this is her.” She checked the 

caller ID. “Nope, it’s unknown.” 
“Don’t answer it!” Danielle exclaimed. “I saw this in a 

movie.” 
Britney rolled her eyes. “It’s probably not important if 

there’s no ID.” 
Stella shrugged and answered. “Hello?” 
Danielle threw her hands up. “Why don’t they listen?” 
“Hello?” Stella said. “Hello?” She hung up. “There wasn’t 

anyone there.” 
“Maybe Jackie blocked her number just to mess with us,” 

Britney said. 
“Oh, that’d be so like her,” Stella said smiling. She walked 

into the hallway and started yelling, “Jackie! Jackie? JACKIE! Jack—
“ 

Britney and Danielle shared another look. They crept to the 
doorway and peeked out. Stella was nowhere. No one was any-
where. 

“Maybe Jackie took Stella, and they’re planning another way 
to scare us,” Britney said. 

“Man, I don’t care. I’m ready to go,” Danielle said. 
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They heard a rustling in the room across the hall, and 
Danielle went to the door and listened. 

“What is it?” Britney checked the hall and joined Danielle 
by the old wooden door. 

“It sounds like… chains.” Danielle looked at her wor-
riedly. “This isn’t fun anymore.” 

Britney brushed past her and opened the door. “Okay, 
jokes over. This isn’t—” 

“What?” Danielle walked in beside Britney and saw on the 
ground a dead white woman and child with their throats cut. The 
woman wore a dark green dress with puffy sleeves and long skirts, 
while the child, a boy, had on pants and a loose button-down. 
Both of their outfits were stained brown. Written on the wall in 
dark red paint—please be paint, please, please be paint, thought 
Danielle—FOR OUR CHILDREN. 

She yanked on Britney’s arm. “Let’s go.” 
Britney slowly nodded. “Those, those are probably actors 

for the haunted house.” 
“Uh-huh, sure,” Danielle said as she pulled Britney down 

the stairs. “And if they’re not, I don’t want to be the only black 
folk on site.” 

She walked through the back door and into the field. The 
grass was taller than she remembered. The proprietors must have 
let it overgrow on purpose. It was seven feet tall, at least, and the 
path worn through it was narrow. Around twenty steps in, she 
heard the woof woof! 

“Fuck, Brit. I forgot about the dog.” Danielle let go of 
Britney and pushed her forward. 

They ran through the field pushing grass out of their way 
until they ran into the dog. He was an angry bloodhound on a 
leash held by someone in the thick of the grass. A man. A big 
man. 

“The hell? Are you chasing us with your dog,” Danielle 
yelled. 

The dog snarled, and they heard the rattle of chains. They 
didn’t wait around another moment for his answer. 

They ran until Britney collided with something and fell. 
“Oomph.” 

Danielle dragged her up by the elbow. “No, not now. You 
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gotta get up.” 
But the thing she hit said, “Ow!” 
“Jackie!” Britney exclaimed. 
“Shhhhhhhh!” Jackie said. “What do you think you’re do-

ing?” 
“What are you doing?” Danielle snapped. “We’ve been look-

ing for you!” 
“I’ve been running, same as you.” 
Danielle and Britney looked at each other. “We know why 

we’re running. Why are you running?” 
“To get away from that house.” Jackie looked at the night 

sky as though searching and then gestured for them to follow. But 
Danielle grabbed her wrist. 

“Where’s Stella?” 
Jackie gave Danielle a hardened look. “We can’t afford to 

wait on anybody. I left the owner a little gift in his upstairs bed-
room. I’ve got to get out of here.” 

“Wait,” Britney asked. “You did that?” 
Jackie’s eyes seem to harden even more. “I should’ve done 

more. He took them— all of them.” 
“Your children,” Danielle clarified. “What’d he do?” 
“He said he couldn’t feed them, that we’d all have to wait 

‘till next year. So he took six babies on every gator trip and used 
them as bait.” 

Britney’s stomach lurched. She felt like she was going to be 
sick. She closed her eyes. 

“That’s not the worst, child. Look at me: I’m only half-
Negro. So I cooked and cleaned the house. He’d make me cook the 
gators he’d catch. And… sometimes their bellies were still full of 
baby bones.” 

“Jackie,” Britney pleaded, “quit talking like this.” 
Danielle quickly lifted the keys from Jackie’s pocket and 

turned to Britney. “I’m not staying here one more minute.” 
Britney nodded. “Jackie, we’re going to the car.” 
“A car? Wonderful.” 
The three of them ran to the edge of the field and then 

around it until they reached the now crowded lot. 
Stella stood by the car on her phone. “Where have you guys 

been? I’ve been out here almost ten minutes.” 
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“Where’d you go,” Danielle snarled. “You disappeared!” 
“Between you almost breaking my nose and this weird 

clown tripping me, I decided that this was lame.” 
“We didn’t see any clown,” Britney said to Danielle. Dan-

ielle shrugged. 
“It was a weird clown, hired for the house I guess. He had 

painted black skin, with painted on huge lips, and an afro wig. I 
just ran out after that.” 

“Whoa, I think the adrenaline really got to me. I just re-
member running, not even how we got here,” Jackie said. “I’m 
ready to go to sleep.” 

They piled into the car. Danielle and Britney huddled in 
the backseat. “What the fuck was that,” Danielle whispered to 
Britney. 

Britney didn’t answer. She saw the blackface couple walk-
ing through the lot together. She saw a sexy Native American, 
gypsy, and Geisha, a cheaply dressed girl with henna and a sari, an 
“Eskimo,” and guys in Sombreros. She wanted Jackie to stop. She 
imagined speaking up: Jackie, stop for a second. She saw herself step-
ping out of the car and striding up to them, would-be Rihanna, 
would-be Drake. 

“Blackface is not, never was, and never will be okay. I 
don’t care that it’s Halloween and Rihanna and Drake are your 
idols. That’s fine. But dress up as your white idols, Lord knows 
you all have enough of them.” Britney would run her hands across 
their faces for good measure, smearing their make-up. Then she 
would stride back to the car. 

Danielle would grin at her while Jackie and Stella stared, 
mouths open. “Couldn’t have done that better myself,” Danielle 
would say. 

“Jackie,” Britney said. “Stop for a second. There’s some-
thing I gotta do.” 

Jackie stopped the car. Britney stepped out into the dark-
ness of Vidor. 
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The Replacement 
Brittany Franclemont 

 
Ellen sat in the center of the bedroom floor with her knees 

drawn up to her chest, completely focused on the object she held 
pressed between her palms. There was a knock at the door. She 
scurried across the floor on her hands and knees, shoving the 
empty orange bottle beneath her mattress. When the door opened, 
she was lying on the bed with her eyes closed.  
 “Are you awake?” It was the nurse on his nightly rounds. 
She sat up and pretended to rub the sleep out of her eyes, although 
she knew it was pointless. Nothing fooled Ross, even though he 
was new. He held out a Styrofoam cup. “You know the drill.” 

She drank the water, not complaining about the bitter, me-
tallic taste of the medication. When she was finished, she opened 
her mouth so he could make sure she swallowed. He nodded and 
gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder. 

“Try and get some sleep.” 
Ross covered her with a blanket. She forced herself to relax, 

letting her eyes drift shut and her breathing even out. Her heart was 
racing when he checked on her again before he left but she kept 
her breathing steady to keep from arousing suspicion. 

With Ross safely on the other side of the closed and locked 
bedroom door, she launched herself to her feet and sprinted into 
the connecting bathroom. She shoved her finger down her throat, 
bending double over the toilet. When it was over, she pressed her 
cheek against the cold ceramic and closed her eyes. Her throat was 
raw and her chest ached from dry heaving afterwards but she had 
rid herself of the poison and that was what was most important. 

Of course, it was not really poison but it might as well have 
been. The medication would have put her to sleep and that was not 
something she wanted. When she originally told her doctor she was 
waking up every night with no idea where she was, how she got 
there, or where several hours of the night had gone, he laughed off 
her concern and told her she was sleepwalking. After what hap-
pened, no one was laughing anymore. 
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 She went to the sink to rinse her mouth out and splash wa-
ter on her face. As always, she was careful not to make eye contact 
with herself in the mirror. 
 Ellen drifted back into the bedroom. She felt so out of place 
here, and for a good reason. Her actual bedroom was miles away 
and more than likely still an active crime scene. The fact of the mat-
ter was, no matter how hard she tried to ignore the bars on the win-
dows or the lock on the bedroom door, this was a mental institu-
tion. It was only a step up from the prison cell waiting for her after 
the trial if her lawyer’s insanity defense did not pay off and, if the 
jury decided she was innocent, she would never be allowed to leave. 
Even though she knew there was nothing to go back to, she hated 
the idea of spending the rest of her life here. 
 It would be easier to cope with what happened if anyone 
believed her but no one did. According to the doctors and nurses 
here, what she was experiencing were hallucinations, brought on by 
a lack of sleep. She was sure they all thought she was crazy. 

Then again, she supposed she could not really blame them. 
After all, she had woken up standing over her fiancé’s body three 
months ago, drenched in his blood and holding a metal baseball bat. 
Barely able to hold herself together, she dialed 9-1-1 and was trying 
to calm down enough to give the operator their address when she 
saw something move in the reflection of the baseball bat she was 
still clenching in one fist. She screamed and dropped the phone but 
there was no one there when she turned around to defend herself. 
Later, when she was calm, she would remember that what she had 
seen was a woman, crawling towards her on its hands and knees, 
body all bent out of shape. 

It made no sense. Not really. Ellen was not a superstitious 
person. Even though she was raised by religious parents, she never 
really understood the point. As far as she was concerned, there was 
nothing waiting for you on the other side because there was no 
other side. That was before she lost Nathan, before she saw the 
ghost appear in their bedroom just moments after discovering he 
was dead. There was no rational explanation for what she saw and 
did. She would never have killed her fiancé, not even if she was 
sleepwalking. She was sure of that. 

Since Nathan’s death, Ellen had seen the ghost whenever 
she saw her own reflection. She spent nearly every day holed up in 
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her bedroom, trying to avoid reflective surfaces. Sleep was a com-
fort to her in the beginning. It gave her something to do in the long 
hours that she spent sitting alone with the lights out but, soon 
enough, she began to wake up in front of the bathroom mirror. 
Something was always lurking behind her eyes that she did not like. 
Eventually, she became so frightened that she smashed the mirror. 
She told the nurses it was an accident. Whether they believed her 
story or not, it was replaced with a new mirror by the end of the 
week. She had tried and did not break it on countless occasions be-
fore she realized it was made of acrylic and was forced to give up. 

If she were being honest, Ellen would admit to herself that 
she was scared. She did not know which was worse: the possibility 
that she was crazy or the possibility that ghosts existed and every-
thing she had seen was real but no one would ever believe her. 

She thought again about the bottle of medication under-
neath her mattress and felt her heart sink. It had been far too easy to 
swipe. The doctors and nurses had been tossing around 
“schizophrenia” for weeks when she had finally decided to take 
matters into her own hands. All she had to do was rile up one of the 
other patients enough to get them to freak out and distract the 
nurses while she stole the bottle of anti-psychotics. She felt guilty 
about the whole thing but she had to know. Part of her was clinging 
to the hope that she really was crazy and that she could get better. 
As the weeks passed and she continued to see the ghost, she knew 
the anti-psychotics were not helping her because what she was see-
ing were not hallucinations. 

It was tragic, really. Before Ellen came into Nathan’s life, he 
lost his previous wife, in what he later referred to as an “unexpected 
and incredibly tragic accident”. They were out of state, visiting her 
family when it happened. Rebecca was running late for a doctor’s 
appointment. In her hurry, she fell from the subway platform. Na-
than did everything he could to save her but, in the end, his efforts 
were in vain. He could not pull her up before she was struck and 
killed by the very subway she was meant to be on. She was five 
months pregnant. Now, he was gone, too. If she believed in life af-
ter death, the fact that he was with his wife and unborn child would 
have comforted her. 

Ellen shuddered and walked over to the window, pressing 
her face against the bars to peer through the glass. Outside, the 
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Deep East Texas forests barely swayed in the gentle breeze. It was 
late October and the ground was littered with the needles of the 
pines. When she closed her eyes and focused, she could imagine 
standing outside, walking amongst the bare pine trees, slipping, and 
sliding across the needles at her feet. She wanted so badly for her 
life to go back to the way things were before Nathan died. She 
reached out, squeezing her fingers past the bars and resting them 
against the cold glass. 

Suddenly, the bedroom light flipped on. She cried out and 
started to turn away but it was too late. In that moment, she caught 
a glimpse of herself in the window – eyes wide with fear – and then 
saw something scuttling across the bedroom floor behind her. As 
suddenly as the bedroom light had come on, it was snuffed out. 
Ellen stood there, blind and scarcely daring to breathe. There was a 
scraping sound and then a crash. Squinting, she could see that the 
chair beside her bed was tipped over. 

“What do you want?” she whispered. 
From out of the darkness came a choking sound. It sounded 

half like a sob, half like an answer. The hair on the back of her neck 
stood on end. Just like that, the ghost she had last seen on the night 
of Nathan’s death was there, crouched in the center of the bed-
room. Ellen found herself unable to stay on her feet. Before she 
knew what was happening, her legs gave out and she was sliding 
down the wall and sinking to the floor as it moved towards her, 
making low noises in the back of its throat as it dragged its mangled 
legs along behind it. 

When it was close enough to touch, it reached towards her. 
All she could do was hold her breath. She remained frozen as it ran 
one ruined hand down her cheek. Surprisingly, the gesture seemed 
almost gentle. When it raised its head, the breath left her all at once. 
It was a woman and one she recognized, in spite of the damage. 

“Rebecca?” 
The ghost seemed to brighten at the recognition. Her face 

split into what Ellen thought might be a smile. She took this as a 
sign of encouragement. “I am so sorry about what happened. Na-
than was extremely upset–” 

A shadow passed across Rebecca’s face at the mention of 
his name and Ellen stuttered, then broke off completely. The words 
died in her mouth as the bedroom grew cold. The ghost’s eyes dark-
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ened and her face twisted into something somehow more terrifying 
than the damage that had been done to her by the subway. It was 
the first moment since coming face-to-face with the ghost that Ellen 
felt truly scared. 

Before his death, Nathan had always spoken of his late wife 
as if he had been and still was deeply in love with her. Ellen always 
admired the fact that he loved Rebecca, even if she was no longer 
alive. His grief drew her in. All she wanted to do was help ease his 
pain. Losing her had broken his heart, or so she thought. 

“Did you use me to kill Nathan? Why?” 
 Although she was thinking aloud and not actually expecting 
an answer, the ghost’s lips began to move. The most she could do 
was make a clicking sound. It was obvious the damage done to her 
by the subway was far too great for her to be able to speak. Frus-
trated, Rebecca reached out and pressed the palm of her hand 
against Ellen’s forehead. 
 When Rebecca’s lips moved again, she spoke in Ellen’s 
voice. “Nathan never wanted children, you know.” 
 And then, it was as if Ellen were there that day. The bed-
room became the subway platform. Nathan and Rebecca were in a 
rush, her a half-step ahead. No one was paying any attention to 
them and so no one else saw. Ellen watched in horror as Rebecca 
caught the heel of her shoe in a crack in the pavement and stumbled 
forward. She seemed to hang suspended in mid-air for a long mo-
ment before she tumbled over the edge of the platform. She cried 
out for Nathan and reached up. He grabbed both of her hands and 
tried to help. She was nearly at the top. Ellen found herself praying 
that Rebecca would survive, despite what she already knew. As the 
subway came into view and the terrified bystanders screamed for 
help, Nathan seemed to come to a decision. He closed his eyes and 
let go. Rebecca fell beneath the subway, too surprised to scream. 
She was gone. 
  “You deserved better than that.” Knowing what Nathan 
had done, Ellen felt conflicted. “He deserved what you did.” 
 Rebecca shook her head. “What you did.” 
 Her stomach twisted at that and then she was back to that 
night again, standing over her sleeping fiancé with the metal baseball 
bat raised high in the air. The first swing broke his jaw. He raised his 
hands to cover his face and the next hit broke most of his fingers. 
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Still half-asleep and now heavily injured, he made a half-hearted at-
tempt to rise to his feet but Ellen’s next hit threw him back down 
on the mattress, his arms flying out in either direction as he tried to 
catch himself. Blood splattered against her cheeks but she barely 
even noticed. She missed her next swing and slammed into the lamp 
on the nightstand, sending it careening to the floor. She smashed 
the baseball bat into his face again and again, ignoring his pleas for 
mercy and his agonized screams. When she finally lowered the 
bloodied baseball bat to her side, he was silent. His face was practi-
cally unrecognizable. She glanced down at the broken lamp, its 
lampshade askew and white fabric now stained red, and laughed. 
 Ellen only realized she was crying when it was over. Before 
now, she never could remember what had happened that night. Her 
hands shook as she wiped at her eyes. 
 “It’s not fair.” Although it was Ellen who spoke, it was Re-
becca’s words. “Nathan chose you. I have lived inside you as long 
as he has known you and I cannot figure out the fascination. What 
makes you so special? Why do you deserve to live when I had to 
die?” 

She was so close now that Ellen could feel her breath 
against her face. The ghost grinned, lips peeling back from her 
teeth. It was horrifying but Ellen could not look away. 

 “I suppose you’ll have to do.” Rebecca shook her head. “It 
will be hard for you, at first. It was hard for me, too. In time, you’ll 
come to understand that this is for the best.” She was quickly fading 
away. The corners of Ellen’s mouth twitched up into a smile but 
she was anything but happy. She tried to move away but found she 
was frozen. She tried to call out for help but her mouth opened and 
closed without ever making a sound. “It will be easier this way, 
don’t you see? You’ll never be able to live with what you’ve done to 
Nathan but I can. You won’t have to do anything.” 

There were footsteps outside. Ross poked his head in and 
frowned when he saw her crouched on the floor. 

“What are you doing out of bed?” he asked. 
Ellen smiled welcomingly. He was careful to close the bed-

room door. He came over and helped her to her feet after standing 
up the chair that had been knocked over earlier. She would not let 
go of his hand. His eyebrows drew together but he led her over to 
the bed without saying anything. She ran her fingers along the inside 
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of his palm before she laid down. 
Ellen propped herself up on one elbow when he finished 

tucking her in. “Do you think I’m pretty?” 
Ross stared at her for a beat, his cheeks flushed and the tips 

of his ears tinged slightly pink with embarrassment. Then, clearing 
his throat, he forced a smile and said, “Goodnight, Ellen.” 

His keys dangled from his belt, enticingly out of reach. For 
now. 

“Good night, Ross.” 
As the bedroom door closed, Ellen lay back on the mattress. 

Her smile faded away, only to be replaced by a sadistic grin. 
“Goodnight, Ellen,” Rebecca whispered through her mouth. 
And then Ellen knew nothing more. 
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October Market 

Gregory Vance Smith 
 

 

My father can't wait 

For the fresh killed 

Pork newly formed 

 

Sausage and tenderloin 

Sliced this morning 

Leading me away  

 

From Saturday cartoons 

He packs me in the car 

Drives to the market  

 

You know  

What someone might do  

So keep the doors locked 

 

Crawl under the dash 

I'll be back in a little while 

Outside I hear a motor 

 

Grinding no voices 

Crunching footsteps preying 

Praying as clouds 

 

Bury me in shadows 

I feel the hunger 

Of a mother walking away 
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Animal fur congealed  

Sniffs for warm blood 

The pain of God's 

 

Teeth biting tongue  

Draws through muscle 

Tastes the freshest cuts 
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Caution the Firethorn 
Sara Denise Johnson 
 
 
There is a man with Pyracantha hands,  
who no one told to trim. The thorns are hardened  
and thick. If not handled with care,  
they draw pin-pricks of blood. He takes a pair of  
shears to cut them off, saps all over.  
They come back with a vengeance,  
and no one thinks to help him out, so he allows 
them to over-grow until he is impenetrable. 
 
Then, one day, a girl in leather gloves approaches him.  
She takes his wrist, leather soft, grip firm. Buried  
beneath the bright, newly grown fruit,  
she brings a fingertip to her lips.  
 
Imagine the sweetness of a tart berry,  
untouched and never eaten, as it slips over  
her velvet tongue and throat, the yellow stark  
against the veins on the inside of her bottom lip. 
 
He doesn’t tell her: when eaten in large quantities,  
they are poisonous. They should be opened, thoroughly  
washed, mashed for jam.  
He chooses to let her eat them whole. 
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Absolution 

Brody Wedgeworth 

 
I can feel him now, moving closer. He is soft around the edges, in his dress and 
in his manners, but there is a toughness within him; he has the bloodline. But, 
wait! There he is. I can see his father in his face, smell his father’s blood wafting 
to me on the wind. This one must fare better or I will fare worse. His father has 
held me over these past few years, but he flags of late. I cannot draw upon this 
one quite as harshly as the last. Oh, there is strength in him, a strength of blood 
and bone, but I must take care. I cannot return to the empty years, so mad and 
ravenous with hunger, forced to feed upon the lesser animals. The deer and coyo-
tes and pigs with their infinitesimal lives, a half dozen living and dying in the 
same span as one man. No, I cannot give up mankind so readily. Here stands 
the only son left to me; I do not have the strength to find another bloodline. But 
he comes closer now and I must be still, patient. Now comes the stalking, stom-
ach rumbling, waiting for the right moment to strike… 

# 
 Will parked his car near the property line and climbed out. 
Three years had passed, yet the sight before him was much the 
same. Isles of dark pines dotted the pastures and the wind was 
whipping softly at the winter rye, a thick sea of green that white 
capped and sparkled in the sunlight. A flock of egrets flapped slowly 
past and cattle lowed in the distance. His eyes were drawn to the old 
house. It was a narrow two-story structure situated on a low rise and 
thronged by pines and live oaks. The old tin barn standing at the 
bottom of the hill glowed white hot in the sun. An idyllic view, but 
not enough to calm his nerves.   
 He removed his cap to mop the sweat from his brow and 
noticed his hand was shaking. He stared at it for a moment, felt nau-
seous. Three years was a long time out here. When he moved to 
Austin, he had expected to come back home for Christmas break, 
but he hadn’t returned. Then he decided to come back over the 
summer and help on the ranch, but he secured that job—a clerk 
position—at Schrader and Smith downtown. There was the promise 
of a promotion if he worked hard and that came just before the next 
Christmas, and he would have gone home then, except with his new 
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responsibilities… 
 Soon, three years passed without a single visit back home. 
The phone calls had tapered off as well, now that he thought about 
it. They were daily, at first, then biweekly, then every few weeks, 
then once a month… 
 It was wrong, he knew that, then and now. He had inherited 
his father’s ambition and, he supposed, his tunnel vision. In Austin, 
he was on the fast track to becoming a partner at Schrader and 
Smith, but back home, he was the neglectful son. The wind picked 
up suddenly, rattling the limbs of a stand of pines behind him. He 
turned and watched the brown needles falling softly, uneasy. For a 
second, he was almost certain someone had been watching him. It 
was nothing. Will roused himself, popped his neck and back, and 
then climbed into his car.  

# 
 He felt the weight of years begin pressing on his chest when 
he entered the house and each childhood artifact he encountered 
piled on a little more. The rustic decorations his mother had been 
fond of before she passed; the old buffet table in the kitchen that he 
used to make forts under. He spent a half hour becoming reac-
quainted with the house. His father’s collection of paperback west-
erns had warranted a new bookcase in the den, but little else had 
changed. Will crossed the room and slid open the door to the old 
sunporch.  

In the corner, resting on a wooden sawhorse, was the old 
saddle his father oiled on some nights to keep his idle hands busy. 
Will could almost see him, leaning forward in the old rocker, a 
stained white rag in his hand and a cigarette dangling precariously 
from his lips, the whisper smooth sound of the rag going back and 
forth, back and forth over the scuffed leather while an old electric 
heater purred in the corner. His father pausing to flick the ash from 
his cigarette, and wearing a wistful look as he stared into the night, 
his face seeming to beg for release from the current prison of outer 
dark, for he was not a man to remain idle long and winter was the 
time of waiting.  
 Will eased himself into the rocking chair. He looked out 
back and saw that the fence was leaning at an uncomfortable angle. 
Beyond it lay the back meadows which extended unbroken for 
nearly a mile, gently rising and falling with the undulations of the 
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land, until they met a wall of black and grey pines. A group of cattle 
grazed further inland, their heads low and their tails flicking con-
tentedly up and down. A stud horse was chasing a mare down the 
fence line, their yelping and nickering mingling with the distant 
thunder of their hooves, echoing soft as a light drain drumming on 
a rooftop.  
 The sun began to set. Will ceased rocking and drank in the 
sight. He loved sunsets and he watched this one burn down around 
the pines, wreathing their canopies in a fiery orange halo and bath-
ing the land in one last golden burst before twilight.  

# 
 The next morning, he visited the hospital. His father lay in 
the bed unmoving. Will spoke to him for a few minutes but there 
was nothing, not even a flicker of recognition in his eyes. When the 
phone call came earlier that week, Will had been shocked. He had 
never really thought to see his father in a place like this. The man 
who lay in the bed before him was too thin. A sham; a shadow. 
Something that wore his father’s skin but didn’t house his soul. And 
the worst part was the hands. They were bone white and bright red 
where the knobby knuckles capped the loose flesh. A spattering of 
liver spots covered their surface. Joseph Bellamy had always been 
strong, his hands tanned, callused, and toughened by years of hard 
work, but these were an old man’s hands. The stroke seemed to 
have aged him by ten years.  
 Will sat down in the uncomfortable recliner next to the bed. 
He didn’t know what to do, whether he should talk or not, so he 
leaned over and opened the nightstand drawer, looking for a paper-
back or something. There were two books: a western called The 
Long Drive and a hospital issued bible. Will smiled at the western but 
pulled the bible out, shut the drawer, and opened it to Genesis. The 
soft rasp of his not-father’s breathing was beginning to unsettle 
him, so he began to read aloud.  
 He was reading about the trials of Abraham when a nurse 
popped into the room.  
 “Oh,” she said, “I’m sorry, but I just need to check his vi-
tals.” 
 “Have at it,” Will said, closing the book.   

A few moments later, the nurse assured him that his father’s 
vitals were fine and exited the room. Will rose, placed the bible 
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back in its drawer, and promised his father that he would return that 
evening. It felt like speaking to a corpse.  

# 
 A cold front moved in overnight and the next morning was 
full of Fall air, crisp and clean. Will decided to take a walk and 
stretch his legs after a long, sleepless night sorting through paper-
work in his father’s office. Joe Bellamy had never been an organized 
man. He had often written important statistics on napkins or stuffed 
bills of sale inside the pages of trade magazines. He supposed his 
own desire for neatness was a reaction to that chaotic style of or-
ganization; his father was a man of action, but Will was a man of 
deliberation. He breathed the cold air deep and exhaled, watching it 
plume skyward while he strolled down the long driveway. Sorting 
through the office’s detritus was proving fruitless, so he decided to 
call his uncle when he made it back to the house.  
 His uncle Tom brought along Roberto, the current caretaker, 
early that afternoon. They all loaded up in a pickup truck and toured 
the pastures. Roberto was a diminutive Hispanic man who spoke 
halting and broken English, but he had a lawyer’s mind for numbers 
and details. He knew the exact number of cattle occupying each field 
and how many calves. He knew the sick and the injured, the number 
of hay bales stacked in the pens for winter forage, and he even knew 
the exact tonnage of feed needed by the month’s end. Will was thor-
oughly impressed, and they made plans to pen and work a set of 
steers behind the house the next morning.  
 “What do you think?” asked Tom, when Roberto had left.  
 “That I better make sure to pay him well,” said Will, chuck-
ling.  
 His uncle smiled. “No, I mean about the ranch. What are 
you thinking about doing with it?”  
 Will paused, unsure of how to answer. After he had come to 
terms with his father’s stroke, he guessed a large part of him figured 
his father would eventually recover. Will planned to take a month 
off from work to get things settled, and then come back from time 
to time on the weekends to help. But his father likely wasn’t going to 
get better. 
 “I just don’t know,” he said, running a hand across the back 
of his neck.  
 Tom nodded. “Alright, well, no rush. How long before you 
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have to head back?”  
 “A month.”  
 “Well, don’t worry about it Will. We’ll see where things 
stand in a month,” said Tom. “I’ve gotta head back home, but why 
don’t you come have dinner with us?” 
 “Tomorrow night?” asked Will.  
 “Sounds like a plan. Let me know if you need anything.”  
 Will nodded, thanked him, and waved him out of the drive-
way. He was nauseous again. One month to straighten this place 
out, and then what? If he stayed, he had to give up his position at 
the firm, and if he sold the ranch, it would probably be on the mar-
ket for years before someone bought it. I’m not a rancher, not really, 
he thought. But it was nice to be back, to be working with his 
hands and completing projects that had visible results. He was 
struggling to come to a decision, but he had a month. It was time 
enough to ponder.  

He reentered the house and found a toolbox. The auto-
matic float in the lot’s watering trough needed to be refit and so he 
spent the rest of the afternoon mending many of the broken things 
he had discovered around the place.  

# 
 He works diligently, dutifully, but I can see the twisting in his heart. 
His ambition is too strong; he will leave if he can. Gone too long. My hold on 
him is not strong enough to leave to chance. I must snare him now, quickly, 
before he is determined. The father was easier. He responded to my advances 
without a second thought, and not a whimper until here at the last. No, this 
one cannot be guided, he must be cowed. So little time to waste. The hunger is 
like a live thing, squirming in my belly and I have not felt such weakness in 
generations.  

# 
 Will was exhausted from the day’s work, but his hands 
ached sweetly. He drank a beer on the porch, rocking slowly while 
he watched the sun go down. They had spent all day penning, sort-
ing, branding, and doctoring a hundred head of steers from the 
back meadow. They were in the ten-acre trap now, circling the 
fences and yelling themselves hoarse. His clothes were covered in 
smears of shit and blood and they stank of burnt hair, but even 
those smells were sweet, in their own way. Smells of childhood.  
 Not everything had gone as smoothly as the work. A 
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strange thing happened at lunchtime. He was alone, having sent 
Roberto to town for hamburgers earlier, and sitting in the shade of 
an old oak in the pen. He was watching a massive flock of black-
birds. At intervals, they would land, feed for a moment, and then 
take off in a rush of wings so loud that its whoosh echoed clear 
across the pasture. The flock grew closer and closer until they 
alighted on the top of his tree, their cacophonic chirping loud 
enough to drown out all other sound. Will was about to stand, when 
the birds began screeching and small black bundles began pelting 
the ground. He raised his arms to shield himself and scrambled out 
from under the tree. The flock scattered and regrouped, flying away 
at speed. The ground was littered with blackbirds. Some were feebly 
kicking, but most were stone dead. Will nudged one with his foot 
and its body rolled over limply. 
 The memory of it made him shudder. He remembered 
Roberto’s amazement when Will described the events and showed 
him the bodies. Roberto had grabbed a rake from the barn and 
raked up the little bodies, so they would not step on them while 
they worked.  
 Will shifted uneasily in the rocker. There was probably a rea-
sonable explanation. The winter rye might have had some bad 
seeds, covered in pesticides or something, still scattered on the 
ground. He didn’t relish a repeat experience. After the sun fully set, 
he finished his beer and stepped inside to take a shower.  
 Will couldn’t tell if he still smelled of burnt hair or if the 
smell was just imprinted in his nostrils, but, feeling reasonably clean, 
he drove to his uncle’s house in town. They grilled steaks and made 
small talk about sports, the weather, anything to avoid talking about 
his father. Aunt Mary forced second helpings on him and tried to 
press what looked like a gallon container of banana pudding on him, 
but Will refused. He said his goodbyes and headed home. He was 
sleepy and drove with the windows down, so the cool air might 
keep him awake. He didn’t notice anything amiss until he pulled into 
the driveway.  

The kitchen light was on.  
He distinctly remembered shutting off all the lights before 

he left, but there it was. His stomach sank and he felt a prickle of 
unease crawling up his back. Will couldn’t imagine anyone burglariz-
ing the place, not this far out. Hell, the driveway was almost a mile 
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long. He shut off the engine and grabbed a hatchet from the gar-
den shed before he went inside.  
 Will eased into the house, his heart beating like mad, his 
mind imagining every possibility in the span of seconds, but the 
place was empty. There was no sign that anyone had been inside 
the house at all. Satisfied that he was alone, Will walked into the 
kitchen, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and was just about to head 
to the den, when he noticed it.  
 There was a neat, brown package lying on the kitchen table. 
All at once, his heart began beating again. Thump-thump-thump-
thump. Will sat down at the table and pulled the package closer. 
His name was written across the top in his father’s nigh illegible 
scrawl. He felt short of breath. The idea that maybe his father had 
been in here…but no, he was still in the hospital and one phone 
call would set that straight. He grabbed a knife from the drawer 
and slit the package open.  
 There was a large book nestled inside. He hefted it in his 
hands; it was heavy as a brick. The cover was pebbled white 
leather, like the cover on a personal bible and the pages were 
whisker thin. Will ran his hand across the rough surface and turned 
it over. There was no author, but the bottom right corner was 
stamped with the family brand, the Mirror B. 
 Absolution was stamped on the front in gilt letters.   
 Will felt a prickle of unease. There was something…off 
about it. He wasn’t at all religious, but he had always been slightly 
unsettled by bibles. There was a narcotic power to it, in knowing 
that thousands had lived and died and fought and killed for the 
words on its pages. He picked up the book and was about to flip it 
open when a folded sheet of paper slithered out of its pages and 
dropped to the floor. He scooped up the page and unfolded it. 
One repeated phrase, written in that same illegible scrawl, covered 
every inch of the paper.  

DON’T READ THE BOOK 
 Will set the paper down with a shaking hand and stood. He 
paced about the kitchen, running his hands up and down his face. 
It all felt like some weird prank, but who could be playing with 
him? He thought back to that afternoon and was certain that the 
kitchen table had been empty. And there was no way his father 
could have done this. No way. He was tempted to pick up the 
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phone and call the hospital just in case, but what would he ask? Hi 
there, did a patient named Joe Bellamy disappear sometime today? 
If he wasn’t terrified, he might laugh.  
 One thing was certain; his father didn’t play pranks. Will 
wrung his hands, trying to calm his nerves. He tossed the book and 
the note back into the box and stored it in the office. That night, he 
slept with the hatchet by his side, tossing and turning for nearly an 
hour before he got up and flicked on the light. Will retrieved the 
package, opened his father’s gun safe, and shoved the box inside. 
The safe door locked with a satisfying click and not long after, he 
sank into a fitful sleep.  

# 
 He made it nearly a week before the curiosity was too much 
to bear. They had worked two more groups of cattle, blessedly, 
without any bird incidents. He spent most nights hammering out a 
clearer picture of his father’s assets and financial situation on an old 
desktop computer in the office. But he was becoming consumed by 
the possibilities, and by the week’s end, he had to know.  
 Will retrieved the package from the safe and took it back to 
the kitchen. He poured a glass of whiskey and sat. He sipped at the 
cheap liquor and eyed the book cover.  
 Absolution.  
 What a perfectly esoteric title, he thought. Will set aside the glass 
and picked up the book. He froze, paralyzed with worry. Oh, hell, it’s 
just a damned book. He flipped it open to the title page. His full name 
was printed in the same gilt lettering: William Arthur Bellamy. So far 
so good. He turned to the first page, and laughed.  
 It was a legal document. He flipped the pages, searching, 
and finding that it was pages and pages and pages of legalese. Holy 
shit, he thought, it’s a joke after all, but by whom? He turned back to the 
first page and began reading, but his mind couldn’t seem to grasp 
the words. Will reached up to flip to the next page and cut his fin-
ger. A papercut. He moved his finger to his mouth to suck away the 
blood, but a drop struck the page.  
 “Shit,” he said.  

He was at the sink, washing out the small wound, when he 
heard the knock on the door. He nearly pissed himself and froze 
over the counter. He hadn’t heard a vehicle pull up. Three sharp 
raps echoed out again.  
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Knock-knock-knock.  
 He rushed to his father’s bedroom and unlocked the safe. 
Will grabbed the pistol from the top shelf, slid back the slide, saw 
the telltale bronze glint, and then hurried back to the front door. He 
felt moderately better with the pistol in his hand, but the knocking 
had ceased. That was worse than the knocking itself; whoever was at 
the door had moved.  
 He peeked out of the door’s latticed window, but the front 
porch was empty. Cursing under his breath, Will stole back to the 
kitchen and grabbed a flashlight. Taking a deep breath, he walked to 
the door and stepped outside. Doing his best cop impersonation, he 
held the pistol and the flashlight out in front of him and swept the 
light up and down the yard.  

Empty. Now, he was really scared. He crossed the yard, 
stepped through the gate, and swept the light around the pasture. 
He half expected to see the glint of a vehicle headlight, but there 
was nothing.  
 Wait. There. Over in the back pasture. A large dark shape 
was on the ground, struggling. Son of a bitch, he thought. Now that 
he had seen it, he had to go out there.  
 He held the pistol in front of him with shaking hands, not 
even lowering it to cross the fence. He was shivering, not a lot, but 
enough that he had to slow down and take a deep breath. He real-
ized, about the time that his flashlight beam found the struggling 
shape again, that there were no animal noises. No cattle lowing. No 
horses nickering softly. No birdcalls. But there was a sickening noise 
coming from the thing ahead. It sounded like Velcro being pulled 
apart, but deeper and wetter, somehow. He was within ten yards of 
the shape when it turned to him.  

A steer was lying on the ground. Its belly was ripped open 
and widening before him. The cavity red and raw as an open mouth; 
the ribs dripping viscera and sliding forth from the flesh like great 
teeth. And then it turned and looked at him, eyeless, spilling the guts 
from its maw and clamping down with the rib-teeth, severing them 
like an umbilical cord.  

Will ran without looking.  
The gun was held tight in his hand, forgotten, and he 

pounded his way forward at a speed that felt superhuman. He ran 
without thinking, wanting only to put as much space as possible be-
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tween him and the steer. As he ran, the flashlight beam bouncing up 
and down, he saw other cattle lying on their backs, their bodies un-
dergoing the same transformation. But he was past them, hardly 
slowing as he vaulted over a barbed wire cross fence.  

A dry sob choked him as he realized what he had done.  
He had run the wrong way and now stood before the tall 

pines at the edge of the property line. He turned, trying to think of 
how to get back to the house, when he saw the sky go dark. The 
stars were winking out one by one like dominoes falling and nearby 
he could hear the rending of flesh and the gnashing of bone on 
bone. Will turned, hopped the last fence, and fled into the trees.  
 He slowly picked his way through the undergrowth, listening 
for any noise but hearing nothing other than his thundering heart 
and sharp breaths. After a few minutes of struggling, he stepped 
into an open clearing.  
 A simple stone altar stood in the center, circled by dozens of 
silent men. They turned at his arrival and looked at him with the 
empty eyes of the dead. Will froze, about to flee again, when some-
thing unseen grabbed him and began dragging him forward.  
 There was a gap in the circle and his captor neatly stood him 
up in its space. Will was paralyzed from the waist down. He turned 
his head to the left and was stunned to recognize his father. His fa-
ther’s eyes were black and his face was ashen, the color of twilight. 
Will tried to speak, but his mouth was clamped shut. His father held 
a book in his hands. It was a small, dog-eared paperback. An illus-
tration of a cowboy riding through a herd of cattle was on the 
cover, which read: The Long Drive. His grandfather was on his fa-
ther’s left, holding an old book that looked a bit like a turn of the 
century school primer and to his left was Will’s great-grandfather, 
Will was sure of it, though he had never seen the man. Will’s forefa-
thers continued around the left of the circle and past his great-great-
grandfather were several Spaniards, and they eventually gave way to 
several Native Americans. He turned to his right and perceived that 
the shadow men were his unborn sons and grandsons and great 
grandsons. He felt the weight of the pistol change in his hand and 
he realized that he too held his own book called Absolution.  
 Something twitched beneath his feet and he saw a great 
mass of roots begin sliding up his legs. Will shouted but no sound 
escaped, and then he began to convulse as the roots tore great holes 
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in his flesh, snaking and sliding around his heart.  
# 

 The sun was well over the horizon when Will made it back 
to the house. He limped into the kitchen, dropped the book on the 
kitchen table, and found the first aid kit. His chest was a bloody 
mass of scrapes and lacerations, but the wounds weren’t life threat-
ening. He cleaned them with peroxide and then bandaged his chest 
as best he could. Will hunted through the kitchen cabinets until he 
found a bottle of whiskey. He poured a glass, drank it down, and 
then poured another. He was sipping at the second glass, and worry-
ing on the horrors of the night before, when he began to feel dizzy. 
At first, he thought it was from the whiskey, or blood loss, but he 
soon realized it was his memory. The harder he tried to focus on the 
previous night’s events, the farther they fled. It was the damnedest 
thing, but he felt himself forgetting things, as if his memory of the 
night were dimming slightly with every moment. He was about to 
head outside for fresh air when he noticed Absolution was gone. Will 
searched the room, high and low, but he couldn’t find it. He found 
his father’s cryptic note still lying on the table. Will snatched it up 
and read it again.  

Son, don’t let the place go unless you’re certain. 
Dad 

 Will dropped the note, but it was too late.  
# 

 This one was not as filling as the father was, more of a snack than a 
meal, but I cannot have a feast every generation. He lacks the necessary spirit, 
but he is so determined to make amends and maintain the family land. A fine 
thing. There he goes, off to complete his daily chores. He will grow weaker with 
each passing year, but there will be a new son eventually and I have big plans for 
his future. For now, rest. The others will come to me in time.  
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I Just Have a Lot on My Plate 
Kati Coons 

 
 
Start here.  

 An erratic point of light bounced this way and that as a terri-
fied girl fled something unseen. She slapped aside branches as she 
ran in circles through the Arboretum, weeping with fear. Her lungs 
burned with every labored breath. She stumbled into the row of 
holly bushes as she lost her footing. Each leaf pricked like a needle 
through her clothes. Her weight crushed the scarlet berries beneath 
her—or was that blood? Her cell phone slipped from her grasp and 
she choked on a sob as it tumbled away. With every breath, she 
tasted blood and the organic mulch of the forest floor. But even 
through the haze of fear, through the dense cloud of insect sounds 
and the stench of the rotting forest, she sensed the approach of her 
pursuer. 
 Or, start here.  
 She huddled beneath her bedclothes in her new bedroom, 
sweating in the heat and humidity, but unwilling to uncover herself. 
She couldn’t tear her eyes from the ominous shapes outside her 
window. The orange light across the street cast fearsome shadows 
through the crepe myrtle planted outside. A northern wind rattled 
through the bare branches, creating new shadows. Twiggy fingers 
reached for the latch as something evil laughed. She tossed her cov-
ers over her head and screamed as loud as she dared.  
 Maybe it starts here. 
 She hunched over her desk, thumb clicking the graphite out 
of a mechanical pencil. She tapped the end on the desk to push it 
back into the barrel. Stacks of early admissions paperwork, scholar-
ship applications, homework, doodles, and other academic detritus 
surrounded her. She saved up her allowance for curtains and told 
her parents the streetlight kept her awake. She asked for noise-
cancelling headphones for her birthday and told her parents they’d 
help her concentrate. It was true: as long as she couldn’t see the 
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shadow of the crepe myrtle, or hear it laughing as it scraped its 
claws across the window, she could concentrate just fine. She could 
sleep just fine. 
 Usually.  
 Sometimes. 
 Summers were excruciating. Without school, she couldn’t 
work herself into exhaustion. For three months out of the year, she 
hardly spent a single night in her own bed. She spent the sultry 
nights at her friends’ houses and told her parents she was making up 
for her busyness during the school year. She spent the night with 
boyfriends and told her parents she was spending it with her friends. 
She got… some sleep. 
 The graphite snapped as she pressed too hard. She held her 
breath and paused the constant refrain of music in her ears. Work-
ing quickly, she fished new lead from a desk drawer and pushed it 
into the barrel. Her fingers trembled as she reassembled her pencil 
and returned to her essay. Just before she tapped “Play” and re-
sumed her music, she heard a dry, scraping chuckle just outside her 
window.  
 No, it starts here. 
 She tossed her square cap into the air with the rest of her 
classmates. The terror lodged in her chest eased somewhat as the 
caps came down. The hours hunched over her desk, the knots in 
her shoulders, the sleepless nights—it had all been worth it. She was 
free.  
 That was May. Now it was August. She packed her hand-me
-down car full of brand new bedding, books, and all the other be-
longings she would need for a freshman start. Her eyes fell on the 
crepe myrtle, dead and lurking outside of her window. Dead in the 
sense that she couldn’t remember through the fog of sameness 
whether it had ever flowered. The naked branches waved goodbye 
as she pulled out of the driveway—or it seemed to, she told herself. 
It was just the wind. It had to be just the wind.  
 Stephen F. Austin State University was everything she 
hoped or imagined it could be—for a while. The novelty of her 
home-away-from-home thrilled her—for a while. She slept on the 
top bunk in a pie-shaped roomed on the ninth floor of Steen Hall, 
high above even the tallest of the trees planted on campus. Her new 
classes and new friends and new everything kept her happily dazzled, 
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able to ignore the constant ache in her chest as college life swirled 
around her. It was all finally enough. 
 For a while. 
 Better start here. 
 This all felt too familiar. Sure, the work was more advanced 
and the homework more time-consuming, but the routine of work, 
the strict rationing of time was as intimate and unwanted as a stalker 
on the bus. The ache in her chest returned the same day her civics 
professor returned their midterms. The amorphous terror caught 
her scent again and hounded her steps as she marched between class 
and sleep. It grew with every assignment. Every quiz and test re-
turned face-down, every essay she put together the night before it 
was due.  
 Her roommate suggested visiting the Arboretum, citing a 
common practice in Japan called “forest bathing”. “For stress”, she 
said. “It would help.”  
 She—the terrified girl, the overachiever—stared at her. Out-
side, the trees began to shed their leaves. She could feel them, hear 
their laughter cut short like grass clippings left out to dry. “I can’t”, 
she said, and had no adequate words for why. “I just can’t.”  
 Soap billowed from the fountain in the quad, its bronze oc-
cupant shamed by the Halloween prank. The sun shone through the 
trees. Squirrels and birds frolicked unobtrusively as if they were 
reading the script of a kids’ movie. She let her roommate persuade 
her to come to the Arboretum—to enjoy the sunshine, to meet new 
people, and to take a break. She joined the circle of students sitting 
on the forest floor. They’d brought guitars and drums, and someone 
started passing around a joint. She felt herself start to relax, thanks 
to the combined influence of music and marijuana. She lay back in 
the dying leaves and stared into the canopy above her. For a few 
short hours, she let herself forget about sounds and shadows; to-
night, the only sweat on her skin was that of a good time.  
 The sky darkened. The circle of music dispersed, musicians 
wandering off to their own dorms. She staggered with her room-
mate back to Steen Hall and giggled in the elevator all the way to the 
ninth floor. The last of the pleasant haze dissipated in the shower. 
As she crawled freshly scrubbed into her like-new bedding, some-
thing rasped outside her window like grass clippings falling out of 
their bag. 
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 It always ends here. 
 Exams loomed like the indifferent pine trees. Her roommate 
gave up on inviting her to gatherings—in the Arboretum, or any-
where else. She stopped going to class, unable to stand the feeling of 
walking under the naked trees on campus. But as long as she could 
get through exams, she told herself, she could try to come back a 
braver person after winter break. She just had to get through this.  
 She hadn’t meant to stay out so late. Between the post of-
fice, the cafeteria, and the library, she’d utterly squandered her time 
and now had to make her way back to Steen in the dark. The patch-
work bushes glared at her; the decorative flowerbeds in her path 
were crushed by the changing seasons and careless feet alike. She 
shivered as a breeze from the north rattled the empty branches 
above her, mocking her. A twig snapped, unseen.  
 She ran.  
 She should have explored more of the campus. Should have 
joined her roommate and her friends in all of the small, everyday 
adventures they seemed to enjoy. If she had, she might not have felt 
so lost. Might have known where she was. Might have known an-
other way back to Steen Hall besides through the Arboretum.  
 She took a step into the shadowed gardens, and then an-
other. She held her cell phone in front of her, its diffuse light guid-
ing her by inches. The north wind stirred through the fallen leaves 
that covered the forest floor. And far away, the branches of a dead 
crepe myrtle rattled.  
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When Love Bugs Bite 
Nancy Nieberding 

 
  

We didn’t wonder when old man Jenkins was found in his 
old car out in a pasture.  He was too old to drive and he was too 
stubborn for anyone to tell him not to. He’d been driving a tractor 
since he was eight and he wasn’t gonna let a little thing like failing 
vision and reflexes stop him.   

We didn’t really think about it when another elderly driver 
was found in the ditch clutching her rosary to her chest. Roselda 
Garcia most likely had a heart attack on the way home from the gro-
cery by the looks of the melted and dried up ice cream in the back 
seat. The only strange thing was a slight trickle of blood coming 
from her left ear. The doctor chalked that up to a bad ear infection, 
which might’ve brought on a worsening of her heart condition. 

We might’ve started to wonder when Jeremy Jones and his 
girlfriend were pulled from the lake, but young love can cause you 
to do silly things like take a turn too fast because you’re showing off 
or don’t want to use two hands on the wheel.  

No, the one that really caused wonderment and concern was 
the school bus driver with an empty bus that just sailed right out of 
town and came to rest in a large culvert, hidden from view for about 
a week. The missing bus and driver caused a goodly portion of the 
town kids to miss the beginning of the STAAR test and the school 
administrators were in an uproar. The high school baseball team 
parents had to scramble to put together a caravan of minivans that 
same evening to get the kids to the pre-season tournament that they 
were sure to win. When they finally found the bus and driver with 
her one hand firmly gripped on the wheel and the other on the door 
pull, Sheriff Conover noted, “We oughtta put a LoJack on these 
buses. Might be nice to let folks know where they are if the drivers 
can’t be counted on.”  

But, Miss Shirley was someone who could be counted on. 
She was a pillar of the community. She drove the bus, took in foster 
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children, and sang in her church’s choir. Truth be told, she sang on 
the bus route as well. She organized charitable events and knew all 
of her neighbors. Being one of her neighbors and the local news-
hound, I took it upon myself to go beyond the usual obituary ques-
tions and do some digging.  

I sat down at Dolli’s Diner with Miss Shirley’s eldest son, 
Ronnie. After a few minutes of reminiscing about her, I asked my 
first question. 
  “What the heck do you think happened?” I sat back to give 
him a moment. He looked out into the town square and then let the 
minute hand make a sweep of its territory.  

“I dunno, Jerry. It’s the darndest thing. I don’t--, I didn’t--, 
keep a real tight rein on Momma’s schedule, but she sure did. She 
shoulda had that bus back to the school lot by five at the latest. OK, 
maybe six if she had decided to wash the front end of it again be-
cause of the darned love bugs, or whatever these are, seems a bit 
early for love bugs, but surely, she’d have been home at a reasonable 
time for dinner with her friends. They were the ones that started 
calling me at about seven asking where she was. Those gals like to 
get together once a week and get tacos at the Taco Casa. Appar-
ently, their senior discount is something to look forward to in about 
thirty years. I figured she had just forgotten or been waylaid doing 
something for one of my siblings but when she didn’t pick up her 
phone, I called a few neighbors to see if they had seen her come 
home. Then I got worried. I went out to her place and nothing 
seemed wrong, but her little dog had left a puddle in the kitchen by 
the back door. I let him out, cleaned up and checked all the rooms. 
Nothing. I left her a note and then called all of my siblings. Noth-
ing. No one had heard a peep from her since lunchtime the day be-
fore. I plumb forgot to call the school to let them know I couldn’t 
find her and didn’t realize that next day was the start of the testing 
that everyone got into an uproar about. Then, there were all the 
people upset about the kids missing their ride to the ballgame and it 
felt like no one was worrying about my momma. I guess that’s what 
happens when you’re always a reliable person, folks rely on you.” 

“Hmmm. You got that right. People sure don’t notice things 
that are reliable.” 

“The only thing that was new last week was all these darned 
love bugs.” Ronnie made an irritated swatting gesture. “Seems like 
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there are more of ‘em this year, and way earlier. Now don’t go tell-
ing me it’s global warming…it’s just a normal regular, irregular, an-
noyance. Especially since they eat the paint off your truck if you 
don’t wash their guts off. That was something momma was very 
particular about. I think she went to the car wash almost every eve-
ning last week. She hated those smears on the windshield. Made it 
hard to see heading into the sun.” 

“So, she wasn’t feeling poorly or had an ear ache or taking 
any new medications or anything?’ 

“Nope, not that she told any of us.” 
“I’m so sorry to have to ask, Ronnie, but it just seems odd, 

the number of accidents we’ve had here lately. I can’t see any con-
nection, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. “ 

“Nah, Jerry, I appreciate ya. Doing your job. That’s a good 
thing.” 
 

Two cars. One truck. One school bus. Two bleeding ears. 
My next stop was the coroner. 
“It looked like what happens when parents don’t bring their child in 
to my office soon enough to get some antibiotics for a bad ear in-
fection. The eardrum ruptures and lets out some bloody fluid. I just 
can’t imagine an adult letting an ear infection go that long. Every-
one has a different pain tolerance, but still…” Dr. Jackson kindly 
allowed me a brief interview during her lunch. She was perched on 
a high stool eating a chicken salad sandwich. Her PA looked in 
from the hallway and signaled our time was at an end. 

“I didn’t see anything else out of the ordinary on any of the 
victims. Not the elderly nor the teenagers. Just burst eardrums.” 

“What? You mean all five of them?!?” 
“Yes. All five had one burst eardrum each. The driver of 

each vehicle had their left eardrum burst and the one passenger had 
her right eardrum ruptured.” 

“Any idea how that could happen?” 
“No. None.”  

 
 I decided that I needed to go back to the sheriff’s office and 
sit down with my old friend, Bruce.  

“Any new ideas on these five deaths, Sheriff?” 
“What deaths are you lumping together? Trying to juice up 
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newspaper sales, are ya?” 
“I guess I’ll call them the ‘drive-til-you-don’t’ cases.” 
“Well, that is odd, Jerry. We’ve got the doctors in town on 

alert looking into anyone with an ear infection and running some 
medical tests, and I’m getting some help from the CDC in running 
labs, but really, I got nothin’. Don’t quote me on that.” 

“No clues? Nada?” 
“I got some receipts for fast food and car washes from their 

vehicles, but I don’t think anyone ever got an earache from a car 
wash. You keep the windows up, so even if there was a germ, it 
wouldn’t get in.” 

“Which car washes?” 
“That’d be telling, Jerry, and you know I can’t give you that 

level of info. I can’t run someone’s business into the ground on 
nothing.” 

“You’re right, Bruce, and neither will I.” 
I headed for the nearest car wash. How many could there be 

in a town of thirty thousand? The Quick-E-Express was the kind 
where you do all the work yourself. I plugged a few quarters into a 
machine and began to vacuum the disreputable interior of my Toy-
ota.  I had a few fast food receipts myself. Crumpled them up and 
put them in a plastic bag. I looked at the side of the vacuum and 
decided to shoot a cell phone image of the 800 number for the 
company headquarters. Finished the vacuum job and headed to the 
next car wash.  It might not be a story, but at least I would have a 
clean car by the end of the day. At the Detail Kleen shop I treated 
myself to a hand wash and wax and stopped inside to talk with the 
young man slouched at the counter. I mentioned Miss Shirley and 
his eyes looked dejected. He knew her well. I didn’t pry into that but 
I did ask when he had seen her last and had she had her car or the 
school bus washed here recently.  According to him, she never had 
her car or the bus washed here. She would’ve used the self-service 
car wash for her own car or done the job in her own driveway. She 
didn’t have time and money to waste on hand washing and waxing. 
For her, a car was a means to a destination.  The bus was school 
property, so the young man assumed that it was taken care of by the 
school district. A bus was too tall to drive into the self-service car 
washes and the hoses would be too short to reach the top of the 
bus. But he remembered that a new shop had just opened on the 
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north end of town and it catered to farmers and truckers with larger 
vehicles in addition to those who didn’t want to stop for a thorough 
detailing or do it themselves.  He handed me a booklet of freebie 
coupons and said that they had come in the mail last month. It 
seemed silly for him to have them since he could get his car washed 
any time business was slow. The new car wash was the Buzz-In/
Buzz-Out. I pointed my super clean car that direction.  

I pulled my clean car into the Buzz In/Buzz Out driveway 
and looked for a place to park. The entrance funneled me into a 
driveway and a steep curb corralled my wheels. I pulled forward to 
an automated stand that required a ticket, cash or credit card. I 
pulled one of the coupons from the pack the young man had given 
me and inserted it. A laser beam swept across my car, taking meas-
urements, I presumed, and then an automated voice said: 
  “Pull forward and put your vehicle in neutral… Pull forward 
and put your vehicle in neutral…” 

I felt small thumps as rollers hit the sides of my car. Then 
water began splashing the newly washed and waxed exterior. Oh 
well, I thought, all in the name of investigative journalism. The 
noise from the water and brushes increased and suddenly I heard 
another noise. It sounded like the air conditioner was running on 
maximum. I reached forward to fee the air and it was blasting onto 
the windshield.  I switched it off, but the cold air continued. I put it 
on recycled air, but nothing happened. As I breathed I could see my 
breath condense in a frosty cloud. The windshield was foggy, no, it 
was icing over. That doesn’t happen here in Texas, in the late 
spring. I scraped at it with my fingernail and looked out the side 
window. It was beginning to frost over, but I could still see a bit 
through the area by my elbow. I could swear that I saw a man in a 
gorilla mask, pulling at levers. I wrenched at the door handle. It was 
stuck, locked. I grabbed the multiuse tool I always have handy and 
smashed at the window. It broke and a gush of soapy water hit my 
eyes. I clawed at the edges of the broken window and shoved my 
way out of the car and stumbled toward the man in the mask. Trip-
ping and crawling across the pavement, I reached the operator 
booth and pounded at the door. No one was there. By chance I had 
my phone in my breast pocket and it was still working. I called 
Bruce and he must’ve said, “Alright” thirty times as I told the story.   

They found my car in an empty field about 40 minutes from 
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Squattin’ 
 

Jake Martin 

 
It’s certainly not the most glamorous life, being squatter, 

y’know. But you find a quaint little trailer in the middle of nowhere, 
and you put your pack down on the ground, look at what’s there in 
front of you, and you call it a day. It was one of them really fancy 
trailers too, can’t even see the wheels. Green trim and tan walls. 
They don’t make trailers better than that down here, no sir. Real 
nice spot too, sun hits it just right. Must be one hot son of a gun in 
August, but it’s got a little pond down there behind it, y’know, keeps 
it real cool in the summers I suppose. 
 When you see a trailer like that you ain’t surprised a buncha 
animals squatting there too, little critters and a big old coon hound. 
That hound started sniffing up a storm when I got there. A ridge of 
fur stood straight up on his back, brindle and black sticking straight 
up to the sky, yes sir. Hound had those eyes, two of ‘em but differ-
ent colors, the kind where it looks like maybe he’s blind in one eye, 
but maybe not. Real handsome dog maybe a bit underfed, probably 
could dry your sheets right on his ribs. My old man had a hound just 
like that when I was a little boy, smart old thing. That dog  used to 
be able to find a pheasant in a rainstorm.  
 “Hey there boy, you livin’ here?” That dog looked up at me 
with big old eyes:eyes that knew something or other. He gave a little 
growl telling me to stay back an inch or two, protective old thing 
this coon hound was, y’know. “Listen here boy, I’m gonna be livin’ 
here with you now. You got room for one more?” The hound lis-
tening to me put his nose to the ground as if trying to figure out I 
was trouble or not. Y’know, that’s how hounds do it. Well, he 
must’ve smelled something better or just got tired cause he got done 
with me real quick and went back to lay down beneath an old mag-
nolia tree. Makes sense with a nose like that, rain in these parts 
spreads smell of them trees all over, magnolia and pine, nothing like 
it, y’know.  
 I walked over to that magnolia tree, and sitting right there at 
the trunk was a big old spade, the kind ditch diggers used to use. I 
picked it up and sunk it into the earth, and that hound looked up at 
me trying to figure out what I was doing, then put his head down.. 
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The dirt gave way real easy, soil was loose, no roots, fine as sand. I 
drove my foot down top of that spade and heard a clink underneath 
the dirt; pulling back the handle I saw the head of that spade got 
chinked on a rock or something, must’ve been real old to give way 
like that, just like the dirt. 
 The wind started to pick up quick and the sun was starting 
to fall down beneath the tree line horizon. “C’mon boy,” I said to 
that coon hound, “we gotta be gettin’ inside now.” I gave him a 
good scratch behind the ear, and he let out another one of them 
growls that says I don’t trust you, sir.. Wind started tearing through 
the trees like an angry tea kettle or a ghost in the attic. Well, I ran 
up to that trailer and opened that door. I had to push real hard be-
fore it gave, frame had probably gotten lazy after all these years just 
sitting there, not opening for nobody.  
 Soon as I opened that doo,r that hound came shooting in 
like a bullet, in the back of that room, and then the hound let out a big old 

yelp. “Well, boy, what’d you go and get yourself into?” 
 I made my way behind the processing desk,  pushed passed an old sa-
loon style door and came face to face with a young man. 
 “We’ve got your dog.” He said looking up to me with murder in his 
eyes. The boy’s hair was wet and matted down, dirt clinging to his face, a couple 
scratches on his cheeks and chin looking like he’d just started shaving. He was 
holding onto the spade from out front of that magnolia tree, his knuckles were 
white hot, looking like that spade was all he got left in this world. 
 “Ain’t my dog, son. That ain’t my spade neither, but that hound came 
here looking for it.” The boy looked to me with a face that looked like it was 

wouldn’t’ve thought that dog could move that fast, y’know. I went 
in after that hound and saw him sitting right in front of a closet 
door, whining, pawing at the door like there was something real 
good behind it. “You need something in there, boy?” The hound 
looked up at me with those sad old eyes. Hound started sniffing at 
the crack beneath the door, getting worked up, whining and crying. 
“Alright, alright boy, I got you.” The closet door was one of them 
sliding ones as often comes off the track and makes it a pain in the 
ass to get working again, but this one slid down the track, opening 
right up. Hound went straight into that closet, sniffing up all the 
dust and scents.. I went to go lay down on the sofa over on the 
back wall of the living room, but that hound started whining again, 
even let out a bark or two, begging to get my attention.  
 I went to see what was in the closet, pulling one of them 
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light chains, the kind your grandparents used to have in their storage 
rooms, the kind where you pull down on them and cobwebs come 
down with them. Well, sure as the sun does rise, there on the floor 
of the closet was an antique policeman’s uniform, one of those navy 
polyester deals. Hound was going crazy rubbing his nose on the get 
up and scratching all over it with his big paws, like he was trying to 
wash away some stain from it. “Watch out there, boy, why don’t you 
let me get a look at that.” Hound looked up at me, gave a small 
growl followed by a sniff or two and left me in that closet with that 
policeman’s uniform. Well, that uniform was a lot nicer than what I 
was wearing, old patchwork overalls and a long john shirt, and was-
n’t nobody gonna mind a uniform like that being used, on account 
of it’d already been missing for quite some time by my estimation. 
 I put on that uniform, and by God, well, it fit just about per-
fectly. The hound must’ve thought so too cause he started sniffing 
me again real hard; funny thing about that dog, his hair was always 
raised, must’ve been alone for a real long time, just about anything 
set that dog on edge. The wind started hollering a little bit more and 
then the rain picked up, real slow at first, but then it hit the roof of 
the trailer sounding like a spider tap dancin’ on tin. Now you know 
that hound dogs don’t like storms, usually get all worked up start 
barking and trying to get underneath things too small for them to 
get underneath. This hound perked right up, jumped up on the 
front door and started looking right and left and right again.  
 “Whatcha see there, boy?” So, I walked up the door with 
that hound and looked out the front of it, and you’d never believe 
what I saw. A large man went and stole that spade right from under 
that magnolia, just picked it up and went on his way. That hound 
got real nasty and started barking like a man swearing up a storm. 
Well, he looked over to me like he was asking me a favor. I opened 
that door, yes sir, and he slunk out into that rainstorm sniffing this 
way and that. He made his way beneath that magnolia tree and took 
in a big gulp of air, getting that scent tattooed on his brain; well, 
when he found that scent he looked over to me like he was asking 
me, hey you coming too? And, well, I didn’t see why not. So, I made 
my way through the front door, rain beating down on me like mean 
words, and followed that dog.  
 I followed that dog what seemed like two, maybe three 
miles, he didn’t stop not even once. His nose to the ground, that 
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hound tracked that scent, never lost it once. Weren’t any tracks to 
follow neither, just a hound to follow. Took me down hills, across 
streams, even through an old chain link fence that’d been torn apart 
so people could crawl through it if they weren’t feeling up to climb-
ing over. Rain didn’t let up neither. It just kept on coming down on 
our heads as we went along, looking for something or other. Right 
around the time I was ready to fall over dead I saw a beat up old 
building. Not too big, maybe the size of one of them old school 
houses from way back in the day, hound seemed to’ve seen it too, 
for he was already on his way over. The door was thick, covered in 
mud; dust and dirt that clung to itself because of all the rain. Right 
above the door in old lettering read Juvenile Detention Center. 
 “Look here, boy. That man didn’t come this way; ain’t no 
handprints on the door.” That hound looked up at me, wet hair on 
edge, teeth barred, and daring me in that moment not to take him 
into the building. “Well, you ain’t gonna find nothin’.” But there 
wasn’t no deterring that hound, so I turned that knob; fighting off 
years of dirt getting caught in the cracks of the handle I opened the 
door..  
 “See there, boy, nothing but dirt, and dust, and nothin’.” 
The hound wasn’t having any of that talk though, and ran through 
the entrance room on a mission, had his muzzle poked into just 
about anything he could fit it in. “Be careful now, boy, don’t break 
anything.We ain’t supposed to be here, no sir.” While that hound 
poked around, I looked at all the pictures hung up on the wall. This 
placed dated way back over a hundred years ago according to those 
pictures I saw. Rubbed the dust off each one of those pictures, each 
one was the same thing. Young men kneeling to the side and behind 
a man, I assume the warden, and each picture they done ripped the 
face of the warden right off.  A particular stretch of wall had the 
faces of some young men repeated in each of the pictures; then 
three of those boys just disappeared. An older looking fellow in sus-
penders with the beginnings of hair on his chin, and a bald black 
boy holding onto a very young black boy in front of him. The faces 
were all the same otherwise, boys growing up in this center. That 
very moment I heard a crashing sound somewhere fighting off con-
fusion with anger. “Listen how about you let that hound go and 
we’ll just be outta your hair?” 
 “Come get your dog!” the boy said to me, turned his back 
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right to me, as if he knew I wasn’t gonna do nothing to a boy with 
his back turned. Well, I followed him, followed him through that 
building past old cells with thick black bars and dirt floors. The boy 
leading me just passed by all these old cells. I peeked in, looking at 
the names and marks clawed and carved into the walls, but I just 
kept following. 
 I heard that hound let out another one of his yelps. “Now 
look here,” I said to the boy, “what’re you doing to that old coon 
hound?” 
 That boy looked over his shoulder at me, and maybe he 
grinned, maybe I just imagined it, but he said right to me, “Nothin’ 
you haven’t done to us, Warden.” And I was right confused. 
 And I said to him, “Now boy, I think you’ve went and con-
fused me for someone else. You’re gonna let me get this hound dog 
and leave, you hear me? I ain’t no warden, I just found these clothes 
over across the way.” That boy just looked at me like I’d slapped his 
momma, and he marched over to me and grabbed me by the collar. 
I could see dirt and blood jammed between his fingernails like he’d 
been digging his own grave. 
 “Look here, Warden, you’re lucky I haven’t already smashed 
you with this spade. Now you’re going to go on ahead and look at 
what you’ve done, and maybe then you and that mutt can go 
home.”  
 There wasn’t too much conversation following that, so I just 
slunk on behind the boy, hoping not to upset him too much, as he 
seemed to have a mean streak about him. Finally, we took a few 
more turns through the building to the last two cells, they said iso-
lated detainment. Inside one of those cells was a black boy with a pen-
cil tucked behind his ear. He was eating a peach in one hand, and 
had that old hound wrapped in a headlock with his other arm. Be-
hind the black boy was a small hole in the wall, like they’d been 
trapped and tried to dig their way out. 
 The mean fellow walked in with the black boy and said, 
“Look who came back to check in on us, Peach. It’s the Warden. 
Isn’t that kind of him?” The boy eating the peach looked up at me 
before his friend continued. “Why don’t we tell him just how much 
we missed him, Peach, huh?” 
 “Now, friend, I really think you have the wrong idea here. I 
ain’t the warden of no juvenile jail. I’m just a squatter in these parts. 



 

 70  

Looking for a warm bed to stay in.” 
 “Well, that sounds a lot like our friend Peach here’s story, 
came in all the way from Tallulah Falls just to make some money 
with his little brother. Ring any bells Warden?” 
 “Now stop calling me that, boy. I’m tellin’ you, you got the 
wrong guy.” 
 “Peach got sent to you when they caught him talking to a 
nice white girl, scared half the town.” I didn’t exactly like where this 
boy was going, y’know. But I was trapped, for the sake of that old 
hound, to sit there and listen to this boy. “Wouldn’t say a single 
word when he got here, you remember Warden. You asked him to 
sign his name, knowing full well he never learned his letters. You 
signed it for him, remember Warden.” Peach reached under one of 
the burlap covers strewn out on the dirt floor and pulled out a 
ledger. “Why don’t you come look at your handy work?” Well, when 
I walked over to that ledger the hound went full crazy, like he’d 
been attacked by bees or the devil’d gotten a hold on his soul. The 
black boy wrapped his arm tighter around that dog’s neck. The 

hound snapped at me biting my hand. “Look at that Warden, 
your mutt still got some bite left.” 
 “It ain’t my hound son,” I said. I looked at my hand. Blood 
was trickling down it, a gash left from where the hound had taken a 
chunk out’ve me. The boy Peach thrust out the book to me, and 
spit a peach pit right by my foot. “What am I supposed to do with 
this?” 
 “Read it Warden, read Peach’s name for me, his brother’s 
name, my name. All with the same penmanship. Ain’t that strange 
to you Warden?” It was true, what the boy said, those names in that 
ledger all had the same style of lettering.  
 “What is this book?” I said to that boy, looking for some 
kind of explanation to his story. Peach stood up, the boy was a full 
head taller than me, and looked over to the hole in the wall. 
 “First things first,” the other boy said, looking over at 
Peach. “Why don’t you sign your name for us, Warden? Like you 
told us, ‘no harm in just writin’ your name.’” The boy, Peach, 
handed me his pencil and opened up to the same page as the names 
of those boys. “You sign it then we’re going to hand you this 
shovel. You’re going to crawl this hole and stay with Peach’s 
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brother. He’s been mighty quiet for a while. Peach is thinking he’s 
scared.” 
 “Dog bit my hand, son.” I said showing him my hand slowly 
letting out the rest of my blood. “I’m not gonna be able to sign 
nothin’.”  
 “You make a fair point, dear Warden. Hey Peach.” The 
black boy squeezed in his arm even more and the dog fought and 
yelped gasping for air. 
 “Now cut that out,” I said, “Let that dog go. He ain’t done 
nothin’ to you boys.” Taking the pen in my hand, I scribbled out the 
letters to my name, each one hurting a little more than the last, yes 
sir. 
 “Now Warden, you’re going to take this shovel and go 
through that hole, just like we told you; or Peach here is going to 
snap your dog’s neck.” I wasn’t in the business of letting innocent 
dogs being killed. So I took that shovel with my one good hand, 
looked those two boys in their eyes and made my way to the hole. 
“And Warden, remember to be nice to him when you see him. It’s 
been a long time he’s been trapped in your hole.” Not my hole, not my 
hole, I thought, but I crawled on through like a miner caught up in a 
mine shaft. Dirt and rocks being wedged into my fingernails as I 
crawled in darkness, sometimes using the shovel to widen out the 
path ahead of me when I got too big for it. Then, after what felt like 
hours of crawling, the dirt under my hands wasn’t there no more. I 
reached down and felt the floor after a short drop off.Seems those 
boys had made a small resting space up ahead. I dropped down and 
saw the younger brother of Peach due to the small amounts of light 
that seeped through the tunnel when there wasn’t nobody crawling 
through it. 
 “Hey there son, you okay?” I said but the small boy was 
curled up in a corner, no shirt, no shoes, skinny as death. “Hey, it’s 
okay boy. Your brother and his friend sent me here to help you.” I 
started to crawl toward him when he started hollering and scream-
ing, like an alarm belting out. “Woah, woah, okay. I’ll just wait over 
here.” 
  With the small amount of light filling this room I found a 
picture. One of those pictures of the boys in the front of that build-
ing. There were all those boys, and there was Peach holding onto his 
little brother like not even the great Lord above could take his 
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brother away from him. There was that other boy, holding onto a 
spade wearing a pair of beat up workmen’s overalls. This picture 
was different though, these boys hadn’t ripped the face of the war-
den out. And, well, that warden had a face that looked an awful lot 
like mine, like some sort of face stealing monster had taken my face 
and put it on this man’s.  
 “Let’s get you out of here, son. This ain’t no place for you.” 
 “We can’t leave,” he said, turning his emaciated neck my 
way. 
 “Why not, son?” 
 “Our names are in the ledger. We can’t leave.” Just then, the 
light from through the tunnel started to disappear, like those boys 
were covering up the hole. “Warden, I’m not ready for the light to 
go away again.” There was nothing but panic running through my 
veins. 
 “I’m gonna get us outta here, son,” I said to that boy, “come 
here.” 
 “I can’t move. Will you carry me?” I heard him say from 
across the room, his voice fading just like the light. “I’m scared, 
Warden.” 
 “I’ll come get you, son. Don’t you worry, not at all, yes sir.” 
The light was gone, and I felt my way across that pit to where the 
boy was, and there was no boy at all. He’d up and vanished like the 
lights. “Where are you, son?” The boy didn’t answer. I moved along 
the wall, looking for an exit, blind like a mole just digging around in 
the dirt. 
 Well, let me tell you, there was no hole to find, no sir. That’s 
when I heard that small boy’s voice again. 
 “You can’t leave. I told you.” There was no malice in his 
words, no hate, and no spite. Just a scared little boy. “Will you hold 
my hand, Warden?” And I put out my hand, looking for that young 
boy’s hand, and I sat myself down and left my hand out for him. 
Not but ten seconds later, he put his hand in mine. There was noth-
ing but the feel of dry bones in my hand, and I heard bones shifting 
around and clanking together, and falling apart. What I held in my 
hand was the arm bone of that little boy, and I sat there in that dirt 
pit, not knowing which way was up. It wasn’t a glamorous spot, no 
sir, but it was the place those boys needed their Warden to be. 
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Athlete’s Foot 
Tanner O’Neal 

 

It may be a fungus. Mark picks the flakes of dead skin from 
the washrag before he tosses it onto the floor, grimacing at the rash 
burning bright between his toes. Gingerbread faces grin up at him 
from the sock he’s left coiled on the floor. It reeks in here, and he 
typically prides himself on not smelling bad. Not that he ever smells 
particularly pleasant, but he appreciates smelling “neutral.” Mark 
treats any sort of medical issue as he treats all obstacles in life: he 
ignores it until it goes away. When his college doctor told him years 
ago that if he didn’t get his strep treated, it would spread to other 
parts of his body and he would die, Mark called his bluff. Here he 
was, still standing, and that old guy was probably six feet under 
somewhere. Doctors freak Mark out. He is afraid to touch surfaces 
that are not his own, and hospitals are biological disasters waiting to 
happen. He also worries that each time he visits with a doctor he 
will be told he has some terminal illness. To Mark, even a light 
cough could signify that he has three months to live. Besides, a rash 
isn’t really a medical issue anyway, just an annoyance that will disap-
pear if left alone long enough. 

Mark first realizes something is afoot when standing in line 
at the GameStop on Gilmer Road, waiting to ask for the fourth time 
this week if there are any used copies of the new Zelda game. It isn’t 
that he can’t cover the difference between a new copy and a used 
copy; three dollars is nothing to Mark, whose job waiting tables at 
the new Saltgrass Steakhouse sees him rewarded each night with 
many a bloated tip. No, it’s the principle of the whole thing. Why 
spend any more on a stupid video game than he has to? Between his 
own scruples and Shelby’s endless hounding over his spending, it’s a 
no-brainer for Mark to save a couple of bucks any chance he gets. 
As Mark quietly judges the thirty-something guy in front of him for 
buying the newest Pokémon title, a blistering pain stabs through the 
crevice between the big and index toes on his left foot. The area 
between each toe has been itchy since he woke up this morning but 
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nothing painful or even really irritating. He receives the routine 
“No.” from the guy with the neckbeard behind the counter, gives a 
nod, and hurries out of the store and to the nearby Walmart. He’s 
just been a few days ago to buy a hand saw to help Shelby build that 
bookshelf she wanted, and he has a strict rule about visiting the 
same store twice in the span of a week; but, this can’t be helped. 

Mark ignores the greeter and scurries to the public bath-
room, slams the door of the furthest stall, and clicks the lock into 
place. He tears off strips of toilet paper to form a protective layer 
between the plastic lid and the butt of his jeans before he plops 
down and strips the left Adidas and Christmas sock from his foot. 
Shelby will probably curse him later for even stepping foot in one of 
these places. They didn’t agree on very many things recently but 
they would always agree that public restrooms were the root of all 
evil--a cesspool of germs, baby shit (when a changing station was 
present), and the remnants of unprotected sex (although a vending 
machine for condoms was usually right there). Mark thinks for a 
second that maybe he should buy one, get some chocolate, a bottle 
of wine, maybe some rose petals or something, really try to patch 
things up with Shelby.  

The spot between his toes burns again and the pain is so 
great that Mark almost falls off the toilet seat. What the hell is this? 
He sticks his foot back into his shoe, leaving the sock to stink on 
the ground. He stumbles out of the bathroom to the pharmaceutical 
section of the store and digs through different creams and oint-
ments to find something to quell the burn and the itch. As he tries 
to decide which product to buy, he wonders what the difference 
between jock itch and athlete’s foot is. Is it the same fungus? Can it 
be treated by the same products? He tries to use Google to figure 
out which product is more apt for his situation but his data isn’t 
working well. Fucking Verizon. He always wanted to use AT&T but 
Shelby insisted Verizon was better. It’s what her parents used. 
Whatever. He grabs Tinactin and Lotrimin Ultra before rushing to 
the aisle with towels and rags, grabbing two different washrags and 
carrying the bundle to the front of the store. 

He is greeted by rows of people stretching away from each 
cashier. He tries to find the shortest one but, after it fails to move 
for a solid three minutes, he hops over to what he deems second 
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shortest. Things seem to be going smoothly until a Hispanic lady, 
whose three kids are crouched in her buggy as if protecting the semi
-fresh vegetables and Great Value sodas from the outside world, 
drops her carton of eggs and begins shouting in Spanish at the kids, 
who begin shouting back, and Mark’s toes are on fire, and it’s all too 
much so Mark decides to do something he has never done before 
and breaks free from the line, rushing past the other lines, carrying 
his stuff straight into the bathroom. He’ll pay for it all later. 

The stall Mark was using earlier is occupied, so he takes the 
one right next to it, covers the toilet with tissue again, and removes 
his shoe. The area around his toes is scaly, the fluorescent lights 
above reflecting off it in a way that makes the skin of Mark’s foot 
look almost reptilian. He takes a breath and shrugs. No big deal. 
Both boxes of cream say to clean between your toes first, so he 
preps the rag to scrub before realizing it isn’t wet. He gets up to go 
wet it under one of the faucets but is floored by another round of 
pain, this time near his ankle. Fuck it. Unused toilet water is clean 
enough. He dips his rag in the toilet after flushing it a few times, just 
to make sure, before scrubbing dead skin away with a vigor he did-
n’t normally possess. He’ll try Lotrimin first. 

After lathering his foot in cream, he realizes the sting and 
burn have yet to fade. He squeezes some of the Tinactin into his 
fingers and rubs it in on top of the Lotrimin, praying for quick re-
lief. None comes. He isn’t going to freak out. The guy in the stall 
next door seems to be taking the shit of a lifetime, so Mark reaches 
under the stall and grabs his sock, sliding his foot past candy canes 
and Christmas trees and something that feels vaguely crusty. No time 
to worry about that right now, he thinks, stepping into his blue tennis 
shoes. When he stuffs the ointments in his pockets before booking 
it out of Walmart and to his ’08 Civic, he doesn’t think about paying 
for the things he took into the bathroom. 

Mark speeds five miles over the limit and weaves between 
lanes on the entire five-minute drive home, passing the loop, the 
always-crowded Chik-fil-a, his mom’s bank, and the neighborhood 
his best friend, Kent, grew up in. He hits a hard left, missing the 
front end of a yellow Jeep by a few feet. He doesn’t hear the honk 
of the horn or notice the flashing of the driver’s finger, because the 
fire has spread to the soles of his feet now, and every time he 
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presses down on the accelerator or the brake, he is flooded with 
pain. 

He whips off of H.G. Mosley and into the parking lot of his 
apartment complex. He hobbles faster than he thinks he has ever 
seen any man run across the asphalt, up the flight of concrete steps, 
into his apartment. Immediately, he trips over a stack of books 
Shelby made in her attempt to move out the night before, before 
she gave up because she was crying too hard and went to stay with 
her mom. He kicks them across the room, howling over the throb-
bing pain in his foot. Fucking Shelby. She’s an English teacher and 
she’s always reading. She’s teaching Dante’s Inferno right now. He 
paid one of his friends to write that book report for him in high 
school. Couldn’t be bothered to do assigned reading. 

He makes it to the bedroom and leans against the doorway 
for support. The pile of used tissues by the bed are still there, deco-
rated with Shelby’s pale green snot and wasted tears. Mark steps 
over them, pushes into the bathroom, and rips his shoes and socks 
off, before tossing them back to land in their own little pile some-
where near the empty Kleenex box. 

Mark starts to cry and turns the shower on, trying cold at 
first before switching to steaming hot when that offers no relief. His 
foot is almost crimson now, and he can swear that there are cracks 
forming in the skin. He remembers when his little brother had ath-
lete’s foot growing up, his dad telling them that an old Vietnam vet 
told him long ago that if you piss on your feet in the shower it will 

kill the fungus. Okay. What does he have to lose? 

Mark can’t tell what’s shower water and what’s urine as he 
stumbles around the shower trying to get his foot under his stream. 
He sees a half-empty bottle of Shelby’s shampoo and wishes he was 
in her apartment. She lives in a handicapped unit, so her shower is a 
jungle gym of rails to balance and hang on to, and peeing on his 
foot would be a hell of a lot easier. After what seems like an endless 
tribal dance, and when Mark decides he can’t take any more of the 
scalding water, he turns it off and presses his forehead hard against 
the tile right underneath the showerhead. If anything, the irritation 
in his left foot has only gotten worse. 

Mark looks down to see that the skin below his toes has 
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peeled away or melted or fallen off or something; bottom line is that 
it’s gone. He didn’t major in Biology or Anatomy or anything in col-
lege but he thinks he can see what appears to be the muscle wall. He 
stares as it begins to separate, and he sees something white peeking 
from underneath. Mark faints. 

He dreams about being twelve. He and Kent throw a ball 
back and forth in Kent’s attic because it is raining too hard to play 
outside. Mark wishes his dad made as much money as Kent’s; their 
house is huge, and their neighborhood is even larger. Kent brags 
about how he has dates with both Cindy and Sarah next weekend 
and how he plans on at least making out with them both.  

“Isn’t that kind of wrong?” Mark asks, running his fingers 
over the red stitching of the baseball and looking around the huge 
open space. The attic kind of freaks him out. Kent had apparently 
heard the realtor tell his parents someone had hung themselves in 
the attic, and Mark was always afraid he would chase a missed ball 
and come face to face with a ghost wearing a noose. Kent had also 
told a group of kids at school that the guy had been into devil wor-
ship and was found with his feet sawed off. He said the police in-
vestigated it as a murder for a while, because they didn’t know how 
someone could hack off their own feet and then hang themselves 
from the rafters, but it was ruled as a suicide in the end. Mark isn’t 
sure how much of this is true; Kent likes to embellish things.  

“Nah. They’re just girls.” Kent holds both hands out, ges-
turing for Mark to toss the ball to him. He’s the typical preacher’s 
kid, epitomizing the opposite of good Christian values. The house 
Kent’s family lives in is owned by the church, passed from one 
preacher to another when one moves away or is asked to leave. All 
that is really known about the guy who lived here before is that his 
wife left him after figuring out that he was sleeping with one of the 
good little ladies in his congregation. Mark is pretty sure the devil 
stuff is made up, and maybe the stuff about the missing feet, too. 

“I mean, do they know about each other?” 

“Hell no. Why should they?” Kent catches the ball, tossing it 
up into the air and catching it as it comes back down. He does this a 
couple of times before missing it and it bounces and rolls towards a 
dark corner of the attic space, vanishing between a box marked 
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KENT 6 and a Hoover vacuum. 

“I don’t know, man. I just think cheating is kind of wrong.” 
Mark watches Kent go after the ball and thinks he should tell him 
not to. Something about the way a single ray of sunlight reflects off 
the red number seven emblazoned across Kent’s back disturbs 
Mark. Or maybe it’s the way the ends of Kent’s dark mullet reach 
for that light. Mark is afraid of Kent’s hair and thinks it will swal-
low the sunlight if it gets too close. Isn’t it raining? Why is the sun 
so heavy? 

“Cheating? You’ll never understand. You can’t talk to girls; 
your nose is too big.” Kent vanishes into the shadow of the attic 
and Mark calls after him for three or four minutes, but to no avail. 
Kent never steps out of the darkness again. 

Mark is startled awake by his phone ringing in the pocket 
of his pants somewhere across the bathroom floor. He rubs his 
eyes to wake himself up and crawls over the edge of the shower. 
He tries to stand before his foot gives out from underneath him, 
and he sprawls naked across the cold tile. He manages to reach his 
pocket and pull his phone from it, squinting to make out the words 
on the screen. Six missed calls from an unsaved number and a text 
from Shelby he received four hours ago that reads, “Stop trying to 
contact me. It’s over.” How long has he been passed out in the 
shower? 

Kent was never swallowed by the attic in real life. The two 
threw the ball back and forth for hours that day before Kent dou-
bled over, screaming that he had stepped on a nail. His parents 
whisked him to Longview Regional, and Kent showed up to school 
a few days later on crutches, his foot mummified. He said he might 
have tetanus. Despite his leg looking like the Michelin Man, Kent 
moved with a new confidence, cracked jokes better than any joke 
he had told before, had every girl in the class hanging on his every 
word. He was never again the same Kent Mark met at a mutual 
friend’s fifth birthday party after their parents had bought the same 
gift for Tyler and they thought it was hilarious. Parents were the 
worst, right? Two weeks later, Kent went back to have his foot 
checked out, and Mark’s teacher told them his foot had been am-
putated and his family moved somewhere south of Austin. Mark 
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hasn’t seen him since. He didn’t know a lot about tetanus to this 
day, but amputation always seemed a bit extreme to him. 

His foot doesn’t feel too bad anymore, just completely 
numb, so Mark rolls onto his back and tries to check it out. Bad 
idea. That glimpse of white he saw in the shower is now all there is; 
his foot is skeletal, each digit extending out like broken pieces of 
chalk. It isn’t like the skeletons he’s seen in museums or in science 
class. His own bones are whiter somehow, cleaner. Fresher. Shreds 
of thick red muscle tissue and scraps of skin cling to the bone still, 
and Mark can see a few bits of himself plastered on the shower 
floor. 

He vomits. He isn’t aiming for anything in particular, but the 
bile and remnants of a Wendy’s cheeseburger and fries will stain the 
bathroom floor and the green rug his mom picked out for under the 
sink long after he has left this place. After what feels like a solid ten 
minutes of vomiting, Mark tries to push himself up into a crab-like 
position when his phone rings again. He collapses, grabbing at the 
phone and seeing the familiar unsaved number yet again. He an-
swers against his better judgment. 

“Don’t call me again.” 

He hangs up and the phone falls from his fingers, the screen 
cracking apart on the bathroom floor. Great. Now there are tiny 
shards of glass in his vomit. He knows he should probably call 911 
but he can’t muster the will to even pick his phone back up, to make 
sense of the scrambled screen and dial the three numbers. He wor-
ries that this is just how it starts; maybe it’s just his foot at first, and 
then his ankles, calves, knees, thighs, dick. Maybe his skin will all fall 
off, then his muscles will melt. Maybe Shelby will come back to get 
her remaining things and find a crisp white skeleton on the bath-
room floor. 

After an hour passes, maybe two, he is still lying on the 
bathroom floor not at all dead and counting the spots of what could 
be black mold on the ceiling, Mark decides that maybe it’s time to 
call 911. He is afraid the rest of his skin has peeled away from his 
body but, because he is so numb, it will have caused him no pain 
and he will look down to see blinding white bones before his eyes 
roll out of his head and join the rest of him melted across the bath-
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room floor. He is relieved to find this is not the case. Nothing else 
has fallen off. Even his foot looks okay. 

Wait, that can’t be right. He pushes himself up to sit on his 
ass, taking a closer look at his foot. Shelby always makes fun of him 
for his lack of body hair, so it is strange for him to find a large tuft 
of thick black fur covering his ankle and what used to be his heel. 
What emerges from the fur isn’t skeletal, but it is sinister all the 
same. His foot seems to have expanded horizontally quite a bit, his 
toes extended in length and curved into sharp claws. His skin is a 
blackish red and the blue vein Shelby once traced around the top of 
his foot is now some shade of orange. It’s something right out of a 
horror movie, one where the heroes do battle with the devil himself. 
Mark doesn’t believe in the devil, his family never went to church or 
anything, but this shit is still freaky.  

He stands and finds his new foot is somehow lighter than 
his old one. He moves with a quick freedom and grace unfamiliar to 
him. It makes his other foot feel inferior, like it is a knock-off foot 
compared to this new scary one. Mark starts to cry again. Is there a 
God? What did he do to deserve this? He glides out of the bath-
room, his clawed toes scratching the floor a bit. He looks for a pair 
of underwear, but can’t find any. Fuck. It’s laundry day. He opens 
his bedroom door to go check the dryer when he sees her. 

She has just closed the front door. An oversized duffel bag 
hangs from a strap on her shoulder, and she stumbles back and into 
the door when she sees Mark. Her keys clatter across the ground. 
She is dressed in a pale pink cardigan with a ruffled cerulean skirt 
and he is butt ass naked with some kind of oversized demon’s foot 
where his old one used to be. The silence is paralyzing and neither 
talks for half a minute, a whole minute, two. Her eyes drift from his 
wild hair, crazed expression, dick, demon foot, dick again, the wall 
behind him. His eyes stay locked on hers. 

“Hey,” he finally says. 

Shelby turns to leave. 

Mark flies across the room, his human foot trailing behind 
slightly as he moves faster than he has ever moved before. He 
catches the door high and closes it harder than he means to. Shelby 
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is jarred. She flees for their bedroom, and Mark lets her go, both 
terrified and impressed by the strength with which he has slammed 
the door. The wood is splintered where it meets the doorframe. Su-
perhuman strength? Maybe this new foot comes equipped with 
some sweet perks. 

He hears his bedroom door close, lock. A few seconds later, 
Shelby screams. She’s found the skin, he guesses. The door opens 
again and she is in the doorway, back against the doorframe. 

“What have you done?” It’s a simple question but not one 
that Mark has any answer for. He doesn’t know how this happened. 
He still thinks somewhere in his head that he may be dreaming still. 
Hell, maybe he never woke up last night. The grief from Shelby 
leaving has got him stuck in some depression-induced coma, 
maybe. He remembers he read somewhere the average dream only 
lasts about eight minutes. This has been the longest eight minutes 
of his life. 

“Shelbs, I don’t know what’s happening to me.” He has 
been thinking about how he would say this to a doctor, to his mom, 
whoever he would have called first had Shelby not come home. He 
always imagined tears, pulling at his own hair, blubbering in the fe-
tal position on the ground. Instead he feels strong. What has he 
done? 

“Is this some kind of prank?” She’s incredulous, she’s pull-
ing her blonde hair back and holding it tightly against the top of her 
head, the thing she always does when she is about to start losing her 
shit. All Mark has wanted since last night is to see Shelby, explain 
himself more, beg for forgiveness. It was a mistake, that wasn’t him, 
he would never hurt her, he was drunk, she was gone. But now 
she’s pitiful. Now he wants nothing to do with her. She moves to 
him, and some part of him remembers why he fell in love with her 
in the first place; he thinks about how the blue of her eyes remind 
him of the lake in Oklahoma he swam in with his dad one summer 
vacation, how her short fingers felt when they traced semicircles 
around his belly button after the two made love, how she kissed his 
shoulder each time she hurt his feelings. 

When Shelby grips his biceps, he thinks about when they 
danced drunk to Iggy Pop’s “The Passenger” the night they first 
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met. He mouthed the words and she laughed, but that was all far 
away, miles and years away from this moment in the living room 
where they first watched each other’s favorite movies and talked 
about whose family would pay for their hypothetical wedding and 
argued if they would name their first son Oliver or Jack. 

“Thank you for confessing to me last night, Mark. It took a 
lot of guts, I know. But...” She isn’t looking at him, and Mark is 
starting to find this whole thing annoying. “I don’t think I can ever 
forgive you.” Her grip on his arms is tight, and Mark doesn’t want 
to be here. He wants to be running somewhere, testing out this new 
speed, this new strength. He’s drunk on the hope of a new him, a 
him who has no fear of germs or illness or doctors or anything. A 
him who is untouchable. Invulnerable. He decides he doesn’t have 
time for this. 

“Then what the fuck are we talking for?” He means to glide 
past her, to gently break from her hold. He underestimates his new 
otherworldliness. Shelby is launched six feet across the room, hitting 
the coffee table hard, and knocking over a stack of their shared Blu-
ray collection, a Mickey Mouse coffee mug, and Mark’s MacBook. 
She hits the ground on the other side of the table and Mark isn’t 
looking to see how she is, if she’s conscious, if she’s dead. He looks 
to his hand, pulsing with some invisible power. He expects his fin-
gers to quiver out of fear for what he has just done, but they stretch 
before him, long and strong, and he’s almost positive he catches his 
veins glowing for a second. 

The room is still for a long time before Shelby stands and 
straightens her skirt, and the look she gives Mark teaches him that 
he will never be invulnerable. She walks, not runs, to the door, her 
head held high, no tears to decorate her face. When she passes 
Mark, he reaches for her, but one glimpse of her bloody lip, bruised 
elbow, and cut knees is enough to tell him that it is over. He will 
never see her again. As Shelby steps over her duffel and closes the 
front door behind her with a soft click, Mark can only think about 
how Kent never had tetanus after all. 

 It takes him a few minutes to find the saw he bought a few 
days ago. He grips its cheap handle tightly, afraid that it won’t be 
able to do what he wants it to. He tests it by rubbing its teeth across 
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 his forearm. Blood rises to stain the sharp metal, and Mark laughs 
for a moment about how the saw is a beast in itself. It’ll work. 

 He locks the front door before doing the same for the door 
to his bedroom and then the one for his bathroom. He takes a long 
piss, never letting go of the tool as he flushes the toilet and shuts 
the lid, before propping his left foot in all its horrific glory onto the 
white porcelain. He hears a loud and heavy knock on the front 
door, thinks he hears someone telling him to open up, maybe some 
sirens out in the parking lot. This has all become a big scene. Mark 
never liked scenes. He picks up his Adidas, and finds the smell that 
once singed his nostrils now the sweetest thing, sweeter than the 
way Shelby smelled after lathering her legs in lotion on nights she 
shaved. He yanks the white shoelace lace out, ropes it tightly around 
his leg, just below his calf, just above the black, black fur. Mark re-
members seeing this in a movie once, although he thinks they used 
something like a shirt, maybe a towel. He wonders if the fur has 
spread further up his leg, wonders if it will keep going, if he will 
look something like the pictures of the Devil in Shelby’s copy of 
Inferno. He places the blade’s teeth just below the shoelace, bites his 
lower lip hard, and begins to saw.  
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The Pit 
Khris Jones 

 

It was Toby’s first time in the Playplace. His mother told him to go 

inside and wait while she placed their order. He walked through the 

glass doors and into the big, bright play area. Before him was an 

endless pit filled to the top with bright, colorful plastic balls. Red, 

orange, yellow, green, and blue.With no other children in sight, he 

had the ball pit all to himself. He kicked off his shoes, climbed over 

the edge, and stepped in. The cold, round plastic balls clung to his 

waist as he waded further and further into the plastic sea. Toby 

picked up a ball and tossed it, bouncing it against the pillars. He 

flapped his arms around, stirring the balls in boredom. He looked 

back in the direction of the glass door; he could see no one coming. 

 What was taking his mother so long? 

 Toby leaned back, laying across the balls as they shifted gen-

tly beneath him. He stared up at the large clown painted on the wall, 

hugging the vibrant yellow “M.” His red and white smile mesmeriz-

ingly haunting. 

 Suddenly, a cold grasp wrapped tightly around his frail an-

kles. He let out a gasp, but he could not push the sound out of his 

lungs. Another hand clutched the back of his thigh, while another 

tugged his shirt and yanked him down. Bright, round plastic balls 

rose above his ears until they filled with muffling silence. Darkness 

enclosed all around him. He struggled desperately and reached out 

into the air. Hands covered his mouth, while others scratched his 

eyes. He struggled desperately, but to no avail.  

 Everything went cold, blank and empty around him. No red 
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or orange or yellow or blue, only hands ripping his almost lifeless 

body. No air to be swallowed. 

 What was taking his mother so long? 
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